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Abstract

Behiavioral competencies are key determinants of individual performance and
literature has recently started to devote attention on those methodological
approaches that can effectively promote their development. According to
Dewey, individuals do not learn from experience, but they learn from reflecting
on experience. In this paper, we draw on the Dewey’s idea and we investigate
if reflective practices through journaling and peer coaching can improve the
learning experience of individuals engaged in a competency development
program. After introducing the prior research that emphasized the positive
impact of these two reflective techniques, the paper illustrates how journaling
and peer coaching has been introduced as a part of a competency development
program. Preliminary insights from the empirical case show that self-directed
learning requires a reflection process that helps individuals to better
understand their current behavior, their progresses, and opportunities for
change. Journaling was found especially useful to increase one’s self-
awareness and self-confidence, whereas peer coaching allowed students
create a social bond, share their experiences and receive a direct feedback
from a peer. The paper also illustrates the limits of these reflective practices,
discussing the interventions that can be implemented to maximize their
learning benefits.
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1. Introduction

The current economic environment, characterized by increasing competition, flexibility, and
continuous rapid change, has led organizations to look for employees with personal
characteristics that go beyond their mere technical ability. Nowadays, people who want to
enter the labor market are required to show a set of emotional and social competencies
(Azevedo et al. 2012; LinkedIn, 2019) that enable them to pursue effectiveness (Brown, et
al., 2003; Emmerling and Cherniss, 2013). Adopting a behaviorist approach to emotional
intelligence (Boyatzis, 2016), we define emotional and social competencies as “related but
different sets of behavior organized around an underlying construct, which we call the
‘intent” (Boyatzis, 2009: 750).

Scholars maintain that the development of these competencies requires an approach that is
different from traditional methods based on passive accumulation of knowledge that have
traditionally been offered by higher education institutions (Garcia-Aracil and Van der
Velden, 2008). The development of emotional and social competencies should be based on
active learning, stimulation of relationships and cooperation (Garcia-Aracil and Van der
Velden, 2008), in which experience plays a critical role (Kolb, 1984).

By involving participants in a process of reflection, interactive engagement, and practice,
experiential learning techniques stimulate the cognitive, behavioral, and emotional
dimensions of learning and behavioral change that are necessary to acquire emotional and
social competencies (Hoover et al., 2010). Experiential learning conceives learning as a
holistic process in which the person is called upon to think, feel, perceive and behave in the
interaction with the environment (Kolb, 1984). According to experiential learning theory, the
ideal learning cycle is a recursive process in which concrete experiences represent the basis
for reflection and observation (Kolb and Kolb, 2005). Reflection allows individuals attach
meanings to their experiences, creating frameworks of knowledge, which in turn transforms
the action patterns (Yeo and Marquardt, 2015).

Although practitioners have often translated the principles of experiential learning theory
simply in the provision of contexts in which students can try out new things, the literature
clarifies that experiences alone do not promote the development of the person as much as the
meaning that individuals derive from such events (Ligon and Hunter, 2010). According to
Kolb (1984), taking experience seriously means honoring and valuing people’s subjective
sense-making and reflection, which represent a substantial feature of learning (Dewey, 1933).

The ability to reflect refers to how effectively individuals can learn from their personal
experiences (Boud et al., 1985). It facilitates the process of analyzing the various components
of the experience and convert it into learning, through the construction of a meaning.
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In this paper, we thus overcome the idea that the experience alone is enough to drive the
acquisition of emotional and social competencies, and explore the role that personal
reflection may have in this process. We will focus on two instruments adopted to enhance
personal reflection and convey behavioral change, namely journaling and peer coaching, and
we will present a case study that illustrates the benefits and challenges of the application of
the two instruments for emotional and social competency development.

2. Theoretical background

2.1. Journaling

Journaling is one of the most common tools used to foster individuals' practice of reflection
due to its ease of implementation and the potential depth of the outcome (Roberts, 2008). It
consists of the daily, or weekly, report of experiences from which thoughts, feelings, ideas,
reactions arise (Montagna et al., 2013). Reflective writing is the expression on paper, or on
the screen, of some mental processes of reflection. Writing things down allows the individual
to distance him/herself from what he/she has experienced and examine the situation from an
external point of view (Jefferson et al., 2014). This facilitates the individual in giving a
structure to the experience, linking facts together and searching for the deeper meanings of
the events taken into consideration. Moreover, it allows for a meta-analysis of experiences,
by giving the individual the opportunity to integrate behavioral and emotional patterns that
follow one another in the daily experiece (Jefferson et al., 2014).

2.2. Peer coaching

Peer coaching is a confidential process by which two peers work together to reflect on current
practices, expand, refine and build new skills, share ideas, and teaching each other (Robbins,
1991). Jackson (2004) proposes that coaching is intrinsically a reflection effort, as coaches
are able to ask questions that spur the coachee critical reflection (Robertson, 2005).
Experiential learning advocates the value of consulting with knowledgeable peers (Schon,
1983), as it allows peers to assist each other in learning and drawing insights into personal
behavior (Parker et al. 2008). Peer coaching is a type of developmental relationship that needs
to be characterized by positive inclination, authenticity and mutual trust to be effective
(Rogers, 1973). Compared to other developmental relationships, peer coaching differs for
being characterized by the mutuality and reciprocity of the process.

Previous studies showed that peer coaching had a positive influence on students’ personal
development. For instance Parker et al. (2008), found a positive relationship between peer
coching and leadership development in a group of MBA students.
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3. The adoption of journaling and peer coaching for competency development

To better understand the effectiveness of journaling and peer-coaching for the development
of emotional and social competencies, and highlight the advantages and limitations of the
two tools, we conducted an analysis on a group of Master students participating to the elective
course “Emotional competencies and personal development”. The aim of this course is to
encourage students’ development of emotional and social competencies through a self-
directed learning methodology. During the course, student learn what emotional and social
competencies are, reflect on their ideal future self, undertake a multi-rater assessment of their
emotional and social competencies and finally define which are the two or three
competencies they would like to improve with priority.

During the four months that follow the end of the course, students were asked to engage in
the experimentation of new behaviors in real-life contexts aimed at improving the
competencies defined as learning objectives. They were asked to complement their learning
process using the tools of journaling and peer coaching. Specifically, they were asked to write
a journal at least twice a week and perform peer coaching sessions at least once a month.
They were provided with one form to fill in per each activity to facilitate their reflection
process. In the journaling form they were asked to reflect upon: i) the situation in which they
practiced the emotional or social competency; ii) the specific behaviors adopted; iii) the
positive and negative outcomes of their behaviors they perceived or other people expressed
as a feedback; iv) emotions felt, difficulties encountered, and areas of improvement. The peer
coaching form consisted of a first reflection on the main topics discussed during the session,
followed by a question on the perceived benefits of the session, and on the questions that
helped the individual carry out a more in depth reflection on his/her learning experiences.

Both the journaling and peer coaching forms were analyzed through a thematic analysis in
order to explore the evolution of the development path students were undertaking.

After the four months, a survey has been carried out in which we asked students to what
extent the activities of journaling and peer coaching contributed to become aware of the
progresses made in the improvement of the emotional or social competency, to what extent
they helped the student identify the behaviors that lead to positive outcomes, the behaviors
that generate negative outcomes, and the way to change in order to achieve more positive
results in the following learning experience. The scale used ranged from 1 (totally disagree)
to 7 (totally agree). Open questions were included to investigate the students’ perception on
the effectiveness of journaling and peer coaching as instruments to pursue competency
development, and the difficulties students encountered during their use.
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3.1. Results

The initial sample participating to the course was composed by 51 Master students, of which
70% females and 30% males. Seventy-one percent of the initial sample engaged in the
journaling and peer coaching actitvities.

The majority of the sample completed the journaling activity on average once a week, 37%
percent completed the activity on average twice a week, and the 4% engaged in the activity
more than twice a week. From a qualitative analysis of the content of students’ writings, it
emerges that journal reflection enhanced an increasing self-awareness troughout time. Three
main phases can be identified. In the initial phase, the writings brings together a
contraposition between hesitation and fears and a great desire to improve. For instance,
students reported: “I hate myself when I am under stress, I am the worst, I am not empathic,
I am selfish and grumpy”, but also “I felt I was ready to react, to start changing as soon as
possible”. The intermediate phase is characterized by greater awareness and willingness to
achieve improvement. Comments mainly describe situations in which despite the small
difficulties, students feel they can achieve results, they valorize their own stregths and believe
in themselves. The third phase describes a consolidation of the awareness. They become
aware of their progresses and continue to challenge themselves. Ideed, in the final survey,
students identified benefits of the journaling activity that include: developing higher
awareness of their learning path; higher concentration; higher intrinsic motivation to
development; improvement of well-being. The main difficulties encountered regard the need
for perseverance to maintain a certain frequency of writing, shyness in writing down some
negative experiences, and describing the emotions felt. From a methodological point of view,
some students felt the scheme provided was too rigid, and they perceived a sense of obligation
that devalued the activity and the desire to complete it.

As for the peer coaching activity, students grouped in couples performed a coaching session
on average once a month. Students appreciated both elements related to their role as a coach
and as a coachee. As a coach, students perceived an improvement in their active listening,
empathy, and in their being supportive. As a coachee, they acquired new stimuli thanks to
the sharing of different development methods for the same competency and the discussion of
different points of view. They felt the effective exchange of experiences, of progreses and
failures enhanced the awareness on their development. Students unanimously declared they
created a good feeling with their peer, which consistently with theory, leads to a trusting
relationship in which people express their thoughts and feelings without fear of judgment.
The main obstacles encountered concerned the fit of agendas to find a moment to talk.
Secondly, being constant both in the frequency of appoinments and in the level of enthusiasm
was found challenging. Some students also felt not good enough in asking the right questions.
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Concerning the quantitative assessment of the efficacy of the journaling and peer coaching
instruments for competency development, 78% of the sample agreed (rates from 5 to 7) that
journaling helped them become more aware of their progresses, a slightly higher percentage
was found for peer coaching (81%). The influence of journaling on the understanding of
effective and non effective behaviors was rated as positive by 71% and 50% of the sample
respectively. As for peer coaching, 83% and 74% of the sample agreed with the helpfulness
of peer coaching in identifying effective and non effective behaviors. 75% of the students
agreed journaling helped them identify ways to modify their behaviors to improve their
competencies, a slightly lower percentage was found for peer caching (70%).

4. Discussion

This case analysis advances the understanding of how journaling and peer coaching can be
adopted in an emotional and social competency development program in order to enhance
the students’ engagement in an experiencial learning cycle. To improve emotional and social
competenecies, experiencial learning techniques are required. However, beside undertaking
the experience itself, we argue that in order to maximize the learning from experience,
students should be accompanied in their reflection process. To do it, journaling and peer
coaching were found to be positively valued by students, who perceived the two tools helped
them better understand their current behavior, their progresses, and opportunitites for change.

Journaling was found especially useful to increase one’s self-awareness and self confidence.
However, the number of journals to write in a week was considered too demanding and led
to a higher dropping rate. From a methodological point of view, the tradeoff between need
for regularity in writing and level of commitment need to be found. Moreover, someone
considered the predefined schema to fill in too rigid to freely express the sense-making of
their experiences.

Peer coaching resulted to be generally more appreciated, as besides the benefits in terms of
self-reflection, it allowed students create a social bond, share their experiences and receive a
direct feedback from a peer.

The case provides also evidence of the effective integration between classroom activities and
self-directed learning. The first provides the theoretical bases to understand how to direct
one’s improvement. Afterwards, students need to be provided tools that can be used in their
everyday life that can ease the process of continuous learning.
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5. Limitations and future directions

The present study presents some limitations that can be addressed by future research. First,
the study is limited in terms of sample size. Future developments of this research will
overcome this issue by addressing different cohorts involved in the process of emotional and
social competency development. Second, the method adopted is coherent with the explorative
nature of this study, but limited in the ability to empirically test the influence of the journaling
and peer coaching tools on competency development. Thus, future directions for research
include the adoption of a quasi-experimental design that could provide further insight on the
effects of journaling and peer coaching in the improvement of emotional and social
competencies.
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