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ABSTlRACT 

Women's voices have often been excluded fiom history and research. 

This thesis gives a detailed account of the planning, implementation, and 

evaluation of seven women's expenence while participating in a 7-week journal 

writing group that focused on gaining voice and supporting personal 

development. Al1 of the women were hown to the facilitator and invited to 

participate in the group. They were given a detaiied account of the goals of the 

group and one-to-one time was spent with each woman in order to clari@ any 

questions or concems. As a result, the women who chose to participate were 

interestecl and open to sharing in this experience. The gaining of voice a d  

persona1 development that each woman expressed can be seen in rich text 

examples and discussion of the study in chapter 3 of this thesis- The group met at 

a private residence, participation was entirely voluntary, and there was no forma1 

evaluation of the women's writing. This thesis explores feminist and adult 

education literature, and is dso infonned by research on journal writing. This 

research was incorporated into the weekly sessions through the planning process 

and in the topics chosen. The study utilized weekly outlines and included writing 

exercises, topical foci, and a variety of facilitation strategies. The last chapter 

highlights key themes and benefits of journal writing; summarizes the connection 

between the literature reviewed and the leamhg within the women's journal 

group; identifies the factors involved in creating a supportive environment; 

clarifies the role of preparation and ongoing evaluation; discusses transfer of the 

content from the jounial group to 0 t h  environments; narnes joumal writing as a 



means for gaining voice; and concludes with personal benefits that r d t e d  fiom 

this study. This chapter closes with recommendations for adult educators who are 

interested in using journal writing groups in adult education. Recommendations 

include consideration ofthe implications of herstory for adult educators; accurate 

assasment of the needs of the group; creation of an atrnosphere of trust; inclusion 

of everyone in the planning; balance of discussion and writing; the effect on my 

practice; and ideas for future research. This thesis supports the view that j o m a l  

writing groups for women can be an effective method for women gaining voice 

and making personal changes in their lives. 
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CHAPTER 1 

THE HEART OF THE MATTER, THE INTRODUCTION 

The healïng that c m  grow out of the simple act of telling our stories is ofien quite 
remarkable. Even more remarkably, this healing in not just our healing: it is the 
healing of all women. That's why, as we te11 our stories to ourselves, it is also 
important to share them with others. This brings a sense of kinship, of sisterhood. 
We understand that we are not alone in our efforts to become conscious, whole, 
healthy persons. (Albert, 1996, p. 5) 

Women have been silenced by a variety of societal forces. These include a 

history of male domination in western culturey North Arnerican media, and in educational 

terms traditional teaching styles used in schools and adult education. Feminist research 

helps women (especially) and adult educators (regardless of gender) to understand why 

thîs situation exists. My thesis represents a passionate view of the power of journal 

writing groups for women to prornote persona1 growth for wornen and enable them to 

speak and wrïte in their own voices. Through feminist research, adult education 

literature, and specific literature on journal writing, tbis thesis explores how women 

understand and view the world, their interaction styles, and, finally, how adult educators 

can assist women through effective facilitation skills and journal writing to gain voice- 

The topic is important for al1 adult educators who want to effectively meet the needs of 

adult leamers but, in particular, it is important for those who are interested in ushg 

journal wrïting as a means to encourage women as leamers to speak and write fiom their 

experience and their heart. 



Background of the Study 

In 1996, while exploring the topic of journal wrïting groups for women as one 

way to provide an opportunity to encourage voice and value women's voices and words, 1 

found I needed k t  to go back to history. What is evident fiom my historical resezuch is 

the "general absence of women fiom most official, published, and academically 

respectable history" (Miles & Fùin, 1989, p- 167). This absence is related to the 

underlying philosophy and methods of traditional research, which excludes women and 

women-centred values (Miles & Fh). Histoncally, and still today, women lack 

representation in the media, and are often stereotyped or given distorted images 

(Andersen et al., 1997; Wolf, 1993). I became aware of how the roles and struggles of 

the women's movement have had an impact upon women in the past and continue to 

innuence women in the present-in both positive and negative ways. This awareness has 

led me to the more current research on how women view and understand the world in 

ways that are different fkom men's ways, and it has made me realize the affect of these 

differences in women's education, their work roles, and their personal interactions. Out 

of these topics, two questions about dialogue emerged-what were women saying that 

they were not writing, and how were they influenced to remah silent? Further, what role 

could dialogue play in comection with journal writing in an adult Ieaming setting? 

This study came out of reflection on my own practice within a cotiege setting; 1 

wanted to examine the practice of journal writing more closely. 1 am an early childhood 

education instructor at a community college. As 98% of the program's students are 

women, 1 wanted to know how 1 could be more effective as an educator in encouraging 

my students to speak and write with their own voices. In particular, 1 felt dissatisfied 



with the way 1 was using joumals within the program area in which 1 teach. 1 use 

journals during dl three practicum placements to assist students in reflecting on their 

practice and as a means to comrnecate theü learning, concerns, and insights with me as 

their instructor. 1 also use focused questions for reflective journal writing in a 

professional issues course. My reading suggested that there could be a link between 

joumaling and the confidence to articulate one's thoughts and feelings. However, it 

seemed counter-intuitive that my students wae often at a loss for what to write in their 

joumals. Their entries seemed to be rather superficial-reporting as opposed to being 

reflective and insighthl. 1 wanted to use journals in ways that could make a difference to 

my students and rnight also enhance the student/teacher relationship. 

1 had used persona1 joumal wrïting for years and had found it to be very cathartic. 

1 had, however, never really refiected on my journal entries to determine what 1 was 

learning, or how journaling was influencing my life. 1 decided that, in order for me to be 

effective in making changes within the classroom, it was important to first experience 

joumal writing as part of a group to see how that group experience differed fiom my own 

personal journal wnting. 1 was interested to see if Wnting would trigger new Iearning in 

a group where discussion was an integral part of the process. 1 also wanted to investigate 

whether journal wrïting was more than cathartic and to see if it actually could promote 

change, as authors such as Borton (1992)' Bentley and Butler (1985), Mavrow (1992), 

Progoff (l992), and Schiwy (1996) suggest. 

After exploring the broader research, 1 became more and more interested in how 

history affects women's lives and how journal writing could be used for personal 

development. As a result of my journal writing research, the initial focus began to 



change from the confines of the classroom to a more holistic look at women and voice, 

and how this writing strategy can change wornen's Iives. Because my classroom had an 

inherent presence of teacherktudent power imbalances within its structure, and because 

written work was being judged in this program, 1 decided not to use a c~assroom 

environment for my study. As 1 researched more and incorporated what 1 h e w  about adult 

leamers, I decided that, for this study, 1 wanted to invite wornen who might be interested in 

personal developrnent and who might be open to sharing in this process. 1 wanted to create 

a safe environment for the participants as well as a place where 1 could take nsks by trying 

new ideas and exploring issues. At this point, 1 decided to form an 8-week woman's 

journal group to be held in the family room of m y  home in a s m d  community on 

Vancouver Island, British Columbia. If an infoxmal group could be successfid, 1 was 

confident 1 could adapt the lessons 1 learned to my teaching at a later date. 

Focus of the Study 

The focus of this study was to ascertain whether a woman's journal writing group 

is an effective f o m  for assisting women in gaining voice and promoting their personal 

growth. It was also an exploration to find effective strategies and ideas to use at a future 

date in working with journal wrïting groups in an ducational setting; these strategies and 

the conclusions gained may be of interest to others working in sirnilar settings. 

Purpose of the Study 

The primary purpose of this study was to examine how a journal writing group 

can affect women's ability to speak and write in their own voices. 1 intended to look 



closely at the potential of journal writing groups to promote personal development. In 

order to do this, 1 needed to consider the components that might contribute to success. 

On a personal level, I was interested in examining and expanding m y  own knowledge, 

skills, and attitudes in relation to planning, implementing, and facilitating journal groups. 

I was also interested in reflecting on my own journal entries and using them as a tool to 

move forward in rny own life. 

Feminist and qualitative research, and an action research paradigm, influenced the 

design of the program. The main g a t h e ~ g  of data was through detailed wrïtten 

observations of the weekly sessions. The participants verïfied the accuracy of these field 

notes by reading and giving feedback. 

Scope of  the Study 

This thesis is in the area of women's learning, and provides a close look at how 

dialogue in combination with journal writing exercises can act as an effective forum for 

women to speak and write in their own voices and promote personal change. It gives 

promising possible content and methods that can be used by adult educators who are 

interested in facilitating journal writing groups. In the thesis, 1 closely examine the 

process of growth and change that occurred as reported through the eyes of seven 

women. 1 recruited participants from women that 1 knew personally and thought might 

be interested in this type of experience. I spoke to them individually as well as provided 

a wrïtten handout with details. Al1 the participants were women 35-55 years of age with 

a minimum of 2 years of post-secondary education. Al1 the women are emplo yed outside 

their home and al1 but one of the participants has at least one child, ranging in ages fiom 



6 years to young adults. Two of the women are grandmothers. The following provides a 

brief sketch of some of the demographic details of the women in the group. They chose 

their own fictitious names to be used in the study. These fictitious names have been used 

throughout this thesis, except in cases where my name was not possible to disguise. In 

these cases 1 have permission fiom the writers. 

A11 of the group menibers have been living in this community for at least 15 

years, and three of the women were either bom here or came shortly d e r .  AU came fiom 

nuclear families. Marie is an only chdd and the other six women have from 1-5 siblings. 

Anne left her home in an industriai city in Australia, in her late teens, to travel the world. 

She married in England and then immigrated to Canada, after the birth of her first child. 

Patricia lived her first 24 years in srnall villages in Nova Scotia As a single parent she 

packed her two young children into the car and headed for the westcoast. After a few 

years of settling into our community, and successfully completing grade 12, she re- 

rnarried and had another child. Marie is a proud French Canadian woman despite 

growing up in a comrnunity where French speaking families were ostracized. She is now 

married for a second tirne and has one child. Colleen was raisecl in Vancouver, spent one 

year in Europe and a year in the Okanagan. Her husband's schooling and subsequent job 

brought them to this cornmunity 20 years ago. Angelina came here with her parents and 

brother just after World War II and they lived in the army camps. She shares that her 

grandparents on both sides are fkorn strong German-Russian stock- She has been a single 

parent since her children were 9 and 1 1 years oId. Kathleen is a native of this community 

and has been married to a local man for 30 years. She cannot imagine leaving family or 

her community behind. Regina came here as a baby. She went to University in Victoria 



but then retumed here where she enjoys her independent life style. Although her brothers 

have moved away, her parents still live in this c o m d t y .  

A smaller but significant additional aspect to this study was the documentation of 

my own learning on both a personal and professional level. This was done primarily 

through journal writing and reflective observation. This personal leamhg is included in 

the discussion as well as in the secondary investigation. 

The initial group met one evening per week for 3 hours over a 7-week time fkame. 

There was a specific, topical focus for each week. The follow-up group, consisting of 

five of the same women and two new women, is continuing on a bi-monthly basis at the 

fime of writing. This group has moved to shared leadership where d l  of the wornen, 

including me, at various tirnes lead all or part of a session. The main focus of this thesis 

is on the initial group. However, the follow-up information is relevant to the conclusions 

that are drawn and provides additional insights for adult educators who wish to embark 

on such a journal wrïting joumey. 

Limitations 

This study is limited to a group of seven women who were interested in exploring 

journal writing for personal development, therefore the emphasis is on personal leaming 

rather than a more traditional educational focus. This was a small group and, as such, did 

not cover a broad range of ages, backgrounds, or cultures. Al1 were middle-class and 

white. It was specifically focused on women, so applicability to male participants is not 

assumed. Although reference is made to how aspects of the study could be applied to 

other situations, such as al;-women classrooms, youth groups, and various groups of bath 



men and women, the study does not take into account the possibiiity of using this w i e  

an organization or systern where participation is mandatory and grades are assigned. This 

is because this particdar study was conducted with the express purpose of offering the 

most fieedom possible and the least amount of coersion or obstacles for myself and for 

the participants. As well as facilitating the group, I was also a participant. This 

undoubtedly affects the objectivity of the material. However, Memiam and Simpson 

(1995) point out that a qualitative case study provides "thick, rich description" (p. 101) 

by using the words of al1 the participants. Due to my own reading and 1 e a . g  in the St. 

Francis Xavier University master's program, I believe 1 have been able to provide both a 

fair and accurate presentation and assessrnent of this study, At the start of the study, in 

May, 1996, resources on journal wrïting were somewhat limited. However, by the time 

the follow-up group started in March, 1997, there had been a major influx on iiterature on 

journal writing, including many resources specificaily addressing women and journal 

writing. 

Assumptions 

1 assumed that 1 could create an environment that was capable of fostering 

positive experiences for the participants. This assumption was based on the adult 

education literature, on books 1 had read on women's ways of viewing and understanding 

the world, and on my own persona1 experience as a teacher of early childhood care and 

education for 11 years. Also, because the participants were al1 volunteers who chose this 

group, 1 assumed that they would be eager to be there and open to the potential of using 

the journal group as a means for personal growth. From the onset 1 lmew that the nature 

of the group and content of the sessions codd prompt emotional discussion. Given my 



personal relationship with each of the women I assumed they wouid be able to explore 

their exnotions within the group environment, and feel supported by their peers and 

myself In the area of evaluation, I assumed that ail the participants would provide 

honest feedback. 

Definitions 

Because there is considerable controversy over many of the terms used in this 

thesis, the following dennitions clarify my use of the terms. 

Feminisrn has many definitions, carries a variety of contradictions, and in some 

cases, exhibits radical differences. For this thesis, the description expressed by Adamson, 

Brïskin and McPhaii (1 988) is used: 

At the core of al1 feminisms are certain commonalties in political 
perspective: al1 believe in equal rights and opportunities for women; 
al1 recognize that women are oppressed and exploited by virtue of 
being women; and al1 ferninists organize to make change. (p. 9) 

Feminist pedagogy is the feminist view of teaching and leaming. It takes into 

account the theory of the political, economic, and social equality o f  the sexes in order to 

see that woman's rights and interests are part of the learning environment and curriculum. 

Bnskin (1994) explains feminist pedagogy, as used in this thesis: 

Feminist pedagogy starts Eorn the acknciwledgement of women' s 
oppression and speaks to the gendered character of the classroorn, of 
interactions between students and teachers, of the curriculum itself It 
is more than ''good teaching", and although some of the techniques 
associated with feminist pedagogy are not dissimilar to those found in 
student-centred education, humanistic approaches and other radical 
pedagogies, feminist pedagogy is unique in its attention to gender. (p. 1) 



A gratitude journal is a tool suggested by Breathnach (1 995) in her book Simple 

Abundance to assist in transfomiing life into one of fu].fillmentt. She states, '9 have a 

beautiful blank book and each night before 1 go to bed, 1 write down five t h g s  that 1 can 

be grateful about that day" (n.p.). The gratitude journal is used to simply list points of 

gratitude rather than in-depth exploration or reflection. 

Herstory is the term refening to the female telling of history and the 

representation of women fiom a woman's perspective. It is a term used by M- Beck 

(1997) and others to ensure gender representation (Merriam & Simpson, 1995). In 

Breaking Point, M. Beck states: 'Women's history is a novel development in Western 

thought--until recently, the story of the world has been 'his story,' an account of the male 

experiences" (p. 14). M. Beck goes on to talk about "herstory," which encompasses the 

way women's roles have developed. 

Journal writing refers to women's journaling, at a deep level. This term is used 

interchangeably with journaling and keeping a journal. In A Voice of Her Own, S chiwy 

(1 W6), states: 

Keeping a journal does not mean simply recording the extemal facts of 
your life from one day to the next. I'm tallcing about something that goes 
much deeper than that. Journal wnting is a process of vital reflection that 
plunges you below the surface of your life to its psychic roots. When you 
are writing at that deeper level, your life itself changes. Then your life's 
journey and the journal writingjourney intenveave, e ~ c h i n g  and 
intensimg each other. (p. 16) 

Leaming, as defined by Mezirow (1 990) and as understood in this thesis, is "the 

process of making a new or revised interpretation of the meaning of an expenence, which 

guides subsequent understanding, appreciation and action" @. 1). 



Voice, in this thesis, refers to a woman's way of expressing who she is fkom the 

inside. Voice ca. tell her stories, express experiences, make sense of life, show her 

thoughts and feelings, and honour her tr~~th. Voice c m  be expressed in writing' in 

speaking, or even in silences. Bel-, Chchy, Goldberger, and Tarule (1986) discuss 

voice extensiveiy state: 

B y telling us about their voice and silences, by revealing to us how much they 
could hear and leam fiom the ordinary and everyday ('liearing the grass grow and 
the squirrel's heart beaf'), women told us about their views of the world and their 
place in it. (p. 29) 

Organization of the Thesis 

Following this introduction, chapter 2 addresses the crucial information gained 

through conducting my literature review. As explained briefly in the introduction, it 

becarne very important for me to determine first why women are hesitant to speak and 

mite in their own voices. The literature review addresses these issues by exploring the 

herstory of women, how women view and understand the world, and how they are 

portrayed through the media Due to the extensiveness of al1 these topics, the literature 

review serves only as an introduction to help the reader appreciate key issues that 

contribute to women's invisibility and Iimited representation in history and in other 

mainstreâm writing. 

Chapter 3 gives a detailed description of the 7-week women's journal writing 

group. This chapter includes nch text fiom the joumals of the participants, detailed plans 

of the sessions, resources utilized, and a description of how the study was conducted. 

Chapter 4 discusses the influences of the literature ideas on the women's joumal 

group; elernents of creating a conducive environment; suggestions around preparation 

and planning for women learners; and highlights the main focus of the study around how 



journal writing strategies can be used to help women gain voice. Following this section, 1 

share some of the many personal benefits gained both as being part of the women's 

journal wrïting group and the learning related to my own life. The chapter closes with a 

surnrnary, conclusions, and recommendations for fùture research. 



CHAPTER 2 

THE BACKBONE, THE LITERATURE REVIEW 

Long confinecl to passivity, we are challenged to become active; long limited to 
whispering, we are asked to describe in a clear and unmistalcable voice what we 
experience in the world around us, what we know in our innermost being. 
(Schiwy, 1996, pp. 33-34) 

Recently, researchers have shown how wornen leam in ways which are not 

dways the same as the mainstream-that is, not always the same as men (Beledq et al., 

1986; Gilligan, 1982; Schaef, 1974). These fïndings are of significance to the field of 

adult education because alternative teachingnearning methods have been shown to be of 

special value to women. One of these teachingfleaming methods is journal writing 

(Albert, 1996; Mavrow, 1992; Schiwy, 1996). As the literature shows, journal &ting 

can bring about a major change in women's lives, it can give them a voice that has been 

including more curent research on how women view and understand the world and the 

influences of the media. The second section on women and dialogue builds on current 

adult education and feminist research; reinforcing the important role of effective dialogue 

in gaining voice. Next, facilitation is examuiecl and connected with good practice, 

including the facilitator's role in using cntical thinking and reflection. The last section 

focuses the various aspects involved in using journals to gain voice. The literature 

selected came from the personal development body of literature since the focus was on 

women's voice- This chapter serves as theoretical background to the study by examining 

al1 these aspects of research to ascertain what factors have contributed to silencing 

women, how women gain voice, and the implications for adult education. 



HistoryLEXerstory Research 

In order to appreciate the importance and urgency of women speaking and writing 

about their experiences, aspects of herstory provide valuable context This section 

outlines some of the most significant aspects of herstory that have prevented women from 

having voice, an exploration of women's understanding of the world, and women as 

portrayed in the media 

Aspects of Herstow That Have Silenced Women's Voice 

M. Beck (1997), French (1992), Schaef (1992) and Tavrïs 11992) express how 

difficult it is to stand back fÎom a white male systern when it is everywhere. For Schaef, 

the white male system is "a system in which we live, and in if the p w e r  and influence is 

held by white males" (p. 8). She adds: 

The White Male System --and it is important to keep in mind that I am referrïng 
to a system and not pointing a finger at specific individuals within it-controIs 
almost every aspect of our culture. It makes our Iaws, nins Our economy, sets our 
salaries and decides when and if we will go to war or remaïn at home. Tt decides 
what is howledge and how it is to be taught. @. 8) 

As patriarchy spread, women were believed to be created subordinate to men. 

Throughout history, women have been measured against men. As Tavris says, "Of 

course, the habit of seeing women's behavior as something to be explained in relation to 

the male n o m  makes sense in a world that takes the male nom f o r  granted" (p. 28). 

Adamson et al. (1988), and Miles and Finn (1989), discuss 3 o w  this white male 

systern was, and is, a human invention that powerfully affects womien's lives. This 

system of behaviour is the basis of most interactions among people in most cultures. It 

constitutes "ways to regdate behavior: laws, custorns, traditions, amd the unofficial rules 

sociologists refer to as noms" (M. Beck, 1997 p. 26). These niles are absorbeci tiom 



birth and, because they are so deeply learned, they are seldom questioned. They sMply 

become the norm, the way things are done. This greatly contri'butes to the concept M. 

Beck refers to as the "invisible wornan" (p.26). This invisible woman cm be seen by the 

comparatively little written about the women's rnovement prior to the 1960s. 

Not until the 1800s did education for women became a red is .  Even then, 

primarily white, middle to hi&-income women were given the opportunity to study 

(Adamson et al., 198 8; M. Beck, 1 997; Schaef, 1992). Canada followed the pattern and it 

was not until the 1960s that the educational system in Canada expanded to provide more 

widespread opportunities for women's career and lifestyle changes (Adamson et al.). 

Furthemore, as ferninism was growing so was a counter movement among American 

culture called the "cult of true womanhood" (Welter, 1994, p. 146). This political and 

religious movement dominatecl the thinlcing of mainstream society. The messages could 

be seen in '%omenYs magazines, gift annuals and religious literature of the nineteenth 

century" (Welter, p. 147). The cult of true womanhood encouraged women to be seen as 

différent but, in this case, as both ernotionally and physically fiail. This perception only 

encouraged the concept that dependence on men ensured protection (Andersen et al.; 

Welter). According to M. Beck, this movement helped maintain the delicate balance 

required to sustain a paradoxical value system. With the many demands on women, there 

was very little time for the average woman to be out fighting for her rights. 

Adamson et al. (1988), explains that the Industrial Revolution in England put 

women in the workplace, while they continued to perform most of the domestic work at 

home, which only left them exhausted and, on the whole, unable to see feminism as a 

positive force. This was the beginning of women trying to deal with both the traditional 



and modem views-a confiict even for wornen today. Similady, M. Beck (1997) states, 

'=y sharpening the division between men's work and women's work, the Industrial 

Revolution not only narrowed the scope of male Iife, it also made women's lives even 

more invisible than they had been before" (p. 52). The change to a cash-based econorny 

fuaher emphasized and devalued women's unpaid work ('komen's work"). 

According to M. Beck (1997) and French (1992) women had no significant voice 

in society and, generdy, had not been visible in history until they were given the right to 

vote. Adamson et ai. (1988) explain that in Canada the right to vote provincidy started 

in 19 16. Initially, the male politicians of the time were concemed about the possible 

impact of this new voting group. They feared that if women joined forces they could 

cause major political changes. However, women typically saw it as being in their best 

interest to vote like their husbands because they were dependent on them for s u ~ v a l .  

During the 1960s and 1970s the women's movement really evolved in North 

America and Europe. The Ferninine Mystique by Friedan (1 963) was instrumental in 

exposing women to the more radical views of the tirne. Fnedanys words were timely and 

convinced many women to pursue jobs outside of the home. One of the negative impacts 

of Freidanys work was the reinforcement of the viewpoint of the Industrial Revolution, 

that unpaid work was valueless and, therefore, not seen as work at dl. According to M. 

Beck (1997), this was also the beginning of f d l y  breakups because modem and 

traditional views came more into conflict. In 1988, the divorce rate in the United States 

was triple that of 1950. "Divorce peaked at almost two-thirds of rnarriages in the late 

sixties, then settled at about 50 percent, where it has remained, with slight variations, ever 

since" (p. 202). However, as families broke up women's economic security declined. 



This resulted in m e r  lowerhg their statu in society. Although wages had increased, 

the single incorne and role strain was resulting in the feminization of poverty. Women 

and children still constitute a higher percentage of the American poor, pnmarily because 

of women's lower wages and their major responsibility for domestic work. 

In Canada, there was a similar trend (Adamson et al., 1988) and the feminization 

of poverty that started in the 1960s was equally evident in 1986. According to Adamson 

et al., "nearly 1.5 million Canadian Women--more than one out of every five-live in 

poverty" (p. 104). 

Another important factor in herstory is women's relationship to literature and 

language. As noted by M. Beck (1997), women have been the primary audience for 

men's writing, Moreover, Albert (1996) asserts that "through the centuries of recorded 

history, far fewer women than men were initiated into the mysteries of writing, and those 

who did leam to w-rïte did not often write about the lives of women" (p. 2). She talks 

about women's stories being passed down by the oral tradition and how it is important to 

have these written down. This absence of written stories is cited by Schiwy (1996) and 

Aibert, as an impetus for wnters today who feel a sense of urgency for women to write 

their stones. 

M. Beck (1997) illustrates how herstory still influences women's lives today. 

Through her research, she interviewed over 300 women, £?om teenagers to 80-year olds, 

to define and examine more closely a stage called the 'keaking pointy'. This point is "the 

moment of crisis women encounter when they find themselves so pulled apart by 

competing and irreconcilable demands that they feel their lives are about to shatter" 

(book jacket). These incompatible cuItural demands relate to the "invention of the 



invisible woman" (p. 52). M. Beck sees this invisibility as the absorption over time of 

the millions and millions of niles about how women should behave, including being 

trained to accept and not question how thuigs are done. These irreconcilable demands are 

related to the images of women that have been portrayed in society. This also greatly 

influences women's development, work roles, and personal lives. 

Women's Views and Understandines of the World 

North American culture idea2izes two incompatible value systems. For example, 

Adamson et al- (1 988), M. Beck (1997), French (1 W2), Schaef (1992) and Tavris (1 992) 

explain that as girls grow up they encounter society's paradoxical expectations. Women 

are expected to do the traditional work within the home, while at the same tirne, succeed 

in a career. This set of ideals for women encourages them to sacrifice individual rewards 

for the benefit of the group, while at the same time encouraging them to fïnd personal 

achievement and be cornpetitive. Women are expected to resolve this paradox of 

reconciling the irreconcilable. As M. Beck says, "The result is that in the United States 

women's roles are becoming steadily more contradictory, self-refbting and impossible to 

fulfill. An American woman cannot succeed at one set of responsibilities without failing 

by another set of criteria" (p. 10). M. Beck believes this results in the breakuig point 

where women go through a process that allows them to recreate their lives by challenging 

the world's view. French (1 I92), Mann (1994), Schaef, Tavris and Wolf (l993), also 

discuss the importance of acknowledging and understanding this paradox in order for 

women to h d  alternative ways to be empowered and to make healthy changes in their 

lives. They argue that this is one of the major factors that influence how women see their 

worId. 



Until recently, most of the research in human development has been based on 

male subjects, yet the hdings  are extrapolated to all people (M. Beck, 1997; French, 

1992; Schaef, 1992; T a e s ,  1992). In contrast, Women 's Ways ofKnowing, Belenky et 

al. (1 986) is an exarnple of recent research that explores how women see the world. The 

writers focus on a particular aspect of development: how women constmct knowledge 

and understanding in ways different than men. BelenS., et al. used in-depth i n t e ~ e w s  to 

explore how 135 women in the United States Çom a range of backgrounds viewed their 

experiences and what was important about their lives. There were questions around 

background, self-description, gender, relationships, moral dilemmas, education, and ways 

of knowing based on each particula. setting. The very last set of questions dealt with 

how women saw their lives 15 years fiom now; they were also given opportunities to add 

information. Belenkey et al, were searching for a single voice to represent al1 women. 

What they discovered, however, was that the women they i n t e e w e d  appeared to 'tiew 

reality and draw conclusions about tnith, knowledge and authority" (p. 3) fiom five 

different perspectives. Not every woman went through al1 these phases and the exact 

numbers for each phase were not available. A brief surnrnary of these phases follows: 

Silence. At the time of the interview, only two to three women were identified as 

viewing the world f?om the perspective of silence, and they were among the youngest and 

most socially, economically, and educationally deprived. However, many women in 

other phases referred to this outlook When women came fiom a place of silence, words 

were typically perceived as  weapons used to separate and denigrate thern rather than 

empower them. As a result, they were fearful of using any words, but when they did, 

they perceived a punishment as justified. For exarnple, "1 deserved to be hit, because 1 



was always mouthhg off' @. 24). The d e n t  women did not cultivate their capacity for 

representational thought and therefore remained isolated. Belenlcy et al. (1 986) note the 

apparent lack of any introspection; nor was there confidence in Iearning f?om their own 

or other's words. As a result, many women had great difficulty establishg the most 

basic comection with others. They saw any authonty as "dl powerfiil" if not 

"overpowering" and saw blind obedience to authority as a requirernent for survÏval. The 

women seemed to view iife in polarîties, either black or white. In al1 cases, at l e s t  one 

parent in the women's families routinely used violence. There was little evidence of play 

or dialogue. The women had little forma1 schooling and in cases where they did, it was 

called a place of "chronic failure" (p. 33). 

Received knowledee. When women rely on received laiowledge--that is, 

information given to them by someone else such as a professional-they typically see this 

information as either right or wrong. When in doubt, they trust the experts rather than 

themselves. Typically, these women tumed to the experts for advice and, when this was a 

positive experïence, it opened up the possibiiity that they were capable of understanding 

and remembering things they were taught. As their confidence increased, they began to 

pass information on, although they still had difficulty communicating. These women 

usually believed that their ûiends shared exactly the same thoughts and experiences and, 

in time, it was these relationships that eventually helped them to &d their own voice. 

Helping other people was very important in -t.s study group. According to Belenky et al. 

(1986), giving birth was often a hirnùig point where women viewing the world fiom this 

particular outlook began to reassess themselves as knowers as they assumed the 

responsibilities of parenthood. 



When coming fiom a place of received knowledge these women had complete 

intolerance of ambiguity. If 'they listened carefully enough" (p. 45) they were sure they 

would be able to do the right thing and would get dong with others. A concern about 

developing their own powers at the expense of others was also expressed. 

Subiective knowledne. According ta Beienky et al. (1986), approximately half of 

the participants in the study were in the subjective lmowledge stage. These women 

believed that 'howuig is a matter of intemal groping and intuition, these women had 

fkw words available to them to communïcate something about an inner self that still was 

so novel" (p. 82). Because for many of these women their "new knowledge and truth is 

subjectively known or intuited" (p. 15) the researchers called it subjective knowledge. 

This place of subjective knowing, where these women began to feel more capable and 

empowered, usually occurred after a crisis of trust with a significant male authority, 

coupled with some type of confinring experience. There was a pervasive background 

therne of sexual harassrnent and abuse in this group. During this stage, women began to 

insist on directing their own lives. Half of the group had lefi primary relationships and 

often came to this new place of knowing by rejecting opposing family values. They were 

dealing with a wide range of emotions but they were set on finding thernselves and 

through this felt a new sense of power in the intuitive process. There appeared to be 

minimal forethought and reason to their decision to leave their pasts behind, nor to the 

possible results. 

Procedural knowledae. A shift towards procedural knowledge seemed to be 

comected to some women abandoning "both subjectivisrn and absolutism in some areas 

of their lives in favour of reasoned reflection" (Belenky et al., 1986, p. 88). They are 



described in this book as women who "were absorbed in the business of acquïring and 

applying procedures for obtaining and communicating knowledge" (p. 95). These women 

seemed to have maintainecl some trust in authorities while having their old views 

challenged. They were definitely a more homogenous group and inhabited a narrower 

academic world. Procedural knowledge seemed to be tied to education and the more 

privileged. They were "bright, white, and young" (p. 87) women. They were very 

conscious, deliberate, and systematic as they looked for answers, believing that knowing 

required careful obsenration and analysis. According to Beledq et al., these women 

were interested in knowing not just what people think but how people go about forming 

their opinions, feelings, and ideals. They were trying, with more or Iess success, to take 

control of their lives in a planned deliberate fashion. These women often did not feel like 

they were making progress in the early stages, as they struggled with their imer critics. 

Belenky et al. conclude, however, "as these women becarne increasingly skillful at 

executing procedures for obtaining and co~nmunicating knowledge, many of them 

experienced an increasing sense of controI. The world becomes more manageable" (p. 

96). Theirs was the voice of reason and they were able to experience both separate and 

connected knowing . 

Constructive knowledne. When women see things fkom the perspective of 

constmcted knowledge, they see everyone as active constructors of knowledge and 

understand that knowledge is constnicted by the mind and not by procedures. The 

women who were in the constructive knowledge stage were able to integrate the voices of 

experts with their own. They were al1 articulate and reflective people, seerning to notice 

what was going on with others and caring about other's lives. They were al1 struggling to 



find a balance of extremes, they were ambitious in wanting to find their own voices, and 

they wanted their voices and actions to make a difference to other people. They had the 

ability to imagine and be sensitive to the inner life of others (Belenky et al., 1986). 

Gilligan (1 982), Kaschuk (1 992) and Tamis (1 992) discuss how major 

implications &se for this misrepresented group in society. Gilligan gives several 

examples of verbatim responses fiom male and female children showing very distinct 

differences in the reasoning out of problems. What is most relevant here is not what is 

better but the acknowledgment that there are difierences and that the world tends to be 

constnicted on male values, not on fernale values. Again, the implications of these 

theones tend to show females as not measuring up because, in fact, they do not fit the 

norm. 

Gilligan, Ward, Taylor and Bardige (1988) note that the early litmature excluded 

women. The study of human development Mplies "the suspicion of girls and women 

that nothing of importance or value can be learned by studying them" (p. xi). It also 

raises the important question of "what has been missed by not studying girls" (p. x). Key 

to the research is the way girls and women see relationships. Gilligan et al.3 research 

indicates that women's sense of self is built around maintaining connections with others 

and that loss of relationship is ofien perceived as  a loss of self This way of viewing a 

relationship is one that often separates women from mainstrearn western society. 

Today there is considerable research reflecting women's views (e.g., Belenlq et 

al., 1986, 1996; Benson, Fretz, Jiano & Kennett, 1994; Gilligan, 1982, 1988; Schaec 

1992; Tavris, 1992). However, given the years of exclusion, it is important that feminist 

literature is incorporated into adult education understanding so that women do not 



continue to proliferate biases--such as are o h  portrayed in the media-into general 

knowledge, and so that women's views are articulated. 

Women as Portraved in the Media 

Beyond an understanding of self lies society's perception of women. Wolf (1 993) 

explains that the media provide a highly influentid arena in which women have very 

limited representation, suffer distorted images, and are provided very little voice. She, as 

well as Andersen (1997)' explores this topic and gives a clear explanation of how this has 

influenced the progress of women. Wolf uses a range of original sources to draw out 

concrete statistics of women's omission f?om the media She believes that as long as men 

maintain the major control of newspapers and magazines, women will continue to write 

what is expected of them and to reflect men's voices. She M e r  states, "As long as that 

continues, women's ideas and deepest convictions will never get before the public" 

(p. 85). Similady, Andersen (1997), Adamson et al. (1 997) and Mann (1 992) show ways 

in which North Arnerican media-driven culture stereotypes women, directs the societies 

behaviour, and limits how the public view themselves and each other. Andersen notes 

that although there have been some inroads into media coverage, women are still a 

distinct minority. In a media report on women, in the fa11 1992, "33.7% of the work force 

in television, but only 16.8% of new directors" were women (Mann). Mann gives several 

examples of how the media continue to have a negative impact on gender violence and 

stereotypes (pp. 256-257). Andersen notes that, in the 1 980s, the media openly mocked 

women who were attempting to combine career and family, as superwomen (p. 6). 

Wolf (WB) identifies four consequemes to what she tenus "gender apartheid" in 

jounialism (p. 92). First, she sees the political pressure on women to not disturb the 

statu quo as discouraging dialogue and as a way of keeping women politically stalled. 



Second, because men are the prirnary controllers of the media, there are major gaps in 

how the media represent the interests of a l I  the people. Third, the women's movernent is 

often ridiculed in the media, again increasing women's dienation. Lastly, because 

women's issues are minimally represented, the public sees them as disproportïonately 

more important t h a .  they would if al1 issues were addresseci. Adamson et al. (1988) 

gives us a good example of this. During the 1 WOs, feminist leaders were being asked to 

report to the newspapers, but newspapers were distorting their messages. As a result, 

many leaders refused to report. As one spokewornan notes, "Nthough there is no doubt 

that our voices would have been distorted, the struggle to be heard in the media was an 

important one; to some extent we silenced ourselves" (p. 63). 

What is important about ferninist research is that the fïndings document women's 

ways of understanding and viewing the world, and help others understand the distortions 

of women as portrayed by the media Feminist research opens doors for understanding 

the stmggle to find voice and what makes that struggle so very difficult. It also explains 

the differences that adult educators often see between how males and fernales view the 

world. 

Women and Dialogue 

According to Beledcy et al. (1 986) and MacKeracher (1 993), an important way 

women can be either stifled or gain voice is through dialogue. Within the adult education 

literature there are many references to terms such as dialogue, real talk, conversations, 

and persona1 connections, all of which have similar rneanings. Because dialogue has 



significance for women and voice, in this section 1 look at the main elements implied by 

dialogue and what it means for women, 

MacKeracher (1993) identifies a key element of dialogue as two or more people 

seeking to understand the world through comected knowing. Vella (1 994) defines 

dialogue as "the word between us" (p. 3). She gives 12 principles for effective dialogue, 

which are needs assessment, safety, sound relationship, sequence, reinforcement, praxis, 

respect for the learner, immediacy, clear roles, teamwork, engagement, and 

accountability. Vella explains, "These 12 principles hold that aduIts have enough life 

experience to be in dialogue with any teacher7 about any subject, and will l e m  new 

knowledge and attitudes or skills best in relation to that life experience" (p. 3). 

Furthemore, Vella uses stories as "ways to begin, maintain, and nurture dialogue " (p. 3). 

In this way, she combines both definition and charactenstics as part of her definition. In 

this section, 1 review some of the characteristics of dialogue as well as implications from 

the absence of dialogue. 

Characteristics of Dialogue 

A wide range of recent adult educators (e.g., C. Beck, 1993; Brookfïeld, 1986; 

Gatt-Fly, 1983 ; MacKeracher, 1993 ; & Vella 1 994;) emphasize the importance of the 

educators' being willing to let go of their traditional role as provider of information- 

C .  Beck states, "In genuine dialogue the learning is two-way. It is not authoritarian or 

'top dom"' (p. 271). He also emphasizes that adult educators must be cautious about not 

just talking about the importance of dialogue but achially demonstrating letting go of 

established roles. 

A second characteristic shared by these authors is respect for the individual 

participants and their life experience. Gatt-Fly (1983) discusses how a traditional 



approach can create a sense of distnist wheras a popular education approach, can 

encourage the participants to see themselves as howiedgeable and capable. As the 

participants work with this knowledge, based on their own experiences, "they can 

develop strategies together to change their immediate situations" (p. 13). In al1 cases, 

there is a co~ec t ion  between respect and culture. Culture is defined in a general way by 

C. Beck (1993) as "respect for each other's insights; respect for each other's tradition or 

'story"' (p. 226). He also emphasizes the importance of educators not only claiming '20 

respect ideas and traditions of our students," but also dernonstrating respect through 

discourse (pp. 226-227). C. Beck believes this is imperative to avoiding a top-down 

approach. Brookfield (1986) similarly includes acceptance for a variety of responses as 

part of his definition of culture; as well, he stresses the value of meaningful discussion 

groups as the "key to learning" (p. 136). He adds, "It is also in the context of such groups 

that some of the most challenging and exciting personal adventwes in leaming occur" 

@p. 136-1 37). 

Belenky et al. (1986) and MacKeracher (1998) look at dialogue Erom a women7s 

point of view. Beledq et al. point out that women's questions ofien differ fiom men's, 

and traditional college courses typically do not honour women's knowledge. In 

discussing real talkinq, they state the importance of women finding their voice: "ln real 

talk, domination is absent, reciprocity and cooperation are prominent" (p. 146). In their 

discussion on connected teaching they note that "none of the women i n t e ~ e w e d  wanted 

a system in which knowledge flowed in one direction fiom teacher to student" (p. 217). 

Their tenn midwife teacher focuses on the student's knowledge and the encouragement 

of students to use their knowledge. They discuss comected classes as providing a culture 



for growth where embers '%an nurture each other's thoughts to maturity" (p. 22). 

MacKeracher shares a similar view of dialogue and also stressa the integral role 

environment plays in fostering the development of trust so that wornen feel cornfortable 

sharing their experiences with other group members or staff, thereby making connections. 

In both of these wrïtings, there is attention given to the culture of women as opposed to 

the more generic use of culture. 

Absence of Diaiorne 

One aspect of culture recognized by Beledq et al. (1986) is the absence of 

dia10 y e  within the personal lives of many women. Women often rernain silent for fear 

of being punished for using words. Belenky et al. found, throughout the interviews, these 

women had the "barest experience of dialogue with others, there were no indications of 

dialogue with the self.. .. There were no words that suggested an awareness of mental 

acts, consciousness or introspection" (p. 25). This absence of dialogue was also prevalent 

in their stories of childhood, in which there was little reference to either play or dialogue. 

Because many of the women interviewed lived in families where words were used for 

force or violence, they were hesitant to participate in every-day conversations. They 

appeared to have a very limited understanding of their own "intellectual powers or of the 

possibilities of an inner voice and dialogue" (p. 158). 

Benson, Fretz, Jiao and Kennett (1994), four women in a master's program in 

adult and continuing education at the University of Saskatchewan, reflect on their 

experiences of academic discourse and criticd pedagogy. They found what other 

research also confirms: in higher education there is a predominance of male voices in 

mixed classrooms. Men participated twice as often as women and were the focus of the 



discussion, on average, six times more often than their fernale counterparts. They note 

that, in feminist classrooms, cLexperîences as women were recognized and the personal 

and private acknowledged" (Benson et al., p. 35)- French (1 992) confirms these statistics 

and explains: 

If you add to this treatment the (white) male-centered, male-exalting curriculum 
of our schools, you understand why a recent study showed that girls who are 
confident and assertive at age nine, emerge fkom adolescence, with pitiably low 
self-esteem and why generally, Gloria Steinern points out, the more education 
women have, the lower their self-esteem. (p. 126) 

Mann (1994) also discusses the need for change within the "current educational 

system so that mental barriers never get erected in the first place" (p- 1 1 0). In this regard 

She notes examples of where providing encouragement to young women by effectively 

roie modeling, and using meîhods more conducive to how women learn, does have a 

significant impact. Understanding the role of effective dialogue and teaching methods is 

critical to understanding the importance of women gaining voice. HeTping them gain 

voice is one of the roles for educational facilitators. 

Faciiitating Adult Learners 

Some of the conditions which contribute to silencing women--such as fear, media, 

societal pressures, and ineffective teaching methods are complex. Therefore, possible 

ways to address these conditions-such as the process of empowement--are also 

cornplex. The empowerment process has a great deal to do with environmental 

conditions that need to be present in order to support positive change. Many of these 

conditions have been alluded to in the above section on dialogue. In [ns section, some of 

the key factors for effectively facilitating and creating conducive environments for adult 



leamers are reviewed. These factors inchde promoting critical thinking, incorporating 

lemer's experiences, and adjusting ones' teaching style, 

Kev Factors in Facilitatin~ Em~ower in~  Education 

Cranton (1 996) notes, "Educators may be agents of change, or altematively, 

keepers of the statu quo" (p. 141). She discusses in some depth the roots of adult 

education in social reform and how this comects to education today. Until more recently 

the preparation of teachers has tended to be focused on technique and the best mettiod, 

rather that on general strategies and roks that educators can take. Brookfield (1986) 

notes that facilitation is sometimes seen as "concerned solely with assisting adults to 

meet those educational needs that they themselves perceive and express as rneaningfid 

and important" (p. 123). However, as Brookfield points out, "The problem with 

accepting this as a s u m  total of the educator's responsibility is that it assumes a high 

degee of self-knowledge and critical awareness on the part of the adult leamers" (p. 

124). Brookfield points out the importance of "presenting alternatives, questioning 

givens and scrutinizing the self' (p. 125). Likewise, Cranton, Cross (198 l), and 

Wlodkowski (1988) see the adult educator's role in a similar way. For this thesis, 

facilitator, adult educator, and teacher are used interchangeably. 

Because of the pluralistic nature of teaching, self-reflection and analysis of what 

guides one's teaching is perhaps the most important part of effectively working with 

adults. Cross (1 98 1) refers to this reflective analysis as a comprehensive theory of adult 

education (p. 220). Apps (1989) talks about "knowing our foundation" (p. 17) by 

examining one's beliefs. In his book on leadership, Apps (1994) discusses how to meet 

the challenges of responding to a constantly changing climate by utilizing a "personal 



philosophy of leadership" (p. 63). Brookfield (1986) refers to it as a "philosophical 

rationale" (p. 287) in which the educator has identifid %ose characteristics by which 

the fundamental worth of any attempt to facilitate adult learning can be judged" (p. 287). 

He explains that this does not mean it 'hiust be exemplified to its fuilest degree in every 

educational encounter" (p. 287) but rather used as a guide. 

Apps (1994), Brookfield (1986), Cranton (1996) and Hayes (1989) dl refer to 

characteristics of effective facilitators and also caution that they do not provide an 

exclusive list. Some of the characteristics they mention include a warm, loving, caring, 

and acceptuig view of leamers; openness to change and new experiences; passion about 

what they do and how they do it; collaboration; and courage in doing what they believe 

while following a personal credo. Al1 of these fit into what Wlodkowski (1993) refers to 

as four core characteristics: ccexpertise, empathy, enthusiasm and clarity" (p. 17). His 

research has shown that these core characteristics are cornmon to al1 motivational 

instnicton. These core characteristics "cari be leamed, controlled and planned for by 

anyone who instnicts adults" (p. 17). Wlodkowski notes that expertise consists of three 

essential components: "(1) we know something beneficial for adults, (2) we h o w  it well, 

and (3) we are prepared to convey it thorough an instructional process" (p. 17). This 

implies a solid base of skills and strategies. This takes into account active participation 

and a~kno~ledgment of the varied experiences of adult leamers. Wlodkowski's book has 

a wealth of information for anyone wanting to d a n c e  their facilitation skills with adults. 

Brookfield (1 986), Cross (1 98 1), Cranton (1996) and Farquharson (1 995) also 

advocate active participation and achowledgment of experience. Hayes (1 989) 

specifically discusses women as leamers and emphasizes the importance of "a 



collaborative, participatory teaching-learning process that engages leamers in the creation 

of howledge based on personal experience that can be used as the basis for individual 

change and social action7' @ -56). Similady, Mezirow (1978) emphasizes awareness and 

reinterpretation of one's experience as a key process of leaming: 

A cardinal dimension of adult development and the leaming most uniquely adult 
pertains to becoming aware that one is caught in one's own history and is reliving 
it. This leads to a process of perspective transformation involving a structural 
change in the way we see ourçelves and our relationships. (p. 100) 

Mezirow cites consciousness raising in the women's movement as an exarnple of 

transformation of the perspective of hmdreds of thousands of women. He believes that 

adult educators codd benefit fiom incorporating this educational development into their 

practice. Mezirow states, "The process of perspective transformation has far reaching 

implications for the education of adults. An unexplored educational goal of enonnous 

significance is to identiQ, and to facilitate the transformation of, the meaning 

perspectives of leamers"@. 107). An integral part of perspective transformation is the 

importance of criticai reflection. Cntical reflection is a process facilitators cm use to 

help learners question their beliefs, values, and attitudes in order for change to take place. 

In order for women to find voice, they have to have the confidence to question habitua1 

ways of thinking and action and feel safe enough to make change. 

Critical Thinking and Reflection 

Fostering critical thinking can play a major role prornoting change in one's self 

concept (1 996). Brookfield (1 987a) says, "Intirnate relationships represent one of the 

most crucial, yet least studied, settings for cntical thinking" (p.2 1 1). Mezirow (1 976) 

also discusses perspective transformation and the need for more emphasis in al1 

relationships. The very nature of perspective transformation implies a persona1 change. 



Apps (1991) notes that aïtical thinking has five phases; he gives advice for 

helping learners move through these. The fint phase is helping leamers becorne aware of 

their "needs and wants in often new and deeper ways" (p. 98). During this phase, the 

facilitator helps the leamers to notice needs that have previously been at an unconscious 

level. This process happens by using a varïety of tools such as group discussion, role 

play, and oral questioning. Apps explains, Wnce learners have developed a deeper 

awareness of their problem, or situation, they are ready to explore altematives" 

@- 99). At this stage, the most important element is the ability of the learner to remain 

open to a variety of perspectives. At this point the facilitator encourages learners to 

probe even fûrther before making a decision. Because this stage usually challenges what 

the learners are comfortable with, it can lead into a transition phase. 

As learners struggle with alternatives, it can be a tirne of letting go of long-held 

positions or even of old values and beliefs. This is sometimes a complete shift to a new 

way of thinking and acting; therefore, support is criticai to a successful transition. 

Journal writing can play a key role at this stage: "For many learners, putting in writing 

what is going on during this transition phase is a major step toward resolving the trauma 

transition can present. An important point to underline is that transition takes t h e "  

(Apps, 1991, p. 101). Grieving the loss of old ideas through journal writing and other 

exercises, such as consciousness-raising and discussion based seminars, cm be integral 

parts of this phase as well, according to Apps. 

As the learner begins to put things back together and build something, there is an 

active integration that takes place. During this phase the lemer  becomes "comfortable 

with the new ideas, new assumptions, and new ways of thinking that emerged £tom the 



transition phase" (p. 101). The time fkame can vary dramatically. As Apps (1991) 

explains, learners can recognize that this active integration has taken place when "a new 

sense of importance and meaning enters their lives, and they feel released fiom old 

pressures" (p. 101). Once again, journal writing can be a powerfbl tool as leamers reflect 

on new ideas and understanding. Other tools such as group discussion, role-play, and 

oral questioning are also used in this phase. 

The last phase is taking action. This is the place where the new perspective is 

tested out in some way. As participants gain new awareness, the process may well start 

d l  over again- As Apps (1 99 1) points out, this is a process and, therefore, group 

members will be at various stages at any given tirne. Critical thinhg works best when it 

is incorporated into general content rather than treated as a separate topic. 

In his book Developing Critical Thinkers, Brookfield (1987a) shares a view of 

cntical thinking similar to Apps (1991). Brookfield's fïrst two components-identiwg 

and challenging assumptions, and being contextually aware--are similar to Apps's k t  

stage of becoming aware. Both have an exploring alternatives component. Brookfield's 

concept of reflective skepticism is also similar to Apps's stage of working through 

transition. It is at this point that Brookfield sees questioning what is read or taught as  

being critical, During this questioning, the learner really begins to take ownership of new 

views. Brookfield does not include action as a component as Apps does; however, he 

does address action in several places in his work. 

Brookfield (1987a), reports that all  the learners he has worked with perceived 

"significant personal learning" (p. 2 16) as profoundly important. This leaming was 

fiequently triggered by a major life crisis of some kind. Brookfield believes that 



individuals are not likely to engage in "such potentially painfiil self-scrutiny, without a 

p o w d  stimulus" (p. 216) that affect one's daily life. He explains that significant 

personal learning entails a redefition of some aspect of self and, during this process, 

those involved cal1 into question some of the assumptions underlying the way they 

conduct personal relationships. 

Although Brookfield (1 986) and Apps (1 99 1) do not specifically discuss women 

as leamers, the stages of critical thinking they present appear to be relevant for both 

sexes. The bais  of feminist literature is to challenge traditional views and beliefs of 

society's inequitable social structure. Reflection and critical thinking are required 

elements of adult education that encourage change. 

The types of environments that support women in kLly participating in group 

settings require more than being specific strategies; they require a collective way of 

teaching that honours women' s strmgths and experiences. Brookneld (1 986) states that 

"good facilitation ... is characterized by a respect for participants' uniqueness, self-worth, 

and separateness" (p. 13). He explains this d o a  not mean lack of challenge or false 

camaraderie but, rather, an environment where individuals are encourageci to develop 

their powers of critical reflection that include being challenged to consider "alternative 

ways of thinking, behaving, working and living" (p. 13). 

Brookfield (1986) identifies four conditions that are important for increasing 

participation: the group should agree upon a set of procedural rules for achieving 

equitable participation; the leader or facilitator needs to be responsible for providing 

thoughtfid planning avenues and discussion; the facilitator must be well versed both in 

the subject matter tu be covered during the discussion and in the principles of group 



dynamics; and the facilitator must be responn%le for facilitatïng critical thinking. 

Similarly, Apps (1 99 1) ernphasizes the importance of helping leamers take charge of 

their own leaming and focuses on creating a good leaming environment. For Apps, this 

includes using a group planning process in which the group's agenda is developed 

Looking at women more specifically, Hayes (1989) discusses the needs of women 

in teaching and learning and gives a clear rationale for using a feminist pedagogy: 

Feminist pedagogy rests on two basic assumptions: that al1 educational needs of 
women are not met in the most effective way through traditional models of 
education and that education m u t  serve as a means for individual development 
and social change in order to meet these needs. (p. 56) 

Citing ferninist research, Hayes highlights the cooperative patterns of interaction and 

women's preferences for more supportive interactions as reasons why women are less 

willing to participate in more traditional situations. Hayes believes that lack of 

cooperative interactions is why, in these situations, women are often perceived by 

thernseIves and others as less competent leamers. This perception parallels the idea that 

if women are to feel valued and to gain voice they need "a teaching style that supports 

cooperative dialogue and provides opportunities to explore relationships among multiple 

perspectives and ideas" (p. 57). 

Hayes (1989) goes on to discuss how, in conducive environments, women's 

"interpersonal orientations and responsive qualities are conceptudized not as a weakness 

but as strengths" (p. 58). She believes that the educational benefits of respecting 

women's views and understanding of the world can ailow students to be confident 

enough to challenge assumptions and therefore gain new understanding of their situations 

and a broader view of the world. As women gain voice, they make changes not only in 



their lives but also in society as a whole. As Hayes points out, this is of benefit to al1 

students, men as well as wornen, because it ‘tenables learners to support each other in a 

mutual process of personal development and learning" (p. 59). 

Some of the key elements that Hayes (1989) sees as part of a feminist teaching 

style include "collaboration in teaching and Iearning, cooperative communication styles, 

a holistic approach to leaming, strategies for theory building, and action study" (p. 59). 

A collaborative process includes every student and the teacher or facilitator in planning, 

conducting, and evaluating the learning activities. Everyone takes responsibiiity for the 

leaming. This requires an appropriate structure, group goals, and real efforts to equalize 

participation. As Hayes points out, this requires assisting learners to develop and 

enhance these skills by providing activities and suggestions (see also, Johnson, Johnson, 

& Smith, 1991). 

Cooperative communication style is one in which "speakers typically recognize 

and build on each others' contributions to the topic of discussion" (Hayes, 1989, p. 60). 

This communication style prornotes equitable contributions by using such strategies as 

turn taking and active listening. This goes back to creating an atmosphere of muhial 

respect as discussed at length in the section on dialogue. Similady, a holistic approach to 

leaming means that both affective and cognitive leanllng is valued and there is balance 

between ski11 acquisition and content knowledge. Hayes points out that, kom her 

research, valuïng emotions also means reflecting on motions and facilitating the process 

of clari@ing beliefs and values. Through this process, students not only can express their 

ernotions but through reflection are able to clarie their values and beliefs and, therefore, 



make changes in their lives. Her research suggests that an integrative journal is one 

method to assist with this process. 

Another aspect discussed by Hayes (1989) is theory building. In her theory she 

assumes egalitarïan relationships. This has similar characteristics to criticai thinking. 

Students are encourageci by Hayes to consider multiple perspectives on a problem or 

issue, analyze why the current situation exists, and work toward attaining or developing 

strategies for change. Attention is given to using expenences that have meaning for the 

learners. Role-play techniques are often used to assist individuals to see another 

perspective. The last stage, action study, refers to h d i n g  ways to incorporate learning 

into action. 

Incorporatin~ Learners' Experiences 

Adult educators consistently emphasize that adult learners corne with a wide 

variety of experience that needs not only to be respected but also incorporated into 

leaming environments wherein teacher and leamer are CO-creators of learning. For 

example, Vella (1994) states: "Teachers do not ernpower adult leamers, they encourage 

the use of the power that leamers were bom with" (p. 8). 

In Belenky et aL7s (1 985, l986), research, al1 the women rejected the notion of 

traditional education that talked about the teachers being the expert--filling the students 

with knowledge. Those i n t e ~ e w e d  used the term rnidwife-teacher to express what the 

women in the study wanted fkom a teacher. The midwife teacher 'tvould help them 

articulate and expand their latent knowledge" (1 986, p. 40). This includes helping the 

students express what they wanted to Say and encouraging them to take risks. The 

students are also involved in constructing knowledge in this mode of teaching. It is a 



joint process helping to provide a learning culture in wEch ideas can grow. In a 

classroom with the midwife teacher, "no one apologizes for uncertainty. It is assumeci 

that evolvuig through must be tentative.. . . m s ]  seemed to work best when members of 

the group meet over a long period of time and get to h m w  each other well" (p. 41). The 

midwife teacher shares herself as a person, yet is objecti~e as she models in actions as 

well as words that she values everyone's contriiution. Trust is a key element, and she 

endeavors to be an impartial referee, willing to comect with each student's perspective. 

Teachin9: Stvie and Student Expectations 

Belenky et al- ( 2  986) stress how important it is that teachers and facilitators take 

into account the fact that authority figures have great inflluence. Male instructors have 

the added challenge of not inadvertently reinforcing women's negative experiences with 

male authority figures, particularly when women perceive infiormation fiom a subjective 

perspective. At this stage, women also do best with firsfhand experience, which reiterates 

the need for multiple approaches to learnuig material within the classroom or group. As 

addressed earlier under midwife teacher, the authors alst, stress the importance of 

teachers sharing their thinking process and helping students "articulate and expand their 

latent knowledge" (p. 217). 

Belenky et al. state their conclusion that: 

educators can help women develop their own aumentic voices if they emphasize 
connection over separation, understanding and acceptance over assessment, and 
collaboration over debate; if they accord respect and allow tirne for the knowledge 
that emerges fkom h t h a n d  experience; if instead of imposing their own 
expectations and arbitrary requirements, they enwurage students to evolve their 
own patterns of work based on the problems they- are pwsuing. These are the 
lessons we have leamed in listening to women's woices. (p. 229) 



Adult education literature, in conjunction with feminist literature, offers very important 

information to assist educators in promoting the respectfùl education and growth of 

women. Joumal WTiting naturally builds on these practices and in the process contributes 

to finding voice, 

Journalhg for Gaining Voice 

Herstory, women's views and understanding of the world, dialogue, and 

supportive environments for adult learners can al1 support women as they fbd their voice. 

In this section, journal writing is explored as a valuable educational strategy for gaining 

this voice- 

Examdes of Gainine Voice Throu~h Writing 

Albert (2996) and Schiwy (1996) share their experiences of writing in the 

acadernic world, a world which consumed them and left them feeling dissatisfied and 

stifled. They both lefi traditional structures to h d  their spontaneity and their souls. 

Through journal writing and their books on this topic they once again found their voices. 

In sharing her story, Schiwy remembers the confidence she had in her writing as a child 

but realized that, in al1 her academic writing, she was required to leave out precisely what 

she cared about. She recounts, "Where my younger voice had been spontaneous and 

unselfconscious, my acadernic voice was anxious and unsure, forever second-guessing 

itself in the attempt to leave no nuance unexplored, no m u t e r  argument unrefuted, no 

reference uncited" (p. 29). When she finished her thesis, she planned to "write to please 

myseff' (p. 29). However, she discovered that this was not an easy task because she was 

no longer sure "what my voice was, or whether it was still there" (p. 30). Through her 



joumals, she was able to go back and rediscover who she was because it was here that she 

expressed her true self. She went on to use jounialing to write h a  book and points out, 

'1 'm still in the process of integrating. The journey is home" (p. 30). 

Albert (1 996) describes her teaching and family life fiom the 1960s until halfivay 

through the 1980s when her children were grown and gone. As is the case for other 

women who grew up during this time (e-g., M- Beck, 1997; Schaef, 1992; Schiwy, 1996; 

Tavris, 1992), as the demands of raising children lessened the time she had more tune to 

reflect. As Albert says: 

1 had climbed the acadernic career ladder, moving fiom classroom teaching to a 
deanship to a university vice presidency, But the work that once brought me 
pleasure now almost consumed me. 1 had achieved the recognition many women 
drearn of, but it didn't satis@ me. 1 felt lost and ernpty, soulless. My creativity 
had been arnbushed by my career success. My sou1 was buried under an 
avalanche of work compulsions. (p. x) 

At this point, Albert decided to leave her position at the university and embark on a 

journey of seIf-understanding. She studied a variety of writers and topics in depth while 

writing extensively in her journal. 

M. Beck (1996) does not address persondy feeling stifled by the academic 

structure, but she does discuss how academic structure plays a major role in what is 

published. She said she got the attention of her publisher because of ber Ph.D. in 

sociology, which she did not see as the principle reason for being able to write the book. 

She says: 

Two major reasons corne to mind. The first, of course, is that 1 have struggled 
through ~ n y  own sleepless nights and daunting days trying to fulfill a paradoxical 
social role. The second--and more important--reason is that 1 have been 
privileged to hear the stories of so many wornen. (p. 375) 

Borton (1 992) also talks about the value of journal writing in telling her stones: 



My journal became the place where 1 began to tell my story and hear what 1 had 
to Say. The word 'journal' cornes fiom the French root word journey, which 
means to travei fiom place to place. So my journal became my traveling 
cornpanion on my journey, my storyte1ler, (p. 32) 

Goldberg (1 986) discusses her personal journey to finding her wrïting voice. S he 

talks about the day she read a poem about an eggplant and was amazed to realize that 

writing codd actually be about anything, which was quite contrary to how she had been 

taught: 

A synapse comected in my brain. I went home with the resolve to write what 1 
knew and to trust my own thoughts and feelings and not to look outside myself. 1 
was not in school anymore. 1 could Say what 1 wanted. (p. 2) 

This was the beginning of teaching writing workshops that encouraged others to trust 

thernselves and in the process contributed personal change in ber own writing. 

Goldberg (1993) credits some of her teachers who helped her expand on her 

writing in some way. One example was a grade 9 teacher who had the class Listen to the 

min: "to connect a sense organ with something natural, neutral, good. He asked me to 

become alive. 1 was scared and E loved it" (p. 6). In reflecting on a range of experiences 

she saw them al1 influencing her writing, but shifts in writing fi-om her true self seemed to 

corne after she left the traditional systems. She credits Zen Buddhism for taking her 

writing to a new dimension "Being a writer is a whole way of life a way of seeing, 

thinking, being" (1 990 p. xiv). 

Al1 of these writers gained voice by trusting themselves and allowing themselves 

to be influenced by others. They used their own views to transform their thinking. It was 

when they were able to do this that they couid fully express their own voices. The next 

subsection gives examples of how journal writing c m  be used as a transfomative 



Journal Writinp as a Transformative Experience 

Along with the use ofjoumaling to gain voice, writing poetry and recording 

dreams are two other areas that writers find helpful in exploring aspects of themselves. 

Some people also use journaling as a system of focused exercises responding to different 

topics, statements, and questions. Cameron (1992) author of the ArtrSt S Way, uses a 

rnethod of journal writing called '"morning pages" to help people retrieve their creativity 

and gain a sense of self These are combined with artist dates (blocks of time set aside 

once a week for approximately 2 hours) to nurture your creative consciousness. Cameron 

suggests a 12-week cornmitment as a starting place. She talks about not only the 

emotional and spiritual changes but also the physical changes that happen durhg the 

allotted time. 

Carneron (1 992) believes a process of transformation occurs as people experience 

their feelings: "As you learn to recognize, nurture, and protect your imer artist, you will 

be able to move beyond pain and creative constriction. You wilI learn to recognize and 

resolve fear, remove emotional scar tissue, and strengthen your confidence" (p. 7). She 

goes on to explain the areas to be explored and then says, "The experience will make you 

excited, depressed, angry, afiaid, joyous, hopeful, and ultimately, more fiee" (p. 7). 

Carneron gives various examples of how participants were changed by writing their 

morning pages. For example, Phyllis, a workshop participant, was very doubtful that 

they would work. Phyllis had not written mything other than letters and lists and, within 

a month "seemingly out of nowhere, Phyllis got her first poem. In the 3 years she has 

used pages since, she has written poems, speeches, radio shows, and a nonfiction book" 

(p. 17). 



Cameron (1 996) discourages typing because she believes handwriting allows 

"depth and distance7' (p. 1 3). She believes that handwriting keeps people more connected 

to who they are. She provides extensive exercises for the reader, for exarnple, filll-in-the- 

blank exercises with statements such as, "As a young child, my favorite playmate 

was " (p. 57). These examples are given for a range of different ages 

throughout the life span. Other exercises uiclude creatïng collage, using music and 

meditation in comection with journal wrïting, developing narrative t h e  lines, and 

engaging in a range of playfur experiences to enhance the individual's sense of self. The 

development of spirituality plays a significant role in Cameron's work because the topic 

of God, in the broadest sense of the word, is also incorporated. She outlines exercises 

such as, "What could be divine guidance in y o u  life," or "Scan your Narrative Thne Line 

for something that you can identie as a spiritual experience. Write the experience out 

fully" (p. 274)- 

Baldwin (1990) also talks about the spiritual journey @p. 34). She shares 

Cameron's view of the power of acknowledging the journey of each individual's life. 

Through journal writing, women feel valued for truthfùlness, candor, and perceptiveness. 

Similady, Progoff (1 992) has been exploring what he calls "the intensive journal 

programi' for over 3 decades. His original intention was to find "a viable rneans of 

access to the sources out of which the Bibles of the worId have been drawn7' (p. 5). Once 

again, the theme of spirituality is emphasized as an integral part of the journal writing 

process. 

Many wnters (e.g., Albert, 1996; Apps, 1991; BrookfieId, 1986; Mavrow, 1992; 

Progoff, 1992; Rainer, 1982; Schiwy, 1996; Waker 1985) discuss the use of journal 



writing to enhance the thinking process. For example, Mavrow says, "Writing is 

thinking. And a journd is thinking and observing and speculating about yourself, what is 

happening to you that is not of your choosing, what you feel about that and what you 

could do about if' @. 142). Joumaling can help transform lives by stimulating 

spintuality and thinking, and promoting emotional healing. 

valu in^ Emotional Life and Healing 

One of the most significant ways that women gain voice through wrïting is by 

expressing their ernotions in their joumals. The journal cm become a therapeutic tool to 

heal wounds. For example, ferninist researchers such as M. Beck (1997), BeIedcy et al. 

(1 9 86), Gilligan (1 982), and MacKeracher (1 993) have shown that women have different 

ways of viewing the world and that they process experiences differently than men. 

Schiwy (1 996) believes this difference can create emotional wounds that journal writing 

can help heal. Journal writing has nothing to do with what someone has achieved; rather, 

it is concemed wïth the honesty of expressing one's own identity and one's own 

perceptions. Journais can automaticdly equalize opportunities for expression. 

A recurring theme in ferninist literature is the sense of emptiness women 

fkquently feel which often renders them invisible (see Beledq et al., 1986; Schiwy, 

1996: Tavrïs, 1992). This is also part of the Ioss of female power. Schiwy believes that 

journal writing can allow women to get in touch with and reclaim their power: "As we 

give voices to long suppressed feelings and intentions we heal our estrangement fiom our 

feminine natures" (p. 114). In Life of One's Own, Field (1934) writes: 

For 1 had not understood at al1 that a feminine attitude to the universe was really 
just as legitimate intellectually and biologically as a masculine one; only because 



it had never yet been properly understood and had cerîainly not understoomd itself; 
it had dways tended to give to its mythological and religious symbols a slpecial 
reverence and validity- (pp. 17-18} 

Because of the many expectations on women, women ofien have repressad rage 

and violence. Schiwy (1 994) shares the following story f?om a young woman in Wer 

journal class. 

She was always a little angry, and 1 encouraged her to write about this. h g r y  
about her mother, angry about her father, a little angry about her husband, angry 
about herself. A little angry about the class, a little angry about me, the teacher. 1 
remernbered that anger well f5om rny own life. It's a feeling like waking u p  in the 
rnorning and finding that nothing ever quite fits this world. Most of al1 fimding 
that oneself doesn't fit. Fit what? One really isn't sure, but one has the constant 
feeling of never being right somehow. As the week went by, the young wman,  
dong with the rest of the class, becarne a littie calmer. (pp. 62-63) 

Schiwy believes that anger stifles women's creativity and capacity for knowing jmy. As 

women write it bnngs issues to "conscious understanding and we fÛrther the work of 

healing. When we sort out society's projections for the ferninine fi-om our own M e r  

tmth and discover who we are as mature women, we complete the necessary task .of 

individuation" (p. 1 1 5). 

Breathnach (1995), author of Simple Abundance, writes about fier own struggle 

and her feelings: "I was an angry envious woman, constantly comparing myself tio others 

only to becorne resentful because of what seemed to be missing in my life, althou@ I 

could not have told you what it was" (p. ii). Breathnach used writing to define hem life. 

She says, "1 had to be ruthlessly honest both inwardly and outwardly" (p. ii). 

Schiwy (1996) talks about women's quest for self-awareness and how that  quest 

codicts with the messages they receive that tell them what they ought to be, do, and  feel. 

According to Schiwy these continua1 messages make it difficult for wornen to be clear 

about what they feel and desire. It is a struggle to integrated the new behaviours a o d  stop 



being "al1 things to d l  people'' (p. 91). In The Nav Diary. Rainer (1982) shares the 

foliowing joumal entry, which reinforces Schiwy's point: 

My iife is not my own. I'm tired of picking up other people's messes when my 
standard for cleadiness is that of a nun. When I experience the atmosphere in 
which Anais Iived I'm filled with anger and jealousy. 1 carmot imagine ever 
becoming an accomplished artist at the rate 1 go about dabbling into the source, 
oniy to be yanked out at my children's whirn. (p. 127) 

She goes on to suggest that joumals are a place where women can feel validated: "For 

many women, the journal offers one place in their lives, where, literally and 

symbolicaily, all the pieces of themselves fïnaliy corne together and they cm be whole7' 

(p. 141). Rainer shares an entry, fiorn a woman in one of her groups, expressing feelings 

about her day and, in the latter part of the entry, says: "Strange, now that 1 recognize 

that, 1 don't feel so controlled by my feelings" (p. 137). 

Schiwy (1996) refers to joumals as a place where women c m  express "the 

language of the heart" (p. 43). She believes the fear of being seen as oversentimental is 

one of the reasons women struggle to express their true selves. She notes that in 

educational settings we are taught to think, but we are not t a e t  to "value our emotional 

life" (p. 43). The message women receive is to stifle and suppress feelings. As Schiwy 

says, "How much healthier if we could leam to express them directly" (p. 44). The 

journal becomes the place where this can happen. 

Journals as Therapv 

Because journaIs provide ways to value ernotional life, they can begïn the healing 

process for women affected by abuse, dysfiuictional farnily life, or other life experiences. 

Many authors document the therapeutic benefits of journal writing. Some of the key 



aspects mentioned are: understanding influence, tramferring emotions, gaining some 

control, and realizing that one is not done. 

Schiwy (1 996) elaborates on the journal as a therapeutic tool. She bekieves that 

because of the extra responsibifities and demands on women as the main caretakers and 

providers of emotional support in both their families and the community, they often need 

therapy. Schiwy gives several examples of how women c m  share the therapeutic value 

of joumals. She shares her own story of how using her journal "helped integrate the 

work of therapy itself, sustaining and grounding me between weekly visits at a t h e  when 

my whole life seerned up for grabs" (p. 117). However, she also taks about how she and 

other women have used j o d s  as therapy- She emphasizes that j o u a l  writing has the 

"lowest risk factor imaginable psychically as well as financially providing you with the 

gentlest, safest of therapies" @p. 1 10- 1 1 1). 

As Schiwy (1996) explains, some women only write in their journals wken they 

are upset, depressed, or unhappy: 'Then the journal becornes a sounding board for their 

woes, a means of exorcising demons" (p. 63). This type of writing is usually 

spontaneous, uncensored, and has a sense of urgency and passion about it. It is mostly 

done under the pressure of intense emotion that calls for immediate expression. Usually, 

writers will mite continuously until they have poured out al1 their thoughts and feelings 

ont0 the page. It is not necessarily representative of reality, and sometimes contains 

exaggerations or distortions. Often the script itself will be scrawled across the page and 

may be larger or more irregular. Albert (1 996) says of her own journal writing, "Writing 

those accounts of my life was rny most important therapy7' (p. x). Many authors (e-g., 

Baldwin, 1990, 1997; Chaprnan, 199 1 ; Progoff, 1992; Rainer, 1986; Schiwy) refer to this 



type of writing as cathartic; the writing itself appears to have a healing effect. The 

journd writers comment on thinking differently when they have finished writing. Holza 

(1 994) explains: 

The process of g a t h e ~ g  ourseives is a mysterious one- Sometimes we are not 
sure how it has corne about. One morning we rub our eyes and the baskets are 
full and we are not sure how it happened. 1 open my journal and flnd that l have 
aheady been in that place in the woods. My own words of wisdom are on the 
page, and 1 didn't even know about it, (p. 77) 

It is less cornmon but, at times, cathartic writing is also used to express positive 

emotions-as in this entry: "1 got the job! 1 can't beIieve it! 1 got the job" (Rainer, p. 55). 

Cathartic writing and the general use of joumds is becoming more recognized by 

the medical profession, which now has a growing body of knowledge that documents the 

interconnectedness of body and soul. Schiwy (1996) notes, "Journal writing is listed in 

Prevention Magazine 3, Dictionaty of Healing Techniques and Rernedies, because it can 

also help mobilize the body's defenses against physical illness" @. 1 15). Northnip 

(1 998) points out that after one of her patients received the results fkorn an abnormal pap 

smear, "She began workùig in her journal every moming with the intention of being 

receptive to what was necessary for her healing" (p. 43). Northrup recommends journal 

writing to women so they c m  get in touch with their imer voices and get to know their 

rninds. N o r t h p  uses journal writing herself and says, 

1 l e m t  through my writing that my thoughts have order, direction and 
intelligence, and that they are al1 related to my well being. More than that my 
thoughts are deeply comected to my feeling self. 1 leamed that 1 used words to 
express, create and explore al1 the relationships and emotions that give my life 
meaning. (p. 616) 



Personal jounid wnting support's women's healing fkom negative life 

experiences and this can be enhanced by the use of specific writing strategies such as 

those discussed in the next section. 

Journal Writiw Experiences and Writin~ Strategies 

Many researchers document different ways to get started with journal writing, to 

maintain one's interest, and to expand on the use of the journal for personal growth. For 

example Progoff (1992) stresses the importance of privacy and the fieedom to express 

oneself spontaneously, honestly, and deeply. It is a writing that contradicts most of what 

is taught in school and sometimes challenges the writer to know how to start- Rainer 

(1 978) shares a story of her own transition f?om writing for someone else to writing for 

1 suddedy scribbled across the page in large hand: 
LET MY PAGE BE A WOMAN FOR THE FZRST TIME and then, There is 
nothing but blank before me. 1 don? know where to begin ... In that moment on 
that page; I finally met rnyself as the audience of my own diary. In retrospect 1 
consider it the single most important moment in my life. (p. 31) 

Rainer acknowledges some variation as to the style and size of joumals that work best. 

However, she reports that the most important aspect to choosing a journal is the writer's 

ability to write freely, feeling completely mestricted by neatness or d e s .  

A number of basic methods can be used to assist personal journal writers in 

overcorning 'hiters biock" and exproring various elements of the self. Lists, both timed 

and untirned, are one of the most cornmon. Rainer (1 978) suggests such ideas as lists 

around current or old beliefs, major stepping stones, desires, or joys. There is no lunit to 

how this can be adapted. Bentley and Butler (1985) give a variation of this, which they 

cal1 "word cache" (p. 34). Often these exercises are h e d  (sornetimes caIIed forced 



writing) because timing it seems to make writing manageable. Participants are 

encouraged to write continuously for a set length of tirne: ''Think of a place-a place you 

grew up in or where you spent part of your childhood. Wnte down al1 the words that 

corne to mind when you think of this place, its events, its size, etc." (p. 35). Lists or word 

cache exercises are usually used as an impetus for other short writing exercises, which 

often use sentence beginners such as "Whenever I think of (the place)" (p. 3 5). 

Not al1 exercises are directly related to words. Two of these techniques are maps 

of consciousness and guideci imagery. Maps of consciousness is described by Rainer 

(1978) as a process similar to meditation: 'You relax and without intent allow the pen to 

move where it will on the page. You let the hand lead the drawing and see what it makes 

as is goes" (p. 83). This technique produces "graphic images of what's in your mind'' 

(p. 83). This is particulady helpful when words seem to have failed. Guided imagery 

goes fiom the simplest form of visudizing something, such as seeing an ideal setting in 

your mind to various written and auditory visualization exercises (Baldwin, 1990; Rainer; 

Schiwy, 1996). Joumal writers sometimes write about their visualizations in the form of 

fantasy stones on some aspect of the w-riter7s life. These stories often promote insight 

into the wrïter's life. Guided imagery can also be used to re-program or promote a 

change in behaviour. For instance, Rainer gives an example of how a woman overcarne 

her fear of cockroaches by re-experiencing the incident in a different way using this 

technique. 

Altered point of view and dialogues are two more techniques to help writers get a 

different perspective on thernselves or a particular aspects of their experience or situation 

(Baldwin, 1 990; Rainer, 1978; Schiwy, 1996). In dtered point of view, writing done in 



the third person seerns to allow the writers to get some distance fkom themselves or their 

emotions and often allows a broader point of view. One caution that Rainer mentions, 

however, is not to ovenise this method and inadvertently keep the writers fiom dealing 

with real life. 

Dialogues are conversations that are camed out between the journalist and 

another person, event or subject in order to understand it better. The writer imagines 

another person's response and w-rites these responses in her or his journal. The 

possibilities are endless (Baldwin, 1 990; Rainer, 1978; S chiwy, 1 996). For example in 

the following excerpt dialogue is used to help one woman corne to tems with a particular 

issue that involves another person: 

Me- Hi mom, Well 1 got pregnant and 1 got an abortion. 1 still don't believe it. 
Mother - I'm relieved it's al1 over. 
Me - Yes, Neither of us had to live with the problem for long. 
Mother - I'm glad you did it safely. 
Me - I still don't believe 1 was pregnant. 
Mother - When 1 was pregnant with you 1 went for five months not believing it. 
Even after that, when 1 went to the doctor's and she told me 1 was, 1 still didn't 
believe it. (Rainer, pp. 1 05- 106) 

This particular dialogue continues to discuss the guilt around abortion and eventually the 

woman's right to make her own choice. 

One last method that is mentioned by Rainer (1978) and Schiwy (1996) is the 

unsent letter. It encourages people to write letters in their journal to those who have 

emotional significance in their Life. The writing of the letter ofien seems to relieve 

emotion, ease the writers' mind, and allow them to get on with their lives. In some cases 

letters may be revised and actually sent. In the following subsection gaining voice is 

expanded through journal groups, because journaling can be a collective as well as an 

individual exercise. 



Journal Groups 

Progoff (lgW), who fomalized his intensive journal system in 1966, appears to 

understand the concept ofjournal wrïting groups as well as any author. ProgoWs systern 

has been offered in workshop f o m  since its inception, initially across the United States 

but more recently in other corntries. The workshops have standardized curricula and 

leaders are specially trained. Over many years, Progoff has found that starting with the 

journal workshop is the most effective way of encouraging journal writing because of the 

feedback process. 'Through the Journal Feedback process, we establish a large overview 

in which we c m  recognize the cycles of change, of development and diminution, that 

comprise our life history" (p. 16). Like other writers, he stresses the ''protected situation, 

safe h m  the outer pressures of the world in which an individual can quietly reappraise 

his [sicl relation of his [sicl liW (p. 17). 

In Lifiriting, Bentley and Butler (1988) talk about how a workshop provides the 

fonun because it becomes 

an enabling structure, a place to get the creative juices going and a place to keep 
them Bowing. It stimulates ideas and the desire to write: it helps not only in 
coping with and even conquering, writer's block but also in regulating the actual 
writing, by forcing the participants to produce, and to produce regularly, not just 
when "inspiration" cornes. (p. 9) 

Bentley and Butler go on to discuss the workshop as a place where people with a similar 

purpose can gather and share their work. The combination of talking and questioning is a 

common theme in the process of providing encouragement. The whole experience of a 

workshop, as descrïbed, seems to change attitudes fkom not having anything to say, to 

knowing life provides lots of important material for w-riting. 



The therapeutic effects of journal writing can occur in journal grùups, where an 

added benefit is providing a forum where participants c m  not only write about their 

issues but also discuss and share their stmggies. Bentley and Bentley (1988), Progoff 

(1992) and Schimy (1 996) d e s d e  how workshop participants repeatedly taiked about 

the increase in self-understanding and self-esteem by using a variety of journal exercises 

in a safe, trusting environment. These range from simple timed exercises, to get 

participants started writing, to more specific questions to encourage self reflection, such 

as: "Describe yourself as if you were your own best fiend" (Schiwy, p. 3 l2). There also 

appears to be ways that cannot easily be articdated other than that women refer to 

"changing their lives in ways they had never foreseen" (p. 27). 

Albert (1 996) and Schiwy (1996) report that they have noticed and been told that, 

by hearing other stories, women gain a stronger need to tell their own stories. Two 

examples that help illustrate this point corne fiom journal entries from journal group 

participants after a 6-week journal group with Schiwy: 

I feel good. I'm in an environment that offers me such comfort and potential. 
This collective feeling of selhess has an awesome result. I walk away feeling so 
totally dive in myself Being here with other women greets my soul with joy 
and a sense of commonaiity that are lacking in so many of my other 
environments. Here is a place where self is a shared expenence, a sense of 
community. (p. 289) 

The second quote takes tbis point fùrther; 

I came to journal writing a fiactured person, holding within a fhme of flesh and 
bone the shattered pieces of a grieving soul. The workshop exercises put me in 
touch with my inner self-the self 1 rarely reached to and only minimally 
aclmowledged (p. 298). 



Schiwy explains how, through the exercises, the second women eventually was "able to 

feel whole again" (p.298). Realizing that her journal was dways available for such 

expressions was an added benefit of this expenence. 

Borton (1992) talks about the power of sharing her joumey through menopause 

within women's joumal groups. She stresseci that hearing herself aloud seemed to not 

only c o n h n  the significance of her thoughts for herself, but also often seemed to echo 

other women's experiences: "Taking time at the well with others sharing our tales, 

provides invaluable learning for this life passage" (p. 32). In contrast, Wolf (1 993) points 

out the dangers of consciousness-raising groups where subcultures may value consensus 

over individual vision. She believes that if women are not open to divergent voices, this 

can deter progress. It is important to note that, although this could be true of 

consciousness-raising groups, it does not have to be the case. Wolf adds that if women 

learn to "substitute respect for intimacy and teamwork for sisterhood, these tensions 

would not paralyze wornen's organizational efforts" (p. 295)- The whole idea of trying to 

h d  one voice appears to be the limiting factor. 

Many participants at workshops talk about the joumal being a place where they 

c m  t d y  be themselves-where the link between the imer and outer world of their lives 

connects to the concepts of reflection and critical thlnking. For exarnple, Apps (1991) 

discusses becoming aware, which is the beginning stage for workshop participants as 

well. Women in journal groups move through al1 the stages of becorning aware until they 

too are acting differently within their lives. Joumal writing and group discussion c m  

rnake journal groups powerful change agents in participants' lives. 



Theoretical Framework Drawn From the Literature 

The herstory section is foundational to this thesis because, without understanding 

the sociological impact of herstory in the sfiencing of women, the importance of gaining 

voice would be lost- The more current research on how women view and understand the 

world begins to assist al1 addt educators in broadening their thinking to more M y  

encompass d l  people and to accept that there are many valid ways of learning and 

understanding the world, Using this information in connection with one's work with 

women so that they can indeed be "heard" should be a vital part of adult education. The 

section on dialogue discussed how researchers can enhance feminist literature so that, 

within learning situations, women too can feel cornfortable in contributhg their points of 

view. With this literature review as a theoretical fiamework, it is now important to look 

at how to integrate this material into designing supportive environrnents for adult 

leamers. In particular, it is important to make sure that women's understanding and ways 

of leaniing and commmicating are incorporated uito learning environments. In 

designing the study reported in this thesis 1 took to heart Schiwy's (1996) metaphors: 

taking a journey, and finding a voice. Both are images of process and 
transformation. 

For women these are inseparable. They challenge our long role as mute and 
passive objects of tiistory, intimating both the possibility to be on the way to 
somewhere new, and the means of describing what we experience on the way. In 
fact, it's even difficult to Say which cornes first: the journey or the voice. And 
maybe it doesn't matter. What matters is that now it is our turn to be on the way 
to new time and space and give word to what we discover. (p. 28) 

In reviewing the literature on this subject, 1 gained substantial information that 

gave me confidence that journal-writing groups for women can act as powerful change 



agents. In the next chapter, I discuss how this information contnbuted to the planning, 

implernentation, and evaluation of a journal group for women. 



CHAPTER 3 

GAINING VOICE, THE STUDY 

In workshops and classes 1 have taught over the years, I've seen how journal 
wrïting increases self-understanding and esteem, and fiuthem growth and 
creativity in women. Hesitant voices grow eloquent as women write about the 
intricacies and subtle shading of their lives, the secret hopes and dreams that drive 
them on. (Schiwy, 1996, p. 23-24) 

This chapter describes the 7-week journal writing study 1 conducted with a group 

of seven women in a private home. The first section indudes a description of the journal 

writing group, and provides logistical information regarding internal outcomes, the study 

content, resources, and the exercises used. The second section provides the reader with 

an in-depth look at the details of the study, including responses of the learners to both the 

content and the facilitator. The last section gives a short description of the follow-up 

group and some of the findings Çom the group. 

Details of the Study's Logistical Framework 

this section of the thesis 1 give a detailed account of the logistical elements of 

the study and its design. An action research fiamework idluencecl the design, setting, 

and time £rame, 

Current Literature Since the Initial Desim of the Course 

The literature 1 read on herstory, dialogue, adult learning, and journal writing 

influenced my decision to go ahead with the 7-week joumal group. A number of books, 

written since 1 conducted the first group in lune, 1996, greatly enriched rny teaching and 

the experiences of the women in the follow-up group. These included Wjtingfiom lzye: 

Telling Your Soul 's Story, by Albert ( 1  996) and A Voice of Her Own: Women and the 



Journal WntingJourney, by Schiwy (1996). 1 find these books Say rnuch of what 1 had 

discovered from our group. There were, and continue to be, a Iarge number of directed 

joumals to assist one in journal writÏng, such as: Giving Voice ro Myseg A Memory Book 

for Wornen by S treep (1 996), and Journal of the Soui: The Arr of Sacred Journal 

Keeping, by Ofier ( 1  996). In the beginning I found it difficult to find resources, but this 

has certainly changed during the course of the Iast 4 years, Nevertheless, 1 initially 

designed the course on the ba i s  of the available literature. 

How the Studv Was Conducted 

I corne fiom a feminist perspective and, as a result, ferninist models of qualitative 

research are reflected in my study. As is pointed out in Olesen's (2000) chapter in the 

Kandbook of Qualitative Research, "feminist qualitative research is highly diversified, 

enormously dynamic and thoroughly challenging to its practitioners, its followers and its 

critics" (p. 2 15). Because it is such a dynamic field, approaches are complex and 

continually changhg. Olesen notes fhat feminist researchers have a profound concem to 

understand what women are saying and doing so that their voices cm be heard- 

1 used Kirby and McKema (1989) as the main methodological source for this 

study. They state, "In researching from the margins we are concemed with how research 

skills can enable people to create knowledge that will describe, explain and help change 

the world in which we live" (p. 17). Wnters on qualitative research comment that there is 

no such thing as objective observation, because each researcher automatically processes 

the information they find, through their own filters (Denzin & Lincoln, 2000; Kirby & 

McKenna; Stringer, 1996). This is even more relevant when the researcher is in the role 

of participant/observer, as was my case in this study. In this regard, Kirb y and McKenna 



recommend that researchers utilize the self-interview and the resulting conceptual 

baggage as a method to "enable their personal experiences, thoughts and feelings to enter 

into the research information on the same level as those of the subsequent participants'' 

(p. 2 1). 1 went through this process and revisited it during the study as well as shared 

relevant aspects with the women in the journal group. 

This study was qualitative. The 'key philosophical assumption upon which al1 

types of qualitative research are based, is the view that reality is constructed by 

individuals in interaction with their social worlds" (Memam & Simpson, 1995, p. 97)- 

The method was action research. Holburn and Norman (1997) in Vision to Action give a n  

overview of the process for conducting an action research study. 1 found this &amework 

(with headings such as selecting a study focus, creating an action plan, and building in 

flexibility) helpful in dernystiwg and working through the process. 

1 chose this method because it is aimed at understanding experiences and 

improving practice. As Stringer (1996) states, action research has its ongins in the 

community and the goal of the research is to promote politicai or social change based on 

the information gathered. In this method the community members and the researcher 

work together in al1 aspects of the research process. 

Action research (Kirby & McKenna 1989; Stringer, 1996) tends to follow a cycle 

which includes planning, acting, observing, reflecting, and evaluating. Al1 five of these 

steps happened in each of the 7-week journal sessions. At each session the group 

participated in a specific journal writing strategy, which involved both discussion and 

journal writing. The writing took place at their convenience, then there was sharing and 

reflecting on the experience at the weekly sessions. Mostly, we evaluated how each 



session had gone that night and planned for the following week 1 did the research on the 

methods and the planning, based on feedback fiom the group. During the group 

meetings, 1 made detailed observations as field notes on the process and, where 

appropnate, wrote down examples to illustrate how the process was going. Following the 

sessions, 1 wrote up my detailed notes, reflected on the information, added observations, 

and p l m e d  for the next week. 1 handed out the draft of the notes to the participants the 

following week so that they could give me their feedback- Afler the last week 1 delivered 

the draft notes personally to the participants. One observation 1 made was that there was 

very Little feedback on the drafts-they always appeared to be accurate fiom the 

participants' point of view. The notes were, however, also part of an evaluation process. 

My shared obsewations and rough notes became primary data and my own extensive 

journal entries became m y  second source of verification. The group members' agreement 

of my drafts served as verification of the accuracy of my field notes. Sorne individual 

entries fiorn participants were also represented in the data. By this 1 mean verbatim 

comments made by the participants. Ongoing evaluation was part of each session and 

was included as an integral part of the data gathered. Upon completion of the 7-week 

group, the members were given a written evaluation form, which 1 had designed to give 

an assessrnent of the whole experience. 

1 used an emergent approach to resowces, assessing the next focus witi~ the group 

each week. 1 did the research on the topics, but the group provided the guidelines for the 

choices. Resources were not limited to books on journal writing; for example, Szhple 

Abundance by Breathnach (1995) was a popular book within the group and most 

participants developed their own gratitude journal as a result of this author's influence. 



In terms of creativity, the group found books by Sark (1 99 1, 1992) to be very 

inspirational and provocative. When the group needed or requested information I 

sometima did a prïnted handout. For example at Week 2, I did an 8-page handout 

summarizing principles for joumal writing and some of the main types of journal writing. 

1 had an idea as to what 1 wanted to do at the outset of the study, nevertheless it 

took some time to formulate the focus. The main focus 1 arrived at was to fïnd out how 

journal writing in a small group might assist women in their personal journey and to h d  

out which joumal writing rnethods are most effective in a group. I was especially 

interested in assisting women in gaining voice. 

for min^ the Group 

Once the concept was clear 1 outlined the study and came up with a list of 

possible participants, I devised this list by thinking of women whom 1 would enjoy 

spending more time with and whom 1 felt might be interested in this type of a personal 

development opportunity. I used the criteria guidelines as  shown in Kirby and McKenna 

(1989, p. 98) to assess the group. 

The criteria inchded relevant experience, which in this particular case was an 

interest in e x p l o ~ g  journal writing for personal growth while being aware that the 

process would be docurnented; accessibility; and involvernent in the group and the 

process. The women had varied experiences with journal writing fiom very lïmited to 

quite extensive. The main cnterion in this particular study was openness to learning. Not 

only did al1 these women express openness to learning, there appeared to be a genuine 

desire to be in such a group-one participant actually explained "it was just what 1 was 

looking for." There were many experiences that the women shared as well as many that 



were different. Al1 of the women, however, were living in moderate to hi&-income 

households, though many had been raised in low income familes. There was very little 

cultural diversity. I selected the group and therefore 1 had estabiished a rapport with each 

participant pnor to their coming to the group- The members of the group, however, were 

not all known to each other. 

My goal was to have a small group of six to eight women. 1 approached 10 

women, al1 of whom were interested, but 3 women had pnor commitrnents so were 

unable to attend. I contacted and spoke to each woman individually about the study and 

gave them a written introduction to the research. The written introduction included the 

main goals of the group, the fact that 1 was doing this as part of a master's program and 

would be docurnenting the process, as well as logistical details, and a few quotations on 

journal writing. The time spent discussing the study varied from 10 minutes to an hour. 

From these initial contacts, a group of seven women, including myself, attended the first 

meeting and committed to the full duration of the group. 

The Settinp and Participants 

Al1 sessions took place in the basement of my home where 1 have a family room 

away fiom the rest of the activity in the house- It is a warm space with two chesterfields, 

cornfortable chairs, and good lighting. The room is cozy and calming. There is a space in 

the hallway where reEreshments were available. Our home was a convenient location for 

the participants and the consistency of the meeting space was important in creating a safe, 

welcoming atmosphere. We met every Tuesday from 7100 - 10:00 p.m. 

Each meeting consisted of my giving the group an introductory exercise that 

would connect the group members and provide a means of sharing information with each 



other. Examples are discussed later in this chapter. If any of the group members had 

done any writing over the week, or had any insights about their journaling experience, 

this information was either shared before the introductory exercise or right after. Most of 

the writing took place at the group but on occasion the women would continue with their 

wrïting at home. Next, 1 introduced a new technique and exercises that wodd 

demonstrate its use. Mer  each exercise, there were oppominities to share writing or 

thoughts about the exercise. About halfway through the evening there was a refieshment 

break, followed by another new exercise, then by sharing, and by closure. 

The participants were cornfortable being quoted in the field notes, and after the 

group was f i s h e d  the women willingly shared a varïety of their writing to be used in the 

study. This was not a requirement of the process, but the women were al1 very 

enthusiastic about what they had gauied fiom the group, and wanted to represent some of 

that with their writing samples. 

Al1 seven women spoke of their love and strong sense of family, their passion for 

their work, and their roles as advocates for various populations. Patricia is a forthright, 

honest, non-judgrnental, compassionate woman. She speaks warmly of her open innocent 

childhood where she was raised by the whole village, and adds that it saddens her that so 

few children have such an experience today. She enjoys reading, writing, cooking, 

camping, and being in nature- Kathleen is a positive, caring, serene woman who both 

loves company and enjoys time for quiet reflection. Her father is a major influence in her 

life, passing on his advice on such areas as: doing things well and orderly, talking out 

problems, and being forgiving. She enjoys her job as a teacher aide, reading, singing, and 

being outdoors. Marie, on first impression, appears quiet, unobtusive, and gentle. 



Although this is me, she dso speaks out for what she believes in. This serious side is 

balanced by her spouse who has taught her to laugh at herself. She loves the outdoors, 

camping, garde- swimming, going to movies, and reading. Colleen attracts people 

into her l i k  by her positive enthusiasm, openness to sharing, and genuine interest in 

other's lives and stories. She credits her children as her greatest teachers. She enjoys 

going to live plays and movies with family and fi-iends, reading, writing, creative crafts, 

and traveling. Anne has a quiet presence of dignity and composure. She is fondly called 

Jewel by her spouse and it suits her so vexy well; she sometimes shines brightly out into 

the world and is always strikingly noticeable. She is currently sûuggling to accept the 

limitations of an illness that has changed her life dramatically. She loves to read books of 

al1 kinds because she is interested in so many things. Angelina is an honest, caring, loyal 

purposefil woman. Her sense of humour has helped her and others get through some of 

the more difficult tirnes in life. She is a great lover of gardening, reading, and writing. 

Regina is a respectfùl, compassionate, powerful woman who loves leaming and helping 

other to leam. She enjoys doing workshops, developing creative ideas, making crafis, 

and reading. 

Time Frame 

The group was origindly set to meet for 8 weeks fiom May 7 - June 25, 1996. 

Howeva, due to time codicts, the group met for only 7 weeks and ended June 18,1996. 

After the end of these sessions I started a follow-up group. The follow-up group consisted 

of five of the orignal group and two new wornen. The new group has been consistent since 

September, 1997. The follow-up group began in February, 1997, and although it continues 

today, I am reporting on the follow-up group ody up to June, 2000. The decision to 



continue was generated by the group itself and my role gradually changed to one o f  shared 

leadership. 

Interna1 Outcomes 

As 1 was designing this study, I gave carefiil consideration to what 1 hoped would 

be the outwmes. Foremost, I wanted the participants to experience a safe, warm, 

cornfortable environment that would encourage a sense of camaraderie and willingness to 

share their personal Iives, stniggles, stones, and insights- Also, I wanted to expose these 

women to a variety of journal writing ideas and strategies, and provide opportunities to 

practice and discuss them within the group. During the discussions, I hoped that they 

would discover ways to use the new ideas and strategies in their personal and 

professional lives to assist them in their personal growth and, where applicable, adapt 

them to their teaching situations. 

In relation to my goals for the master's program at St. Francis Xavier University, 1 

saw this as an opportunity to improve my facilitation and research skills. 1 also saw the 

group as providing an opportunity to increase the quality ofmy own journal writing for my 

professional reflection and growth. The group discussion, sharing of ideas, the strategies we 

raearched, the practical applications, and the ongoing study evaluation, were the means by 

which this leaming would take place 

On a personaf level, I saw the group as  a forum to experience journal writing with 

o t h a ,  and as a place to reflect and assess journal writing as a means for my persond 

growth beyond catharsis. I also saw the group as a strong support network for maintaining 

my motivation in a selfairected master's program. 



The Sessions 

Fdlowing is a discussion of the formation of the g r o q  and of each week's 

activities, including resources, exercises, strategies, ways in which the women gained 

voice and rich wrïting examples. The writing samples f?om the participants represent 

particdar exercises, strategies or topical foci, and help to bring the session to life. 

Week 1 

The £îrst session begari with a discussion about highlighting how and why the 

group was formed and what each person was hoping to get fiom the experience. We did 

introductions by sharing our interest and any previous journal writing experiences. The 

comments ranged fiom "I've gone through a lot of changes and 1 wish 1 had journaled 

more and yet 1 have some fear around if" to, "1 love to write," to, "1 think something 

important is going to happen here and 1 want to be part of it." There were also comments 

about my enthusiasm: "you make it sound interesting and fun-" The participants' 

experience with jounials included comments such as: "1 kept a journal in schooI, but 1 

didn't really like it." Another said, "1 kept a diary as a chiId and my mother read it once, 

and that was it for a long time." One said, "I really stmggled t o  write, found it hard to 

put down in word," adding, "when 1 was on a disaster mission-it was the only time 1 

had ever kept one and it got me through lots." 1 was the only person who had used 

journals on a regular basis. The issue of time for joumal writing was another factor 

discussed. 

After 1 had expanded on how the group had corne about we talked about 

expectations and group guidelines. 1 explained to the group that 1 was expecting this 

would be part of my thesis, and that this needed to be kept in rnind throughoüt our 



planning. Certainly, fiom the initial introduction, the cùncem around safety was very 

evident. The group discussed guidelines and decided on the following: First, we agreed 

that confïdentiality in this group basically meant what is said here remains here. 1 

explained that I would be taking on-the-spot field notes, but 1 would not use anything that 

they did not agree with. 1 would arrange for the field notes fkom the previous week to be 

ready for the next session so they could be edited. Everyone was cornfortable with this 

arrangement, Confidentiality was also discussed in relation to hd ing  a safe place to 

keep al1 journal wnting private. We agreed that respect for each other's ideas, opinions, 

and feelings was important. We decided to give feedback only when requested. The 

group also agreed that when feedback is given without the person wanting it, even when 

it is positive, it can change and dampen one's sense of self and does not honour 

individual voices. We discussed and agreed that we were free to share as much or as 

little as we wanted on any given night, and everyone has a right to p a s  without being 

questioned. The last guideline was for all of us to be aware of sharing the tirne so that 

everyone had an opportunity to contribute. 

It took a full hour and a half to deal with introductions and guidelines, and 

provide an oveMew of types of journals. One of the resources that 1 shared was focus 

pages. These are blank pages with a statement or question that invites a response. There 

were over 70 focus pages that were always available at the weekly sessions, and copies 

c d d  also be taken home. There was one white master and three to four gray copies of 

each page, so that 1 could easily see when more copies were needed. The focus pages 

were wrïtten to allow more fieedom within the sessions. For example, if a participant 

simply did not have any interest in a particular topic, she could then choose a focus page. 



Some samples of focus pages and the refaences 1 drew them £kom are: 

T h e  aIone: Write about a time you stayed by yourself for at least one day and 
night. What did you discover about yourself in those 24 fiours? (Baldwin, 1990, 
P. 52) 

S taying in the present: In your journai, draw the path you are currently waking: 
What does your life look like realistically, symbolically? Wnte to yourself about 
where you are corning fiom and where you are going? (Baldwin, 1990, p. 6) 

Gender: Define masculine and ferninine as you think yow parents would. 
Compare its details to your list of attributes. (Snow, 1992, p. 11 9) 

Writing for pleasure: Someone out of  your past retums and gives you a gift. 
Who is it? Describe the giR (s). (Snow, 1992, p. 33) 

M e r  a break, we did a word cache exercise focusing on childhood. This was a 

series of four, 3-minute tirne perïods where participants produced a list of words to help 

stimulate images for later writing- The goal was to write as quickly as possible as words 

and phrases came to mind, using a directed statement such as: 

Think of a place--a place you grew up in or where you spent part of your 
childhood. Write down al1 the words that corne to mind when you think of that 
place, its location, its size, its smells, its sights, etc. In your mind's eye what were 
the moods of this place-peace, happiness, hostility.. -.? What was the 
predominant season or weather--was it always spring? (Bentley & Butler, 1988, 
P- 34) 

This was followed with an opportunity to write for 20 minutes on any experience 

that may have been stimulated Fom the warm-up exercke, As a result of this exercise, 

one woman shared how, "it was the hrst tirne 1 have ever written something and been 

totally happy with the way it is--1 usually write and mite and rewrite maybe even ten 

times." Another women comrnented that she was fascinated to realize how many of her 

grandmother's traits she had. That evening Anne wrote: 

When 1 think of Plains, 1 think of the unrelenthg heat ! ! It was sornething. 
Pressing down upon me forcing me down into the ground--1 had l e s  than a block 
to walk and fel t 1 wouldn't make it. A taxi driver stopped and offered me a ride. 



1 rudely declined, even then 1 knew about those things. It wasn't OK to accept a 
ride fkom strangers over 40 years ago-how scary. The wind whipped around my 
legs and 1 knew a sandstorm was coming. 1 felt it swirling further up my body 
and began to tingle against my skin. Tiny grains of sand beat my chest--and 
sweat ran down my body. 1 began to hurry as I was scared. m e  entry continues; 
h a l l y  reaches her grandrnother's house]. . .My gran had me sit in the big chair 
and gave me tea. 1 was very scared, probably 8 or 9 and although we must have 
had many sandstorms during my yearIy visits to Plains, this is the only one 1 can 
remember with clarity, 

The strategies I used during this f k t  evening included focusing on pre-planning 

around resources and information, as well as focusing on the physical and emotional 

cornfort of the participants. 1 provided the focus pages to give choice, and made al1 

decisions in a collaborative way. I suspected that the groundwork laid on the first night 

would idluence the fùture success of the sessions. The ways in which 1 saw the women 

beginning to express voice were in this lively discussion, lack of hesitancy in giving 

input, and clarity and honesty in their cornments. 

Week 2 

One participant had been absent the first week, so we spent the k t  15 minutes 

helping her comect with the group. Everyone took a few minutes to write down 

something they enjoyed or learned the previous week and a feeling they experienced. 

The new participant took time to think about her experiences with journal writing and 

why she wanted to be part of the group. This seemed to work well and the overall 

responses indicated that the evening was very enjoyable. Participants said, "1 was very 

apprehensive--but it is exciting and 1 feel honoured"; "1 enjoyed the evening even though 

1 don't usually do well being part of a group--especially al1 women"; and "1 didn't think 

1 liked to write--but 1 did!" 



The focus for this week was on "self" and included severai short exercises similar 

to the first week, such as, 'LThink of ail the wards that another person wouid use to 

describe you (e-g., partnedparent/child)." This was foilowed with a 15-minute time 

fiame for writing. 1 had also taken out five focus pages that could be used as alternatives. 

Colleen drew a picture in raponse to a focus page, which included, "Let your perceptions 

of yourself flow unto your journal page in sorne foxm of drawn expression," 

(Capacchione, 1989, p. 56). The picture included a heart ('Yhe centre of my world"), a 

cloud with drops ('ctears"), contained within a circle ("circle of lifehedicine wheel")- 

There was also a vertical line coming down kom the bottom of the circle with a 

horizontal line drawn on an angle with a circle on each end ("one of  my needs is to 

maintain more balance"). 

Once again as the evening came to a close we did a verbal evaluation, which 1 

then recordecl in my field notes. On the whole, the comments reflected how much harder 

it was to write about self than about the more general childhood mernories of last week. 

Some found the writing exercises too long, as- is reflected by comments such as: "more 

difficult than last week"; "it took a while to figure out a fiamework for the writing part 

because 1 didn't want to write about the emotiions that were up--then once 1 got the 

fiamework I ended up writing about them anyway"; and "it's hard to be truthfil about 

yourself" 

1 ended the session by deciding on the focus and asking everyone to bring an item 

of significance to share for the opening exerciise the next week. In order for the 

participants to have an opportunity to have @ut into the upcoming sessions, 1 did a 

general overview of basic journal writing primciples as well as different strategies that 



wuld be used for journal writing- The 8-page handout 1 gave was then used to help 

everyone think about which strategies they were most interesteci in irnplementing within 

our group, 

The additional effective strategies that 1 used were: giving the participants a 

handout so that everyone wuld give input into session topics; providing more 

information to reduce some of the ambiguity; involving the group in how we wanted to 

handle late arrivals or early departures; and being flexible with the evening's agenda by 

saving the meditation for another week. in retrospect, 1 should have saved this session until 

later as it proved a very intimate topic and was perhaps offered a bit too soon. 

The ways in which 1 saw the women gaining voice were in the honesty in which 

they expressed themselves both in discussion and in their writing. Although 1 did not have 

any written sarnples for this week the wornen shared their writing and uisights fieely with 

each other. 

Week 3 

During Week 3, we started with an article on the medicine wheel which had corne 

out of an interest Çom the previous week. Following some informal discussion about the 

rnedicine wheel, we shared our item of significance. 1 explained the concept of a sketch, 

which is short piece of writing, usually a paragraph or two, which captures the essence of 

an experience or person. This idea came fiom a fiiend who had produced a book of 

sketches based on photographs fkom her childhood. 1 was able to share some of her 

sketches with the group. We spent 10 minutes writing a sketch about our significant 

items. Angelina wrote the following short thank you for a special ornarnent given to her 

by an adult student she had helped l e m  to read: 





As a result, they explored their own anger and fhsîration and made some discoveries 

that were insightfül for them. Through the visualization Patricia realized that she had 

made a profound difference in many people's tives-more than she had ever 

acknowledged before. Some of the other responses to the guided visualization follow. 

Angeha wrote: 

My mind is noisy. I'm aware of al1 the extemal sounds. Alanna has a soft 
soothing voice, well suited to guiding meditation. 1 hadn't realized untiI now how 
noisy the upstairs is. Someone has a fairly loud voice; the floor is squeaking with 
footsteps; the TV is playing. I'm aware of my body. My feet feel very relaxed 
and corn& My belly sounds and feels like Vesuvius. I hope the explosions 
aren't audible enough to spoil this expenence for others. I feel relaxed, but I'rn 
not experiencing any sort of special state-no bright light or sense of holy self. 1 
don't feel like writing. 1 just want to stay quiet and still. This isn't d i k e  how I 
feel when I'm drifting off to sleep at night. 1 don't think 1 need to Say anything 
else. 

The foIlowing is Patricia's response to--'mat do 1 want in the way of silence that I 

don't have?" 

1 want a quiet place of my own overlooking the salt water, where 1 can listen to 
the waves and smell the seaweed. Hear the seagulls. This place is very quiet and 
peaceful to me. 1 c m  quiet my inner sou1 and get in touch with me. This is a very 
relaxing and quiet place. I dodt want noises like: lawn mowers, loud rock music, 
crying unhappy children- 

Marie shared the following response to creating a place for herself: 

1 realize that 1 don't have to imagine a special place or create one in my mind. 1 
have one and continue to create one in reality-my yard-every year it gets closer 
and closer to what 1 needwant it to be. How very fortunate 1 am! How revealïng 
this is for me. 1 usually spend much of my time wishing my life away, wishing 
thixigs were different, wishing.. -1 don't have to wish for my own special place. 1 
already have it. 

Some of the verbal comments shared in the evaluation fiom the evening included: "1 

really like the sharing/really leaming"; "1 like the concept of meditation and journal 

writing and may actually do something outside the group this week"; ''1 found tonight 



really relaxed (especidly when you read what you had wrïtten)"; "I liked the easy start - 

we have corne a long way and 1 want to know how people are doing," and, "1 liked the 

sharing of the object 1 felt it worked really well." 

The main new strategies 1 used during this third session were using samples of 

writing 1 had done after a meditation, and providing specific focus pages on the topic. An 

example of a focus page is: 

Meditations. Sit silently with your journal close at hand. Breathe slowly in and 
out, say to yourself, "Accepting. - ." What cornes to mind? Say to yourself, 
"Surrende~g.. ." Write or draw the images or impression you experience around 
each word. (Baldwin, 1990, p. 226) 

Since we had informally tallced about stress Iast week 1 gave each person an inspirational 

excerpt on coping with stress f?om Breathnach's Simple Abundance (n-p.). 1 consciously 

did the notes on different coloured paper for each week so that they would be easy to 

h d .  The ways in which 1 saw the women expressing voice were the continued degree of 

honesty and self reflection in their discussion and writing, their awareness of long 

forgotten mernories, and their continued enthusiasrn. 

We decided to b ~ g  a special photograph to share for introductory exercise next 

week and that the focus would be on having fun writing poems and sketches. 

Week 4 

During the fourth week, we spent about a half -hou sharing our week and 

reviewing some of the highlights of last week, when two participants had been away. 

The group reinforced that they really liked al1 the sharing. One of the women mentioned 

how much she had enjoyed pausing part way through the visualization last time, then 

continuing the writing. She mentioned a resource called When Two Worlds Meet by 



Karpinski (1990), which she had used for creative visualization. Others commented 

about appreciating the article 1 had found on the medicine wheel after last week's 

discussion. Some more discussion ensued as a result. The group commented that last 

week had been "a really good evening" and, on the whole, the participants realized they 

had done more in the way of silence and visualization than they had e s t  realized. They 

really liked the valuable added dimension of writing. 

A discussion ensued around the t h e  of life we were at and how this mÏght be 

related to our interest in participating in this group- The women were wondering if 

perhaps there was something about the age we were that made us more willing to look at 

things fiom different perspectives-whether it was because we have had enough 

experience to know life is not black and white, or whether it was that we had more 

respect at this stage in our life for different points of view? Tt was a very stimulating start 

to the evening and was followed by an overview of sketches, haiku poetry, and cinquains, 

which are five-line descriptive poems of a set format described by Bentley and Butler, 

(1988) p. 130. After sharing some examples of poetry and answeruig any questions, we 

wrote for 20 minutes. This was a new experience for most of the women in the group. 

Patricia cornmented on how she really disliked poeuy, but by the end of the evening she 

said, "Maybe if someone had introduced me to poetry this way 1 just might have like it." 

The following poem, written by Colleen, was entitled cc.Journal Group." 

Writing, sharing, carïng 
Women with heart 
Coming together 
Discovering who they are 



Angelina wrote this sketch about a childhood rnemory: 

L remember the time 1 got caught in the middle of a rock fight between the 
McDonald's and the McPhee's. A rock hit me in the back of the head. Although 1 
didn't feel much pain, 1 later noticed an odd triclclhg sensation on the back of my 
neck. When I felt the back ofmy head, my hand was wet- 1 remember what a 
strange sensation that was. 1 h o w  that when I moved my hand around to Iook at 
it, 1 had no idea that 1 would see blood- Then 1 realized that there was a lot of 
blood running down my back, and that there was some on the ground as well. 

1 ran a few steps home to show my uncle who was supposed to be looking after 
me. It was most unusual for rny mother to be elsewhere and had she been there, 
she would have attended to my injury. My uncle, on the other hand, told me to go 
outside and play. 1'11 never forget how angry my mother was with my uncle. 1 
know that she regaleci him by the hour, raising all kinds of concems about my 
safety and my life itself with no response fiom my uncle whatsoever to her harsh 
reprimands. As for me, I was washed and füssed over in £ull mother style. 

For months afterwards, though the cut on the back of my head healed 
and 1 couldn't detect any scarring, I experienced horrible ghastly burnps al1 
over my head. A trip to the doctor, rare in those days, revealed an infection 
due to the injury. Treatrnent, consisting of regular dousings of hydrogen 
peroxide, tumed me into a redhead which caused a bit of welcorne attention 
fiom the adults in my life. 

After the break, each of us shared our photograph and told the story behind our 

choice. We asked questions, and this was followed with 10 minutes to write about the 

first photograph. The same procedure was followed for the second photopph. 

There were several photographs of family members. We found al1 the stones behind each 

one very interesting. Anne shared a photograph of her mother who was in World War II. 

This got the rest of us thinking about how women experienced incredible fkeedom in their 

vocations during the war, and how this affected women both during the war and post-war. 

It was an insightfùl discussion. 

Angelina shared a pictwe of her father and was fascinated to see how the person 

she so gloriously described in the picture took on quite a different personality in the 

writing. She wrote the following about her father, entitled "Remernbering my Dad." 



My dad was srnall in stature- Though felluig rtrees was extremely hard work for 
him, he welcomed this work with pride. He beiieved that every man should do a 
hard day's work for a day's pay; every man should pay his dues. 

When 1 was young, 1 didn't r e d y  know my dîad very well. He worked at a 
logging c a p  and only came home on the weekends. My mother, broder, and 1 
used to go down to the wharfwhere my dad would corne in on the barge fkom 
Sanges River. He seemed like a stranger who* came home with coffee aisp 
chocolate bars and a black bag, which he c d 1 4  a satchel, filled with dirty, smelly 
clothes. On Sunday morning, he would get aU dressed up and go to ch&. My 
dad always wore a suit, a dress shirt, and a tie and didn't look anything like the 
man we picked up at the barge on Friday ni&%_ On Sunday night, we would take 
my dad back to the barge- 1 don? rernember feeling any great sadness or anything 
else. That was just the way it was. 

1 remember once what a strange experience it was for me when my mom had to 
go to the hospital and my dad and my uncle were supposedly looking after me and 
my brother. 1 can still see my dad and uncle sitting in the living room at the card 
table, glaying cards and dnnkuig whiskey. Meanwhile, the goldfish were 
floundering in their cloudy, disgusting fish water. 1 remember telling my dad that 
the bowl needed to be changed. I didn't understand his response, but 1 knew he 
and my uncle were laughing at me and making a joke about the condition of  the 
fish bowl. After a few days, we could barely see  the fish floating on top of the 
water. 1 remember being very disappointed im rny dad. It was my k t  awareness 
of the vast difference between my two parents-. 1 didn't have a sense of any kuid 
of caring corning fiom my father, and 1 desperately missed my mother. 

During the evaluation of the evening, a variety of areas were covered such as, " 1 

was intrigued by 1s t  week-and grateful for the notes and briefing." About the sharing of 

the photograph, one wornan said, "1 enjoyed the pictues it really personalizes the 

experience--1 feel we know each other better as a result." And about the poetry, one 

participant said, "1 liked the haiku' s and cinquauis--hadn't done them before--they were 

fun.'' We decided that everyone would bring a favou.de book and that 1 would decide on 

next week's focus. 

This week required gathering samples and making visual aids about the topic of 

ciquains and haikus, as this was new to most of the group members. 1 also looked closely 

at the flow of the evening wanting to keep the Pace amfortable and relaxed since many 



of the women had expressed anxiety around writing poetry. 1 specdated that sharing the 

photographs wouId work weii as an introductory exercise and provide stimulus for 

writing sketches and possibly subjects for poetry. The ways in which I saw the women 

gaining voice are perhaps best illustrated by the discussion prompted by Angelina's 

writùig, "Remernbering my Dad." We talked about how, at various stages and times in 

our lives, we can dernonstrate quite a range of characteristics. The level of cornfort in 

sharing our feelings, thoughts, and storks with each other was both expressed and 

demonstrated in the writing. The women commented on how astounded they were when 

they read what they had written and what they heard fiom other women. One example 

was Angelina's new awareness of how she saw her parents. It was a moment of truth for 

her, 

Week 5 

When we assembled on Week 5, there was lots of sharing about the exciting 

events that had happened since we last met, so it was a very upbeat start to the evening. 

First, we shared our favourite books, and it proved to be a really special experience. One 

person shared a special recipe book that had belonged to her morn and was very 

important because it had her handwriting and little tidbits of information besides recipes. 

It rneant a lot to have this, particularly since her mother's death had been sudden and 

there was no chance for closure. This provoked others to remember things like a letter one 

of the women had that was written by her dad. She, too, said it felt special to have 

something wîth his handw-riting. These were examples of how these women voiced difficult 

memories and became more aware of how important it was for them to begin to write these 

memories dom. 



One participant shared Little Wornen and told how it was special because it was 

read to her by her mom at bedtùney and somehow, fkom her perspective, represented the 

strength and bravery of women- She remabers her mom, sisters, and her crying 

together at various ernotional sections of the book. She said she felt a great respect for 

women as a result. 

Regina had made a book for her pdmother ,  which she decided to bring the next 

week; it contained a collection of family recipes, photographs, and traitions around food. 

She had gatherd these through letters with family members and extendd conversations 

with her grandmother. She wmted to make sure that this important f d y  history did not 

get lost. This helped her v o i e  her care and conceni for her grandmother and respect for the 

family stories. 

Colleen brought A Gij? of the Sea, because it had been timely and so helphl during a 

stressfiil time. A good fiend had given it to her to help through the stress. It has provided 

impetus to write about her own feelings, which has been most therapeutic. She has returned 

to it many times over the years. This book has provided valuable insight into her personal 

probIerns and provided her with inspiration about how she rnight better express herself and 

get through hard times. She wrote extensively about her pain, and through her writing, 

began to heal. The book represented permission to express her own voice. 

We followed this wonderfül start with an introduction to tetter writingy which was 

inspired by a book called Gzj? ofa Letter by Stoddard (2990). 1 had prepared a handout 

fiom this book. One strategy that 1 discussed was the unsent letter; as explained by Rainer 

(i978), "People frequently write letters in the journal to those who have ernotional 

significance in their lives" (p. 98). These lettas are usually ones where the writer is 



exploring an emotiooal issue that would be difficult or inappropriate to Say or write to the 

person involved. Sometimes d e r  the m e n t  letter is written, the person wi l l  then be able to 

write another letter and send or give it to the person involved. 

There was a lot of discussion before the break, then we came back and wrote our 

letters. 1 provided lots of stationary and demonstrateci how to make a homemade envelope. 

Most chose to write Letters that they planned to send and some made their own envelopes. 

We had approximately 45 minutes for Wnting. 

The feedback for the session was very positive. Many of the women taiked about 

not having enough time to mite letters, reaffhming the value of a letter, and having the 

opportuniiy to get one wriften. Other comrnents included: "1 know that a year ago some 

of the letters 1 have written would have been unsent and now 1 send them"; ''It's good to 

hear a letter is a gift--it gets easier and easier to do"; and "it brought back mernories --a 

Eiend reminded me how I had carried on a very intimate relationship with a Eend 

through letters-1 rernember one 1 received was on the inside of a big cardboard box, 

flattened, " 

Additional strategies 1 used included providing beautifd paper to inspire writing; 

clear directions and pictures for making envelopes; and an extensive handout on letter 

writing. The ways in which 1 saw women gaining voice were in their discussion and 

comment5 about their level of cornfort in the group, and how this allowed them to explore 

new areas of their lives. The group experience was reinforcing their own needs to 

express themselves more often and in ways that they had rarely or never done before. 



1 ended by reading a poem 1 had written at Christmas, which 1 had mentioned the 

week before. For the next week, 1 asked people to bring writuig they were willing to 

Week 6 

We came together on Week 6, and in our general sharing one woman shared that 

she had written seven Ietters during the week; another woman had sent a postcard. One 

participant shared a journal entry fkom a special weekend away. The h t  part of the 

evening was focused on altered points of view. After explaining the concepf we 

brainstorrned on issues we might write about. We spent 15 minutes writing and, in 

generd, the women said writing fkom an altered point of view was easier than they 

expected. One woman took a very creative view by calling herself %S. Spitiire'' while 

she wrote about her anger. Kathleen provided the following altered point of view: 

Isn't it strange how she stated that her week had been quite a "typical" week with 
nothing unusual or worth making note of. It was only four days ago that her 
father announced out of the blue, blmtly, briefly, and with emotions restrauied 
that they were going to "have to make plans"--her mother was really not feeling 
well or doing well. It's her heart--it7s damaged. 

How she could "forget" to mention or even think about her mother. 1s it that she 
can't deal with this--that she's not ready to,. . that she doesn't believe that things 
are that serious. Perhaps being so far removed in ternis of distance--she feels 
poorly informed and powerless. Perhaps she should go home and see for herself-- 
no doubt her mother would appreciate and want this. For certain her father needs 
her- 

After our break, 1 discussed the use of dialogue. It seemed to build on the earlier 

work of the evening and everyone found it quite easy yet insightful. illustrative 

comments included: 'Tt was red easy for me too--flowed very nicely f i e r  the other"; "it 

was a good experience for me and helped me deal with things openly and fhddy for 



myself '; '%elps me see what changes 1 need to make"; and 'liow it looks and sounds a 

little different when you put it on papa see some things that 1 haven't seen all this time." 

The following is a sample of a dialogue written fkom a focus page. The focus 

page, said; "Visualize your mother- Try to feel her presence and enter into a dialogue 

with her. What did she say?" (Snow, 1992, p. 48). Kathleen wrote: 

Me: 
Mom: 

Me: 

Mom: 
Me: 

Mom: 

Me: 
Mom: 
Me: 
Morn: 
Me: 
Mom: 

Mom, I've missed you, 
1 know you have, you look at my picture and sigh with sad eyes 
sometirnes. 
1 sornetimes think of al1 you've missed since you went away. The kids 
are grown and aImost on thek own, forging their way in life. 
I know. 
Sometimes 1 take out your old cookbook and look at the writing in it 
because it brings me closer to you. 
I've watched you in your ways and see so much of me in you-your love 
of quiet times, your care of family and home, Iistening to the wee birds 
in spring and watching for the wild flowers on your walk. 
Morn you were never overbearing in your ways with me-yet I knew 
Your children know that of you also. 
My loss of you feels so much greater than yours of me m u t  be. 
Our love for each other will always cushion your sad times. 
I miss you and 1 love you. 
1 know dear. 

Angelina also dialogueci with her mother: 

Daughter: How are you feeling? 
Mother: I'm hstrated, I'm scared, I'm impatient, I'rn tired, I'm depressed. 
Daughter: Why are you feeling this way? 
Mother: 1 have always taken care of myself I take pride in having done so. 1 

like to be active and involved. 1 doa't want people to see me this 
way.. .IYm vain 1 guess, . . 

Daughter: What are you afraid of? 
Mother: Of changing--of not being Mary, of being old and fiail, of being 

disabled. I'd rather be dead. 
Daughter: Well 1 don't want you dead but 1 don't want you unable to live with 

who you are or-may become. What shall we do? 
Mother: Take one day at a t h e .  
Daughter: That's rïght one day at a time. We don't even know what's going on 

with you yet--with your body, with your heart. Whatever it is, we7U 
deal with it. 



The group was okay with ending late so we ended with another creative 

visualization fiom Life 's Cornpanion (Baldwin, 1990, pp. 1 74- 175). People found the 

timing was better this time because I paused for longer between sentences. However, we 

discussed that the visualization might benefit fkom more lead-in-tirne, that is, spending 

longer getting into a state of relaxation and adding a bit more description to the text. 

The feedback for the evening indicated that we had accomplished a lot; many 

mentioned that topic was very timely because of issues they had and were now able to 

mite about within the group format- Three others comments that reflected the overdl 

feeling of the evening included 'Yhe hardest--hadn't given any thought to it--scary at k t -  

-more we talked about it the less scary"; "1 like how you give us lots of oppominity to 

change"; and ''1 love coming-feel like I've known al1 of you all my life--love being in a 

group of women." 

The strategies 1 used were similar to the other evenings with perhaps a bit more 

focus on using active listening skills, and of course the new information of altered point 

of view and dialogue. On this next-to-last meeting the women's voices in both writing 

and discussion were expressing very emotional and difficult issues, such as those given in 

the illustrations above. They were willing to share at a very intimate level, were aware of 

the changes that they could see in other women in the group and themselves, and saw the 

benefit of expressing their pain in ~ t i n g .  

Week 7 

It was our last group meeting. Angelina commented on how she had used the 

writing from last week to deal very differently with her mother and how pleased sbe was 

with the result. She found that after using altered point of view she was able to 



understand her mother's struggles and as  a result respond to her with more patience. 

Both Angelina and her mother had a more satis=g visit than the previous week. 

Following our usud informal greetings, 1 had each person choose an angel card, 

inspirational cards with a picture of an angel and one word. Each person wrote about 

what their word meant in relation to their leaming within the journal group or fÏom using 

a journal. One reflection on an angel card wntaining the word transformation was: 

writing can make for complete change-I'm m t  sure 1 feel transformed yet but 1 
believe 1 am in the process of making a transfomation-1 like watching the 
transformation I see taking place in al1 of you-small things can lead to 
transformation-it's a wonderfùl word, 

The focus for this evening was "maps of consciousness and questioning" (Rainer 1978, p. 

83). 1 introduced the concepts around this and shared some examples before providing 

about 30 minutes for journding. The participants were each given a handout whïch 

reviewed each of the concepts. 

Two people commented on how relaxing they found this exercise and two other 

wornen mentioned how much they appreciated the opportunity just to be quiet. One 

woman had drawn pictures throughout her life: "1 remembered the meadow--and how 

pleased 1 was the other day when I saw one and thought yes, there is still space left"! 

Patricia had the following thoughts: 

Water is a huge part of my life; I'm going to change my will and have my ashes 
spread over the water. Interesting the things 1 thought about and how conscious 1 
was-how comected to nature--mernories of nature and l e m g  to swim-need 
for water gets more intense the busier I get--1 want it al1 back. 

Some other cornments included: "1 needed structure"; '7 was interested to see how 

predominant certain things were"; and "1 doodled like 1 do when I'm on the phone." 



The following excerpt was written by Angelina, in response to the questions; 

"What's the real issue of growth htre; what lesson is available in this; and what am 1 

really ûying to do right now?" 

I've had a feeling for some time that I'rn spirïtually adrift- I have a tremendous 
sense of my spiritilal self, for which I am truly gratefid, but I fed I'rn being cailed 
to a higher level and 1 think I'm on a path of discovery. Although there is a 
certain Ievel of restlessness and uneasiness within, at the same time, there's a 
confidence and a sense of certainty that through the journal group, dong with 
meditation, other vehicles will emerge, and 1 will eventually move to a new 
spintual plane. 1 belïeve that it is necessary for me to engage in reading of al i  
kinds of materials but particularly books and articles written by or about great 
teachers, religious and otherwise- Materiaily 1 have everything 1 need and want. 
Now 1 want to dedicate my Iife to understanding and knowing what God has 
intended for me. 

After the break, E went over a second set of questions but everyone felt exhausted 

and decided they had had enough. We Iooked over the evaluation form and then Iistened 

to a creative visualization that 1 had taped earlier. This exercise seemed to be better for 

everyone, possibly because it was a bit longer and slower. I gave the group a short 

annotated bibliography, which they had requested the previous week. We ended with 

appreciations and a discussion about having a reunion in September to make handmade 

note cards and paper. There was a sense of sadness that the group was over and a 

genuine desire to reunite in the fall. I gave the group a written final-evaluation form, 

which they requested to complete at home. However, when the evaluations were 

returned 1 found most of the information redundant. Comments included, "1 gained what 

1 expected but so much more"; ''participation was welcomed and an excellent way to 

investigate M e r  through the sharhg of group experience"; plus many yes and no 

comments that reflected idonnation 1 already had 6om weekly evaluations- 



The additionai strategies 1 used for this evening were a general awareness of 

having the evening feel calm and relaxed, with time for individual reflection. The focus 

allowed for this to happen. 1 incorporateci t h e  for transition and closure (e.g-, sharing 

appreciations with each other). The women were actively expressing their voices not 

only within the group but by the cany over that was happening in their lives (doing other 

wnting during the week and sharing some of this back with the group). Their evaluations 

clearly reflected their sense of their own growth and change. 

When 1 reflected back on rny main goals 1 felt extrernely satisfied with what the 

7-week group had accomplished. 1 saw women, some of whom were very hesitant about 

writing, become confident that what they had to Say was important and worthwhile- Also 

through the discussion and shared exarnples of their writing, 1 saw personal changes in al1 

of the women. This was very rewarding. The personal changes 1 observed convinced me 

that journal writing groups for women have the potential to encourage women to speak 

and to write in their own voices and, in the process, to promote personal change. 1 

believe the vmiting samples are evidence of these points. On a persona1 level, 1 was given 

a wonderfùl opportunity to expand my own knowledge and skills, on planning, 

implementing, and facilitating a journal group 

FoHow-up Group 

The follow-up group came as a natural result of the success of the original group. 

The participants wanted to continue e x p l o ~ g  journal wrïting more directly as it related to 

their lives, struggles, stories, and development. Discussion around women's issues gradually 

came more and more to the forefiont and it was an opportunity for some other women to 

join the group. 



The follow-up fomed d e r  meeting in February, 1997 and initidly met the first 

Thursday of the month fkom March-June, 1997, broke for the summer, and resumed in 

the fdl. In Septernber, 1997 the group moved to meeting twice monthly and has 

continued to meet. The members found meeting only once a month to be ineffective, 

and, the bi-monthly arrangement works well. The group has had some variation in its 

membership, but the current group has remained constant since September, 1998. 

The depth of information shared seemed to increase in the follow-up group 

perhaps as a result of the same group being together for a longer period of time. This 

would seem a natural result of getting to know each other better as a group and enhanced 

by pariicipating in two weekend retreats. I also think that, as I did more reading, 1 helped 

new issues to surface. 1 used the group as a place to discuss and write about these issues. 

For example, as a result of readùig Beck's (1997) book Breaking Point 1 discussed the 

significance of herstory and how it related to women's dificulty in finding their voices. 

We tended to be willing to deal with more and more controversial topics, and the group 

eventually moved to shared leadership and brought in their own controversial issues such 

as white privilege. 

The second group enhanced my master's work by providing me with support and 

ongoing exploration of the topic. It also really focused on exploring women's issues as 

we began to understand the relationship of these issues to our personal growth. The 

following revelations are reflections fkom two members of the follow-up group about the 

growth in their unique voices- 

There's a lovely ambiance in the room at the moment. The music is 
simply sweeping me along gracefùlly through the wondemil t h e  and 
company God has provided for me here. 1 love everything about the journal 
group, especially this part--the writing. 1 had no idea how much 1 could 



enjoy just sitting and writing. 1 think it's the feeling of being totally free 
and unafkaid of expressing anything that may corne to mind Rereading some 
of my old journals, as well, has given impetus to this endeavor. 1 was amzzed 
to hear the depth of feeling and thought in the dialogue 1 had with my mother. 
In addition, I was impressed with a powerfül encornter witb my father in our 
k t  meditation journal experience. Now that I've distanced myself fkom our 
last meditation, I'm quite certain that I was in a very deep meditation, and even 
though 1 am no longer highly exnotional about if 1 still see the magnitude of it 
when 1 reread my writing. 1 don't want to forget the experience. 1 want to recall 
it fkom time to time with the hope that it will lead me to a deeper understanding 
of myself. 

Journaling has excited in me a desire for personal growth and spiritual 
uplifting that 1 had not previously touched on. What a rewarding experience to be 
here. (Angel ha) 

Patncia made the following wmments in relation to the question-What changes 1 see in 

myself that 1 relate directly to the journal group. 

This is a real pleasure for me considering 1 used to be more comfortable in the 
presence of males. 1 think it is the farnily we formed. Sharing so much of each 
others lives 

1 am gratefbl to Alanna and the group for showing me a positive side to 
journaLing, 1 have leamed to enjoy it. The different methods, the ability to write 
my thoughts without criticism, spelling, or sentence structures. To think 1 nearly 
missed the opportunity. 

1 also feel very comfortable sharing my written work with the group and 1 enjoyed 
listening to the other stories fiom the group. I can honestly Say this has been the 
most rewarding growth for me as a person. 

This chapter has focused on the details of the process involved in facilitating the study, 

provided a sumrnary of the follow-up group, and given the responses of the women who 

Looking back at the study through the iens of the action research method 1 used, it 

is clear the sequential steps of the action research project were used to good effect. A 

problem or set of problems was identified during each group session, using the ground 

rules as set--this was part of the planning stage. Discussion around the interests of the 



group, while referring to a handout 1 had prepared on journal writing strategies and 

techniques, was an integral part of this planning stage. 1 based my planning on the 

group's input by g a t h e ~ g  more information on the topic or problem identified and 

choosing appropriate exercises. Besides the action steps 1 took after each session, the 

main action came as we explored various strategies and techniques as part of the journal 

writing in the group. Observing was integral to this project as I took detailed notes of 

each session, including verbatim comments, which then became the main source of data. 

1 also obsewed non-verbal behavior of the women, which supported me in effectively 

facilitating responses and discussion. The participants dso observed each other as well 

as noting observations related to their own behaviours (e-g., "Angelha, it sounds like you 

really had an insight around your relationship with your mom, and your writing rerninded 

me of some of the stmggles 1 had with my dad"). Reflections fiom the participants were 

ofien shared as part of the sessions (e.g., m e r  1 left last week 1 got to thinking about 

silence and meditation and ways that 1 could do more in my life"). The group fiequently 

commented that by reading the draft notes it was a great review of the sessions and 

caused them to reflect again on the content and examples. Reflection was a significant 

part of my process both in terms of reflecting on the notes and taking action, and in 

reflecting on rny own journal entries. The last step in the cycle is evaluation and this was 

done verbally at the end of each session by asking the group to share what they enjoyed 

and any suggestions for change or ideas they would like to have developed. There was 

also a written final evaluation on the last evening. 

I believe that this study reflects al1 these stages of action research and that it also 

achieved the learning outcomes that 1 had considered in the initial design. In the next 



chapter 1 discuss what 1 learned both professionally and persondy, and compare these 

outcornes with the ideas presented in the fiterature. 



CHAPTER4 

THE SOUL, DISCUSSIONy CONCLUSIONSy AND RECOMW3NDATIONS 

I f  you can increase the understanding of an issue or a circumstance, illuminate 
one experience, portray one person's story in a new lighf you will have helped 
others to understand the social world a little better. This is what research is all 
about. (Khby & M c K e ~ a ,  1998, p. 96) 

The experience of the 7-week women's journal group provided insights into 

several areas. In the first section of this chapter 1 discuss the key factors that influenced 

the facilitation, content, and process 1 used to conduct this study. In the second section, 1 

extract and discuss the key themes that emerged as benefits In the third section, I 

examine my own learaing. The chapter closes with a summary, concIusions, and 

recomrnendations. 

Key Factors in the Process 

The educationaf process that hal ly  resulted in the writing of th& thesis seems 

somewhat more systematic than was my actual experience as a researcher. I often found 

myself jumping fkom one area to another and in many cases 1 struggled with how, what 

appeared to be randorn pieces of the puzzle, would produce a completed view. However, 

reading the literature, creating a supportive environment, preparing the sessions, and 

doing ongoing evaluation were key throughout the entire process. The use of journal 

Mting to gain voice and the impact of the study on the women are the closing factors 

discussed. 



-estions From the Literature 

This thesis provides insights into the process, conditions, skills, and attitudes that 

encourage women to gain voice and to make significant personal changes in their lives. 

The study findings are consistent with the literature reviewed-namely that journal 

wrïting groups can be an effective forum for helping wornen to gain voice. For exarnple, 

many of these more recent references were d e n  for women and although very 

appropriate for m y  study were published too late to be an integral part of the process 

(Albert, 1996; Schiwy, 1996; Street, 2 996). What is particularly interesting is the strong 

correlation between what I discovered as a result of facilitating the 7-week journal 

writing group, and the newer literature. Schiwy, particularly, seems to articulate so 

clearly what 1 observed happening in the group- 

As 1 resemhed the literature, before and during the study, and long after the 

group was over, 1 was able to incorporate rnuch of the new data into the follow-up group. 

At times while writing this thesis 1 found it diflEicult to separate the information learned 

through the initial 7-week study fkom that of the foliow-up group. For adult educators 

embarking on journal writing, 1 can Say that the resources now available are consistent 

with my experience. For example Schiwy (1 996) addresses the cultural influences on 

silencing women, the healing dimensions of the journal, and the power of journal writing 

groups to assist women with speaking and writing in their own voices. 1 can recommend 

this as an excellent resource for group facilitation of this sort and would definitely use 

this resource again. My initial research was, unfortunately, more limited than 1 would 

have liked. Still, I believe 1 investigated herstory and women's ways of viewing and 



understanding the world in much more depth than 1 might have done otherwise. These 

elements were not reflected directly in most of the earlier literature, and 1 found myself 

s e a r c h g  to f h d  what was not being articulated. This investigation brought to light some 

unexpected insights for me personally, and therefore in£Iuenced me as a facilitator. This, 

in combination with the discussion that happened in the j o u a l  group, made me re-think 

my own life choices and stmggles &om a different perspective. This change in 

perspective began in the 7-week study, continued throughout the research, and became a 

significant part of the follow-up group. 

In my personal life, the literature helped me rewgnize my own difficulties in 

balancing my many roles of wife, mother, daughter, student, employee, friend, and 

housewife. 1 began to realize the effects of balancing these roles on rny physical and 

emotional health. The stress 1 experienced also helped me see how expressing m y  own 

voice was lost in an effort to meet other people's needs. With more self-compassion, 1 

began, with the support of the journal group, to rebuild my life according to my new 

knowledge and beliefs. 1 began to stand up and speak and write with my own voice more 

often, knowing that my voice was valid and essential to my well-being. 1 recognized the 

influence of herstory on my life and my personal need to make changes so that my 

daughters can inherit a healthier legacy. 

Creating a Supportive Learnin~ Enviornments 

When 1 decided the purpose of thesis, utrnost in my mind was creatïng a positive 

learning environment. 1 knew from my experïence as a group facilitator and teacher, as 

well as from the research literature, that the success of the group would be directly 

correlated to creating a supportive environment for learning. In this group, where 1 was 



promotkg personal writing that contains rneaningfi.11 content disclosure, it would be 

especially important. This started with the development of trust, which was established 

on an individual basis prïor to the f h t  meeting. 1 met with each participant individually 

and explained the concept of the group, allowing as much time as needed for questions. 

Predetermining that this was going to be a woman's group decreased the imbalance 

around power that is ofien seen in mired groups. 

At the fint meeting ail the participants in the group formulateci the ground rules 

and were involved in the planning. There was an open lively discussion about the 

participant's experiences in other groups where confidentiality was not honoured, and 

everyone was adamant that in this group we would have a ground rule of trust. The 

women repeatedly cummented that establishing rules and maintaining these ground rules 

was the foundation of their willingness to share openly and honestly. Paûicia 

commented, "1 have never felt cornfortable before in a group of women, 1 never thought 

this would happen." Similarly, Hayes (1989), discussing women and learning, points out 

that a collaborative process needs to include every student and the facilitator in planning, 

conducting, and evaluating the learning activities, with everyone taking responsibility for 

the leaniing. In my case, this principle was followed throughout the 7-week study and in 

the follow-up group. 

This aspect of collaborative planning also supports the literature by Belenky et al. 

(1 985) where their research al1 indicated that the women they interviewed wanted a 

teacher who "ould help them articulate and expand their latent knowledge" (p. 40). 

Again to create a leaming culture in which ideas cm grow, requires both the facilitator 

and the participants to work on this together. The authors note that this worked best in 



groups where the participants knew each other well and generaily met for a longer period 

of tirne. In our 7-week journal group, it appeared that the group felt cornfortable very 

quickly although this may have had something to do with the fact that 1 had an 

established relationship with al1 the participants beforehand. For example, two of the 

women were colleagues fiom earIy childhood education and over the years we had gone 

to conferences together, had discussions about our work, and becorne fiends. This group 

of women seemed particularly open and ready to be part of my group- In the group, 1 

shared myself fieely, which 1 would not be as likely to do under different circumstances. 

At the same time, 1 was conscious of facilitating discussion and encouraging everyone to 

participate. Trust is the key element, and the ground rules and conduct of dl rnembers of 

the group ensured that it was a safe place to share. These basic principles were made 

clear by taking the time with participants to make sure they understood what the group 

was about, having discussion in the group, and c o w g  our agreement in writing. 

Some cornments from the women in the group that indicate how safe they felt include: 

"I'm fiee to write anything 1 want, no pressure, very fiee" d ' T h e  group is sof?, caring, 

supportive. Being here has changed how 1 write." 

Preparation 

The planning pnor to each session had a lot to do with the success of what 

happened later. Because I was continuaily researching journal writing strategies and 

ideas while 1 was conducting the group, 1 was often just one step ahead of the 

participants. In some respects, I regret this because 1 felt ill-prepared at times, yet 1 was a 

bxe Iearner along with the group. In this respect 1 felt 1 was honouring the needs of the 

group by researching their interests and allowing the design to emerge. I had 



considerable enthusiasrn for the topic, and everything was very relevant to the groups' 

current needs- For example when the group was interesteci in looking at silence, 

meditation, and creative visualization 1 was challenged to adapt information on the 

general topic to relevant writing exercises. 1 had limited expenence in facilitating 

creative visualizations and my h t  attempts were somewhat htrating for some of the 

participants. On the other hand, by sharing this experience in the group we dl expanded 

our views of the potential of writing in connection with this topic. 

Preparation involved the physical setup (room arrangement, seating, lighting, and 

refieshments), as well as the emotional cIimate and actual content. In this regard, 1 

referred to my research, teaching experience, and personal experiences as a group 

member. 1 paid close attention to detail and reviewed this on a weekly basis, making 

adjustments as needed. 1 specifically chose exercises to build group cohesion (e-g., 

having each person bring an item of significance (two women shared special gifh they 

had received) and another week each person shared a special photograph. Both these 

exercises promoted very personal sharing and insights, as can be seen fiom the examples 

in chapter 3. 1 used a general format to imbed some structure. As part of this on-going 

structure, there was a weekIy focus such as silence, meditation, and letter writing. The 

women in our group found that it was important to have a fucus but to remain flexible to 

the needs of the group---at times this meant that one person rnight require extra tirne to 

deal with a pressing current issue in her life. This is supported by the literature on 

feminist teaching and general adult education literature that addresses the need for a 

holistic approach to teaching which includes appropriate structure and active participation 

(Apps, 1991; Belenkey et al. 1986; Brookfield, 1986; Hayes, 1989). 



One of the essential dimensions of this particdar study was to have an 

oppominity to explore, experiment, and evaluate a varîety of ideas for journal wrïtïng. 

Because this was my master's research study group, 1 was involved in extensive research 

for my literature review and reading for my annotated bibliography. 1 spent many hours 

between sessions gathenng information on the various ideas and strategies that could be 

used within the group, and where it seemed helpful 1 typed and distributed materials. 

For example, 1 reviewed several sources to gather the data for a handout on various 

guidelines for journal writing so that everyone would have a reference which could be 

used both as part of the sessions and at home. Participants have since comrnented that 

they have used this as a resource for their persona1 writingy as well as professionally for 

introducing journal writing. Most weeks I had some print in5omation for the 

participants. Adult education literature encourages instructors to assess the materials 

available and chose additional materials based on the needs of the group. For example, 

Wlodkowski (1993) discusses the importance conveying our knowledge by using a 

variety of motivational strategies. He states that visual aids, which include handouts, are 

an important part of effective instruction. 'WLodkowski notes these are particularly 

helpful when the material is seem as insurrnountable and when the content benefits fiom 

reinforcement. In our group, where we wanted to use our time for discussion and writing, 

the handouts provided a quick reference fiom a plethora of literature. 

In this group, part of the preparation included writing up the extensive field notes 

and having thern ready to give to the participants the following week. This took 

approximately 3 to 4 hours per week. I found this time very worthwhile as it provided 

the main data for my research and an opportunity to analyze the data. This also provided 



additional information on changes that might make the group more effective- Kirby and 

McKenna (1989) note, "Gathering data is the central part of any research process. It is 

the collection of information and reflection of the meaning of that information that 

provides new insights into how the world is understood" (p. 1 11). The particpants 

fiequently cornmentecl that they found the notes useful for reviewing the sessions and 

were often arnazed by the extensiveness of the material covered, the depth of discussion, 

and the personal insights they attained. 

Ongoinp Evaluation 

AIthough in some situations it may be difficult to convince participants of the 

vaiue of reflective observation, this was not a problem in this group. Our group was 

expecting reflection, based on rny initial contact explaining the nature of the study. They 

had expressed support in providing feedback and fiom the beginning there was a strong 

support network inherent within the group. The women's observations and journal 

entries contributed greatly to the d o l d i n g  process of each week and the adjustments that 

were made as a result of their feedback. Overall, 1 believe, the participants' reflective 

observations, coupled with my detailed notes of each session, provided an effective form 

of evaluation. Initially, 1 thought a final evaluation f o m  would play a signifiant role in 

evaluating the study. 

However, as 1 continued with my reading, I was overwhelmed by the voluminous 

literature on evaluation and evaluation models. Yet, 1 was unclear as to how effective 

they could be for adult learning in a qualitative research study such as this. As 

Brookfield (1 986) notes, "One reason for the infrequency of systematic evaluation of 

adult leaming is the absence of an evaluative mode1 that derives its criteria and 



procedural features f?om the nature of the adult leaming process" (p. 262). As a result, 1 

endeil up adapting questions fkom Planning Program for Adult Learners by Caffarella 

(1 994) for my study evaluation @p. 128-132). 

It is possible that in a larger group with less personal contact this form might have 

provided some useful information. In my case, it did not. However, I believe there is a 

need for more research on the area of how to effectively and systematically evaluate 

qualitative research studies. Some resources that would serve as an excellent start are: 

Developing Cntical Thinkers (Broo ffield, 1990) and Understanding and Facilitaring 

Ad& Leaming (Brookfield, 1 986), Planning Program for Adult Learners (CaffareIIa, 

1994), and articles or books by Michael Patton. The women in our group commenteci on 

the mal1 size of the group as supporting ample opportunity for wIiting, sharing, and 

giving feedback. When writing feedback on the longer evaluation form the women found 

it difficult to think of any new information to share nor did they feel it adequately 

reflected the depth of learning they expenenced. 1 likewise found most of the 

information I received fkom the final evaluation echoed the weekly evaluations, and did 

not reflect the significant changes that had occurred within the women's lives. I would 

suggest the use of more reflective, open-ended responses such as: Explain how you used 

one of the weekly sessions to work through an issue in your personal life.. 

Key Themes and Benefits of Outcomes 

The key themes covered in the next section include transfer of content @ow 

participants used their learning in other situations). Several of the women used their 

leaming fiom the group and applied it to their teaching situations. Another key theme 



The key themes covered in the next section include transfer of content (how 

participants used their leamhg in other situations). Several of the women used their 

learning fiom the group and applied it to their teaching situations. Another key theme 

inchdes how journal writing can be used to gain voice. The section closes by 

highlighting some of the benefits of the study. 

Transfer of Content Although tramferring the information to other situations was not 

the purpose of this study, it ended up being a very important elernent for the women. 

One participant in the group went on to run a journal group for adult basic education 

students, while another used the techniques learned to work with youth. There was also a 

significant amount of individual sharing. One woman shared what she was doing with her 

mother, who in tuni, went on to share these ideas with a group of her fiiends. Another 

woman shared the concept of journal writing with her daughter, and they began writing a 

journal together. As a direct result of the research on the impact of journals, 1 encouraged 

and supported another fiend to use journals to express her pain around her childhood. 

This journal ended up being in the form of letters to me, to which 1 responded. Her 

journal became a place to express and draw out her pain, and she continues to use this for 

her personal healing. 

Caffarella (1994) discusses several factors that appear to be barriers or enhancers 

to the transfer of learning. Among the points made, the factors that apply most directly to 

this study are: participants' willingness and ability to link to what they have le&; the 

relevance and practical nature of the material; degree to which the learning builds on 

previous knowledge and experiences; and whether it took place in an environment where 

the change process was perceived as caring and &table. 



Journal Writ in~ as a Means of gain in^ Voice 

During this study, the issue of gaining voice was my hrst concem. This was an 

area of significant learning as we heard each other expressing how we felt and what we 

believed. 1 specifically chose exercises and questions that would encourage persona1 

reflection. The &round rules supported the discussion and the women were very 

forthcoming with the sharing of theïr writing and their thoughts. Through others' 

writing, we often had insights into our own thoughts and feelings. The use of dialogue 

was very important in the gaining of voice. The combination of these concepts-- 

reflection and subsequent dialogue-gave each individual woman greater voice. For 

example, when Kathleen shared her dialogue with her mother it very much expressed 

how she was feeling and it prornoted another participant to share her sadness around the 

death of her mother. When Anglina skared her dialogue she began to hear her own voice 

and was also able to hear her mother's voice. It prompted the other women to share their 

stmggles and expenences in dealing with their ailing parents. At times it was difficult to 

bring the discussion to a close because it was so involved. Yet 1 wanted to ensure that 

dialogue did not take over the writing. 1 was constantly aware of trying to maintain this 

delicate balance between discussion and writing. We certainly discussed this balance as a 

group and agreed that the writing enhanced considerably the insights we made in our 

discussion. Although 1 could not find exact remmmendations as to the percentage of 

time to spend in wrïting and discussion within journal groups, the literature implies the 

value of both.. For example Schiwy (1996) in discussing her workshop states; 'When 1 

started the Women's Journal Workshop, 1 hoped and believed it would help women find 



their written voices, whether or not they wanted to be writers. What 1 didn't anticipate 

was that, even more radically, it wodd help them discover an exisfentiaI voice" (p. 189). 

The gaining of voice was a process of steps, beginning with each person first 

having a sense of trust and safety wîthin the group. In action research terms, this began 

in the first step ofplanning. This sense of trust and &&y was indicated by sharing 

information of a Iess personal nature and then, as the group listened with compassion and 

without judging, each person began to share more ofher thoughts and feelings. The 

ground niles of the group and this group process helped fùlfill the second step of the 

action research sequence, referred to as acting. O b s e ~ n g ,  reflecting, and evaluating 

each session was part of this process and cornments fiom participants clearly 

demonstrated that, as the group progressed, the sharing moved to more personal and 

vulnerable topics. The stimulation of the group dialogue and the content of the sessions 

simultaneously supported the gaining of voice. A few comments made in the sessions 

clearly indicate this. For instance: "In the writing 1 feel quite happy with myself '; and "1 

found in my first writing 1 was really hard on myseff-then 1 worked at really trying to 

step out of myself and felt it was a much more accurate reflection and found it helped." 

Schiwy (1996) notes that in her workshops women displayed a simitar sense of gaining 

voice, as is noted by the quotation in the lad paragraph. Schiwy continues, notingr "The 

experience of being heard in tum enables her to speak up in other situationsyy (p. 189). 

Thus, the cycle of planning, acting, o b s e ~ n g ,  reflecting and evaluating was conducted 

weekly as the group followed their ground rules and tmk  each action research cycle 

deeper towards finding voice. 



Evay week there was some insight or more clarity around issues. In the £ïrst 

couple of weeks the cornments were f e l y  generai: "it was the f i t  time I have ever 

written something and been totally happy with the way it was-I usually wrïte and rewrite 

maybe even ten times." Towards the later weeks the written examples (such as dialogues 

of two of the participants with their mothers at Week 6), and comments such as and "how 

it looks and sounds a little different when you put on papa (see some things 1 haven't 

seen all this time)"; "1 ended up writing more about issues that were going on and steps to . 

take"; "1 was playing with how 1 might use this in my professional life--but 1 am kind of 

scared--afiaid it might unleash sornething you can't control"; '%eIps me see what changes 

1 need to make"; and, "you fhd something out --like taking a new look"; showed the 

progression to the more persond. 

My explanation fiom their data is that we heard our voices in each other, which 

gave us more courage to use our own individual voices. With the support of the group 

we began to trust ourselves in new and different ways. The group members often 

cornmented on how unique they felt the group was in providing a safe place to be 

ourselves, and to share our lives, stmggles, and stories. The group demonstrated their 

willingness to share persona1 insights, and their ability to take rïsks with each other. 

Benefits 

1 was overwhelmed by how beneficial the cyclical experience appeared to be for 

the participants. From the fist  contact 1 had with each woman 1 felt that they were 

honoured that 1 had invited them to participate. This both moved and encouraged me to 

pursue the endeavour. 1 found that not only dwing the sessions but when 1 saw any of the 

women over the course of the week they always had something positive to share about 



the experience such as 'tivasn't that great last night, 1 just love being in the group, it feels 

so nght" and "can't you just feel that something special is happening in our group." On 

the last night the women mentioned wanting to get together in the Ml and Iamented how 

they would miss the group. When we reunited in 1997, the enthusiasm for seeing each 

other and the desire to re-formulate was powerfül. We had missed the group journal 

writing experience and the contact with each other. 1 believe this exarnple is a strong 

indicator that the effect is long term. The women continue to talk about the group as 

"something 1 hold dear and that 1 truly do for myself." 

1 can honestIy Say that 1 do not believe there has been a session where one of us 

has not found something that was discussed andior written about to be insightful. We 

have discussed as a group how difficult it is to explain to anyone fkom outside the group 

the impact that this group has had on our lives and how the relationships we share in the 

group sessions is unique to mything we have experienced elsewhere. To me, it is a 

testament to the power of journal groups for women. 

Persona1 Benefits 

As well as the learning that 1 experienced as a member of the group, I also found 

that my original goals around journal wrïting were met. In this section, 1 discuss the 

highlights of rny persona1 leaming in relation to the group and to my individual journal 

entries during the study. 

Learninp - Directlv Related to the Groua 

1 have been writing journals for many years and have definitely found them to be 

usehl tool especially when working through difficult issues. However, it was not untilI 



was part of this group that I really began to see the powa ofjournahg to promote 

change. The impact of dialogue enriches this experience in profound ways. I was 

interested in examining and expanding my own knowledge, skills, and attitudes in 

relation to planning, implementing, and facilitating journal groups. 1 was also interested 

in reflecting on my own journal entries and in using them as a tool to move forward in 

my life. Because of the opportunity to explore journal writing in depth, 1 gained a wealth 

of professional knowledge and ideas around the topic, but this was minor compared to 

what 1 gained in terrns of my personal growth and development. 

The thesis joumey has been life changing for me. The study itself was 

stimulating, rewarding, and at times somewhat overwhelmïng-it was filled with 

motions. Because it was also a personal journey it was particularly ernotional for me. 1 

am rerninded of an article by Brookfield (1987%) called "Significant Personal Leamïng". 

He describes the learning that can occur within intimate relationships, by singling out 

four characteristics that distinguish personal leaming @p. 65-66). The relationship with 

these six women and, as it happened, with several other women who were and/or are 

part of the follow-up group, are what 1 consider to be intimate relationships. 

According to Brooldeld (1 98 7b), significant persona1 learning is "self- 

consciously perceived as profoundly important by the learnas themselves" (p. 65). My 

experience within the group was that every week 1 found what was happening to be 

profoundly important to me. An example that cornes to mind is the honesty with which 

each wornan in the group shared her thoughts and feelings. To me, sharing truly who 

you are is a real gift. It says whoever shares with me, in this study the women, trusts me 

and values my witnessing their words. 1 found that, through the sharing of stones, I 



leamed more about how 1 operate in the world. n i e  journal writing consistently 

provided insights into my own thoughts and feelings. For example: 

May 15,1996 
Well, I had my second journal group and 1 felt good about the way 
it went. It was nice to hal ly have everyone there. 1 was a bit concerned that 
since we had already felt so together as  a group that adding Angelina might upset 
it a little. But 1 think it was just fine and it was good to have her there. She 
phoned last night to Say that she hadn't been able to sleep because she was so 
stimulated. 1 think that's good! She said she kept thllikùig of other ideas and 
what other people had said. Anyway I am glad that she is f id ing it interesthg 
and glad to be part of the group. 

1 was a bit tense as 1 said, because it was the fïrst time with dl of us-but 1 was 
pleased that 1 managed the time well. We were done on time and 1 had about the 
right amount of material. 

June 13,1996 
Journal group went well, but it took a lot of energy! I'm drained! It's so 
rewarding though-just tonight I'm so emotional. 1 suspect much of this has to do 
with the emotional content of my own writing and the fact that the visualization 
was too rushed. 1 have very hi& expectations for myself-1 wonder why 1 
struggle so with expecting to know exactly how something shouid go without 
having done it before? 1 see this operating in other places of my life too! 

Later in the group I did a dialogue which reflected this aspect of being very self 

critical. 

Similady, Brookfield (1 9 8 7b) notes, 'During this process those involved cal1 into 

question some aspect of the assumptions underlying the way the 'proper' conduct of 

persond relationship has previously been conceived" @. 66). The research and writing 1 

have done has called into question a nurnber of assumptions underlying the question of 

"propery' conduct. This was part of the discussions that took place within the group as 

well as my reflection following the meetings. One example that stands out was an 

experience 1 had after the follow-up group forrned in Febmary of 1997. A new member 

of the follow-up group shared with us her experience of being on stress leave and how 



guilty she felt at not being able to "do it dl.'' This concept was one that we could al l  

relate to because it brought into question the unwritten d e s  that women often h d  they 

are adhering to without questioning why. 1 recognized that there were many places in my 

life where 1 automatically gave to 0 t h  people, without questioning whether it was in my 

best interest In other words, 1 realized 1 was acting according to what 1 thought was 

proper conduct, without looking at what was in my best interest. This was not reversed 

overnight but 1 certainly began to look much more closely at the choices 1 was making. 

Learniug Related to mv Own Life 

Broofield (1 98 7b) notes that significant personal learning is "fkequently 

triggered by a major life crisis of some kind" (p. 65). This study originated out of my 

desire to investigate how 1 might be more effective in using journals in my classroom 

teaching, This was not a life crisis; however, 1 believe there was an underlying life 

change involved. 1 was going through a tirne in my life where 1 was redefining my role. 

My family was moving away fi-orn home, I had more time for reflection, and 1 was 

questioning who 1 was as a woman, daughter, mother, and wife. In retrospect, 1 now 

wonder if this was not what was really behind the study. 

Brookfield (1 98%) daims significant leaming "entails a redefinition of some 

aspect of self' @. 66). I fomd the group encouraged me to examine many aspects of 

myself For example, 1 looked closely at how critical I was of myself in the following 

joumal dialogue: 

Me: Critic who are you, please tell me your name. 
Cntic: 1 am your unconscious. 1 am black and consuming -- of undefined shape-- 

moving slowly - able to consume and take over without you ever 
realizing it- 

Me: What do you want? 
Critic: To take over you soul. 



Me: 1 don't know what to Say -17m nIled with sadness, tears pouring down my 
cheeks. How have 1 let you grow so big? 

Critic: 1 have a mind of my own-what makes you think you can control me? 
Me: But you are part of me-why can't we reside as one? 
Critic: Wel  you've got me there! 1 don? know-what's in it for me? 
Me: You could be my companion-stili having an important role to place--still 

needed. 
Critic: What would that look like 
Me: You couid help me see the whole picture but without putting me down- 

supporting me in being who 1 am. Together we could do auything. 
Critic: 1 don't know; 1 kind of like it the way things are-it's very cornfortable and 

1 feel powerfül- 
Me: But you see Mr. Critic, (wow that's insightful--do you actually represent 

my masculine side?) it can't go on this way any more. I'm not prepared to 
keep you in my life if in your present form. 

Critic: Who says you have a choice? 
Me: 1 do-you see I'm not in the same place 1 once was--1've discovered who 1 

am-I'm really OK--1 won't be put down a .  more. 1 won't take second 
place! 

Critic: You sound very powerful--1ike as you are talking change is happening? 
Me: Yes, 1 think it is. The journal group and al1 my journahg is part of this. 1 

have changed and 1 don't want to be my own worst enemy anymore? So 
it's settled you can't take on a new role now Mr. Critic-Mr. Gentleman, (1 
likc: that pu@--welcome to a new positive masculine side! 

Another example of where 1 was re-definhg some aspect of myself during the 

group process was how herstory had ïmpacted my life. 1 found myself questioning the 

choices 1 had made and the ways 1 had reacted to various aspects of my life. In March, 

1997, Beck's (1997) book Breaking Point influenced me greatly. 1 b d  it difficult to 

discuss my growth solely in relation to the initial study, because the follow-up journal 

group has continued to influence me in many ways. However, the first group was the 

criticai experience that redly made me aware of how my own lack of confidence in 

expressing my voice had affected many areas of my life. It gave me the confidence to 

pursue topics in more depth, and convinced me of the camaraderie, support, and value 

that c m  be gained fkom a group of wornen when they corne together with a common 



These are the Iessons 1 have valued most, but there are so many others. 

There have been lessons that came out of the follow-up group that I know are very 

important to my role as an educator. Once we moved to a shared group leadership 

format 1 became very aware that 1 have difficulty when 1 am not in control. I found 

myself feeling responsible for the sessions when the faciIitator for the session came 

unprepared or was unable to attend. 1 was able to discuss this within the group and the 

group was very supportive in helping to set guidelines so that 1 could let go more easily. 

1 also became aware that as the group changed 1 had not necessarily helped those new 

members to fully integrate the group's herstory, and, at thes,  they were not always 

clear of the group's purpose. 1 also questioned the purpose of the group several months 

aRer the follow-up group had begun meeting- As a result, we discussed, and continue to 

discuss, how we were and are evolving, making adjustments as we see the need. For 

adult educators when integrating new members into the group it is important to take time 

to clarify the group's background, and together as a new group, to review and revise the 

group goals. 

Another area that 1 continued to struggle with was the concept of feeling that 1 

had nothing important to Say; this feeling was reinforced every time 1 read authors such 

as Schiwy (1997) in A Vuice of Her Own, who seemed to express everything 1 wanted to 

Say and more, It has been a continuai process to validate the fact that no one c m  speak 

for another- We each have our own important stories to tell. Even though this is the 

focus of my study it continues to challenge me. In a similar regard 1 kept questioning 

the significance of seven women in a 7-week journal group. 1 am shocked to 

acknowledge this thinking in myself but it is so important to the topic itself. 1s it not 



even one voice be heard? To realize this reminds me of the whole focus of this study, 

that women stmggle with vduing their own voices. This was a journey to fhd  my own 

voice; in the process, I was privileged to be a part of others fïnding their voices as well. 

Summary, Conclusions, and Recommendations 

In this last section 1 offer a summary of the implications of herstory for addt 

education, as well as provide some final conclusions and recommendations for fùture 

research, 

ImpIication of Herstory for Adult Educators 

Herstory is critical in both understanding the past and in determinhg how 

herstory today will be reflected in the fbture. This study and the work of women in al1 

parts of the world--to have our voices heard-cm be a significant starting place, one that 

can change herstory. 

Women's views and understanding of the wor1d is part of the herstory because it 

helps adult educators recognize and begin to understand how women have been devalued 

and silenced. Women must feel valued to speak their voices; patriarchal structures must 

be challenged and more encompassing views of the world need to be heard, The literature 

provides a glimpse into what is possible. For those who corne fkom a position of power, 

this shiR is not easily embraced. However, adult educators holding a true, democratic 

view will not want to hold ont0 power in the learning classroom, because this represents a 

type of oppression in Iearning. 

The concept of dialogue is C O M ~ C ~ ~  to the above because much of the 

oppression around women being silenced is about their verbal voices as well as their 



written voices. The feminist research reminds me of the distortion of lmowledge that has 

resulted by excluding women fkom most of the research- The understanding of the 

complexity of women being silenced by such researchers as Belenky et al. (1 986) and 

Gilligan (1 982) has been a major innuence in charting the way of füture research. 

The learning that has corne out of this study has implications for fùture journal 

groups for women. 1 also can provide content and process for other types of journal 

groups- The Soma t ion  gathered through this study has already been applied to 

introductory journal sessions for the general population as 1 have aiready presented a 

2-hour session to students fiom the college and to interested community groups. Other 

wornen in the group facilitated the following: a journal writing group for students with 

basic literacy skills; journal writing on the computer for adult students with extra 

challenges; and journal writing with youh. Others fiom the group have embarked on a 

variety of individual journal writing expenences such as using Cameron (1 992) The Artlst 

W'- 

The encounters of the women who have been part of this group and some of the 

follow-up expenences reinforce the idea that joumal writing is a tool that is readily 

available at no cost and which can promote significant persona1 change. Now 1 point out 

some of the conclusions and recommendations 1 arrived at that may be of some assistance 

to other adult educators- 

Conclusions and Recommendations 

I.  Accurute assessrnent of the needs of the particular group. Taking the necessary 

time to assess and research what strategies and exercises might best meet the specific 

needs of the particular group was an important part of my process. When working with a 



woman's group like the one in the study, I recommend that the faditator do some 

reading on women and voice, as weli as gain a basic understanding of women's 

perspective. I found that the time taken to ta& to each prospective participant was 

extremely worthwhile in assessing the expectations for this group. 

2. Creuting an atmosphere of trust. Ground d e s  played an important part ui the 

group's sense of safety and security. In this regard, they need to be developed by the 

group. As part of the ground niles we discussed the concept of confidedality and what 

that meant within the group as well as how to ensure confidentiality around joumals 

outside of the group. We also discussed the concept of sharing the time so that we could 

be sure that everyone had an opportunity to contribute and be heard. 1 recornmend w m -  

up exercises that allow for connection with each other in a manner that is relaxed and yet 

insightfùi. For example, 1 suggest sharing a favourite book (see Week 5). 

1 found that having the sarne phys id  location increased the sense of trust and 

security as the group often comrnented on the room as being like a "safe womb." Et was 

also important that meeting space be away fiom major traffic in order for the mem%ers to 

feel comfortable sharing, without worrying that their conversations can be overheard. 

The group's physicd comfort also needs to be taken into account. The comfortable 

fumiture and appropriate tighting seemed to add to the atrnosphere, as did the quiet music 

playing during most of the longer writing exercises and the availability of sirnpIe 

refieshments (I offered hot water, tea supplies, and usually coolcies)- 

3. Everyone is part of the planning. Aiîhough the impetus for a particular journal 

group may ùiitially corne fiom one person, it is important to include everyone in the 

planning once the group has met. 1 facilitated this by giving information about general 



journal writing methods so that everyone had some ideas to choose fkom, fosteruig 

extensive discussion about the topics, and soliciting reguiar input through evaluation. 

4. Balance of d ~ ~ s i o n  and writing. In the follow-up group especiaily, 

participants sometimes found it easy to get into discussing and not writing, yet the group 

always found that the writing, even if for only 15 minutes, was insightfùl and 

supplemented the discussion. The women in our ~ O U P ,  commented on the importance of 

the journal entries written during the group sessions in documenting their personal 

journey. 

5. Step-by-step approach. 1 found that drawing the ideas ~ o m  the group each 

week helped ensure that the content was specifically addressed to the needs of the group. 

Once the topic had been decided 1 did the research for the following week. Mthough it 

was extremely time consuming, and 1 was just one step ahead of the group, it rneant that 

it was really collaborative learning. 

Implications for Mv Practice and Ideas for Future Research 

Although 1 started looking at more effective use of journals in the classroom this 

did not rernain my focus. However, 1 have certainly changed my ways of using journals 

in the classroom. The effect of a classroom environment and the impact of marking on 

the degree of honesty with which responses are made, are other issues which require 

research. Key to this is more research on how to respond to entries in a way that supports 

reflection and yet does not judge. Yvonne, who is part of the follow-up group, has been 

very successfid in using journais within her classroom and has been astounded at what 

the student's have been willing to share about their lives. Although the students are 

required to keep a joumal there is no grade assigned to the entries. In my classroom 



very successflll in uskg joumds within her classroom and has been astounded at what 

the student's have been willing to share about theÏr lives. Although the çtudents are 

required to keep a journal there is no grade assigned to the entries. In my classroom 

courses 1 now start with an introduction to journals and try to give a broad view of d l  the 

possibilities. I have found that using non-traditional entries such as collages and the 

playfùl approaches like those used by Sark (1993) help students who have been deterred 

fiom journal writing to become more open to re-explorhg the potentid of journal 

writing- 

While the focus of my study was a homogenous group it would be interesthg to 

see what elements could be transferred to more diverse groups. This could include 

groups that are diverse in terms of race, class, and gender- 

M e r  facilitating this study, 1 am absolutely convinced that when al1 the support is 

in place, journal writing groups for wornen can promote learning and give voice to 

women in important new ways. 
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