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Abstract
Introduction: In nursing education,
reflective competence is evaluated by achieving tacit
knowledge, mentioning the patient's attitude, and applying
flexible skills. Writing clinical diaries and learning journals
can enhance reflective competence. Aims: The paper aims
to use a clinical diary and learning journal for improving
reflective competence. Methodology: 17 nursing students
were randomly divided into controlled group and
experimental group. The controlled group learned with the
current teaching method, while the experimental group
used a formed clinical diary and structured learning journal.
After two weeks, all participants were asked to
self-evaluate by scoring the implementation frequency and
evaluating the teacher's clinical score. Results: The
clinical score is higher in the experimental group (9.13 ±
0.52) than in the control group (8.39 ± 0.65). The
difference between the controlled group and the
experimental group was significant, with p = 0.022< 0.05.
The mean of reflective competence in the experimental
(3.98 ± 0.47) is higher than the mean in the controlled
group (2.92 ± 0.16). The difference in reflective
competence between the controlled and experimental
groups has been highly significant, with p < 0.001.
Conclusion: Writing a clinical diary and learning journal
effectively improves reflective competence, helping
nursing students achieve tacit knowledge, mention the
patient's attitude, and apply flexible skills.
Keywords Reflective Competence, Clinical Diary,
Learning Journal, Nursing Student

1. Introduction
Nursing students have to refresh and update their
knowledge and skills. Preparing professionals can help
students solve problems in a future career [1]. In nursing
education, the students have to learn based on the clinical
situation. Reflection was the best competence for students
to recognize themselves in the learning environment,
which helped students apply their knowledge flexibly in
different circumstances [2]. This paper used Clinical
Diary and Learning Journal to improve Reflective
Competence for Nursing Students in Vietnam.

2. Reflective Competence
Reflective capacity is regarded by many as an essential
characteristic of professional competence [3] as reflective
competence is an essential attribute for developing
autonomous, critical, and advanced practitioners. In
learning, reflective competence improves self-knowledge,
relating experience to knowledge, self-reflection, and
self-regulation [4]. In nursing education, reflective
competence enhances nursing care and better understands
their actions, developing their professional skills with
more emotions [5]. In other research, reflective
competence highlighted the method to help them better
understand themselves, engage in self-reflection about the
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learning process, optimize their strengths, and discover
additional training needs, along with searching for
continuous improvement.
As a result, in this paper, reflective competence is
defined to achieve tacit knowledge, mention the patient's
attitude, and apply flexible skills. Tacit knowledge cannot
express by verbal language, which is achieved by
combining experience and personal knowledge. The tacit
knowledge helps improve the self-knowledge of the
students. The knowledge from experience helps students
focus on the patient's attitude, which is one of the critical
factors to the patient's recovery; therefore, concerning
ones while taking care of patients helps the nursing
students improve the caring practice's effectiveness.
Before applying in a new circumstance, the nursing
student has had self-reflection and self-regulation, and as
a result, a checklist for nursing care skills should be
applied flexibly, depending on the patients' conditions or
the situation.
The instructors have to design the learning activity, the
learning diary, and the learning journal [6, 7]. The
learning diary and the learning journal stimulate the
ability to achieve tacit knowledge, mention the patient's
attitude and apply the flexible skills in students by
increasing the thinking back of the student's experience.

3. Learning Diary and Learning
Journal
Practice-based or clinical placements are highly valued
for linking a theory to practice and enabling students to
meet graduate outcomes. Post-practicum, the period
immediately following clinical experiences, is when
students have an opportunity to share, compare and
engage critically in considering how these experiences
impact their learning [8].
Learning diary offers a strategy that can help learners
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review what they learn with their everyday practice. It can
also help them control their learning and develop insight
into how they learn [9]. Learning journals are recognized
as a powerful tool in promoting active learning among
nursing students. Essentially, nurse educators strive to
encourage students to think about past experiences,
current situations, and expected outcomes of their actions
so that they can explain what they do in the clinical setting
and why [10].
Current nursing education focused on helping students
develop into independent, critical thinkers. A reflective
learning journal is one method to help students review
their practice, learn from practicum experience,
self-evaluate, and gain depth in nursing knowledge [11].
Tang (2000) implement a case study where reflective
learning journals in the form of reflective learning diaries
were used to facilitate and assess reflective competence in
a group. As one of the learning activities, the students
must keep reflective learning diaries of their learning
modules. The students were also required to select and
include two diaries as a reflective learning journal to
submit for assessment [12].
Evidence from both the student's reported experience
and the information in the diaries shows a reflective
learning diary and reflective learning journal are helpful
tools in facilitating reflective competence. Writing the
diaries requires the students to reflect on the professional
learning activities that have taken place, provides an
opportunity for them to search for and express their
learning in a personal way, to relate and apply their
learning to their professional and assessment practice [12].
The participants apply Gibbs's cyclical model of
reflection (1998) and write Clinical Diary at the
evaluation phase and Learning Journal at the action plan
phase to improve the reflective competence. In addition,
the research applies a quantitative study to compare
pre-test scores and post-test scores of reflective
competence.

Figure 1. Gibbs's cyclical model of reflection [13]
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Diary Journal's content is the questions that give the
student a chance to glance at their experience. This
writing helps students gain self-knowledge and focus on
the patient's attitude to improve the caring practice's
effectiveness. The content of the Learning Journal is the
questions that students need to explain the new decisions
for the subsequent circumstance in the clinic. Thus, the
Diary Journal and Learning Journal are the products that
are used to prove that participants achieved their
reflection.

4. Conceptual Framework
This study's conceptual framework was to present the
learning diary's role and the learning journal to increase
the reflective competence and the effectiveness of the
reflective competence on knowledge, skill, and attitude
(Figure 2).

practice and enhancing clinical knowledge.

5. Research Method
Research design and sample
The research applies a quantitative study to compare the
score of reflective competence self-evaluated by students
and the clinical score evaluated by a clinical teacher for
the experimental and control groups. The participants
should be satisfied with the inclusion and the exclusion.
The inclusion:
 Participants are practicing in the clinical
 All techniques, which participants practice, were
learned the theory and fluently practice in the skill
labs room.
 Participants implement the techniques in the patients
with permission.
The exclusion:
Participants did not follow the structure of writing
instruction.
 Participants did not submit writing on time.


Figure 2. Conceptual Framework

Reflective competence is the dependent variable
controlled by three independent variables: achieving tacit
knowledge, mentioning the patient's attitude, and applying
flexible skills. The independent variables can improve by
using interventions which are the learning diary and the
learning journal. The learning diary helps students
integrate the clinical and administrative knowledge
necessary for beginning practice [11]. Participants are
asked to keep a learning diary about events in their
practicum day, how they feel about those events, how the
situation might have changed, and what they have learned.
In addition, faculty members or other students offer
evaluative feedback and suggestions for future actions.
The learning journal is the ability to examine one's actions
and experiences with the outcome of developing one

All participants in two clinical practicum groups in two
hospitals were chosen with the agreement after
understanding the research. The control group with 9
participants learned in the clinical environment in 2 weeks
with the standard learning method. The experimental
group with 8 participants learned in the clinical
environment in weeks to help the structured learning diary
and the structured learning journal increase reflective
competence.
In the experimental group, the structured learning diary
was written every day (Monday to Friday) after taking
part in the clinic. In addition, every weekend, all
participants were asked to write a structured learning
journal—a research instrument.
The experience group participants received a learning
diary and learning journal for two weeks and the deadline
for keeping the writing activity. At the end of the
experiment, all participants evaluated the reflective
competence to assess themselves. In addition, the
participants had evaluated the clinical abilities of the
clinical teacher.
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Table 1. The form of evaluation for the reflective competence
No

Criteria for reflective competence

Score

Achieve the tacit knowledge
1

Share their applied knowledge

2

Associate the past situations

3

Analyze the facing in the situation

4

Adjust themselves to overcome the difficulties in the past situations
Mention the patient's attitude

5

Take the patient's attitude

6

Explain the causes of the patient's attitude

7

Suggest the strategies for improving the patient's attitude

8

Analyze these strategies' advantage and disadvantage

9

Evaluate the own competence to improve the patient's attitude in this situation

10

Adjust themselves to help the patients increase the patient's attitude
Apply the flexible skills

11

Describe the advantage and disadvantage in the new situation

12

Present the experience which overcomes the similar situation in the past

13

Compare the advantage and disadvantage between 2 situations

14

Analyze and explain the changed activity in a new situation

15

Adjust themselves to implement the new situation
Average Score

..../5

NOTE: Level of implement from 1 to 5. "1" means minimum frequency and "5" means maximum frequence
Table 2. The range of average score for reflective competence
Level of the reflective competence
The reflective competence

Not achieve

Achieve

Frequency of using the activity of reflective competence

Range of the Average Score

Never

1.0 - 1.8

Hardly

1.9 - 2.6

Sometimes

2.7 - 3.4

Usually

3.5 - 4.2

Always

4.3 – 5.0

The students have to self-evaluate the frequency of
reflective activity in 2 weeks. The Five – Likert Scale was
to use for this table (Table 1). In the end, the average
score of 15 criteria was calculated. Based on the average
score's value, the reflective competence determined the
achievement or not (Table 2).
Determine variable and collect data
The clinical diary and learning journal applied using the
structured diary and the structured journal to improve
reflective learning. The reflective competence consists of
achieving tacit knowledge, mentioning the patient's
attitude, and applying flexible, caring skills.
The intervention is the writing of a clinical diary and
learning journal. The clinical diary requires writing every

day after finishing the day's practicum in the clinic. The
learning journal asked to write weekly about the Clinical
Diary evaluation for a week with five days. Clinical diary
and learning journals are structured by the opened
questions created by the teacher.
Dependent variables were the reflective competence
created by independent variables that achieved tacit
knowledge, mentioning the patient's attitude, and applying
flexible skills.
All participants in the control group and the
experimental group evaluated the clinical practicum by
ten scales with the current method after two weeks in the
clinic. In addition, every student in 2 groups evaluated the
15 criteria for reflective competence after two clinical
practicum weeks.
The 15 criteria of reflection competence's
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Table 3. The percentage of the participants

questionnaires answered Five-Point Likert Scale with 1
point means never implement the criteria, and 5 points
mean consistently implement the criteria. The mean of the
three criteria calculated the Score in Achieving Tacit
Knowledge. The mean of 7 criteria calculated the Score in
Mentioning the Patient's attitude. The mean of 5 criteria
calculated the Score in Applying the flexible skills. The
mean of Achieving Tacit Knowledge, Applying the
flexible skills, and Applying the flexible skills was the
Score of Reflective Competence.

Participant
Student

Group

Quality

Percentage

Experimental

8

47%

Control

9

53%

The final score of clinical practicum
The final score was evaluated by the university criteria
for two weeks in clinical practicum with 10-scale. The
results showed that the mean score in the experimental
group (9.13 ± 0.52) higher than the mean score in the
control group (8.39 ± 0.65). The difference between the
controlled and experimental groups was significant, with p
= 0.022< 0.05.
With the null hypothesis (H0): µ1 = µ2 (µ1: the
controlled mean of the score; µ2: the experimental mean
of the score). Based on Table 4, the result showed that the
tα for df = 15 is tα = 2.95 with a confident interval was
99% [14]. The null hypothesis was rejected due to t-value
= 5.328 > tα. There was a difference in the mean between
the controlled group and the experimental group. Writing
the clinical diary and the learning journal helped the
nursing students improve the confidence interval's clinical
practicum score by 99%.

Ethical Consideration
The Ethics Council approved this research of the
University of Medicine and Pharmacy at Ho Chi Minh
City, Vietnam. After we clearly explained the study's
objectives, the participants voluntarily signed the consent
form to participate in the study. Furthermore, we ensured
that participants were not affected by any benefits in their
work.

6. Findings
Describing the data
The study applied for 17 students divided into two
groups. The experimental group had eight students (47%
in participants), and the control group had nine students
(53% in participants). Each group had a clinical teacher
who worked in the hospital, commenting about their
learning diary and learning journal in 2 weeks. In addition,
a teacher from the university in each group helped
students achieve the university's criteria and recognize the
gap between the theory and the practice.

Reflective competence
The results showed that the mean of three criteria in the
reflective competence and the mean of reflective
competence were under 3.0 in the controlled group and
around 4.0 in the experimental group (Figure 2). Thus, the
results mean that the experimental group achieved
reflective competence and did not achieve in the
controlled group.

Table 4. The final score of clinical practicum
Variable
Mean Score

Control (n=09)

Experimental (n=08)

Mean

Standard
deviation

Mean

Standard
deviation

t-value

p-value

8.39

0.65

9.13

0.52

2.557

0.022*
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Figure 2. The mean of reflective competence
Table 5. The mean of reflective competence

No.

Criteria of Reflective
Competence

Mean
Control group (n=09)

Experimental group (n=08)

Mean

Standard deviation

Mean

Standard deviation

T-value

P-value

1

Achieve Tacit Knowledge

2.81

0.41

3.88

0.53

4.621

.000**

2

Mention the Patient’s attitude

2.95

0.20

4.14

0.55

5.829

.000**

3

Apply the flexible skills

3.00

0.22

3.93

0.47

5.328

.000**

2.92

0.16

3.98

0.47

6.014

.000**

Reflective Competence
* - significant; ** - highly significant

The t-test was used to test the difference between the
controlled group and the experimental group: (1) the mean
of three criteria in the reflective competence and (2) the
mean of reflective competence (Table 5). The results
showed that it rejected the null hypothesis: there was the
same mean of the three criteria in the reflective
competence and reflective competence. It means that the
difference in reflective competence between the controlled
and experimental groups has been highly significant, with
p < 0.001. Therefore, the intervention, which is a learning
diary and learning journal, can improve reflective
competence. The improvement of reflective competence
helped the nursing students connect with their patients
[15].
Three characteristics created the reflective competence:
Achieving Tacit Knowledge, Mentioning the patient's
attitude, and Applying flexible skills. Based on the means
of these characters in the experimental group, the order
impact of three characteristics to the reflective
competence was the Mentioning the patient's attitude
(Mean =4.14; SD = 0.55), the Applying the flexible skills
(Mean =3.93; SD = 0.47) and the Achieving Tacit
Knowledge (Mean = 3.88; SD = 0.53). The mean of
mentioning the patient's attitude was higher than the mean
of reflective competence (4.14 > 3.98). This result means

writing improved the mentioning of the patient's attitude.
Writing the clinical diary and the learning journal let
nursing students have more time to consider why they did
or plan to do a clinical practicum, which helped students
explore emotions, feelings, reactions, and knowledge for
the following situation.
With the null hypothesis H0: µ1 = µ2 (µ1: the controlled
mean; µ2: the experimental mean). Based on Table 5, the
result showed that (1) the tα for df = 15 is tα = 2.95 with
the confidence interval was 99% [14]. The null hypothesis
was rejected due to t-value = 4.621 > tα. There was a
difference in the mean between the controlled group and
the experimental group. It inferred that writing the clinical
diary and the learning journal helped the nursing students
achieve the tacit knowledge with the confidence interval
being 99%; (2) the tα for df = 8.699 is tα = 3.25 with a
confidence interval of 99% [14]. The null hypothesis was
rejected due to t-value = 5.829 > tα. There was a
difference in the mean between the controlled group and
the experimental group. It inferred that writing the clinical
diary and the learning journal helped the nursing students
mention the patient's attitude with the confidence interval
was 99%; (3) the tα for df = 15 is tα = 2.95 with confident
interval was 99% [14]. The null hypothesis was rejected
due to t-value = 5.328 > tα. There was a difference in the
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mean between the controlled group and the experimental
group. It inferred that writing the clinical diary and the
learning journal helped the nursing students apply the
flexible skills with the confidence interval was 99%.; and
(4) the tα for df = 8.481 is tα = 3.25 with confident
interval was 99% [14]. The null hypothesis was rejected
due to t-value = 6.014 > tα. There was a difference in the
mean between the controlled group and the experimental
group. Writing the clinical diary and the learning journal
helped the nursing students improve the reflective
competence, with the confidence interval being 99%.

7. Discussion
In Vietnam, reflective competence, which is understood
as the critical competence for a nursing student at the
graduated examination, proved the students achieve the
tacit knowledge, mention the patient's attitude, and apply
flexible skills. Therefore students did not learn reflective
writing skills, and it happened as a natural capacity. Jasper
(1999) determined that reflective writing skills that were
not a natural capacity needed to learn. To facilitate
reflective writing, nursing students have to accept writing
as a learning strategy or tools which develop analytical
abilities, critical abilities and identify personal and
professional growth [16], by writing the clinical diary and
learning journal, the ability to analyze the theory in
clinical to be suitable for the patient's condition to achieve
the tacit knowledge for own nursing students. As a result,
nursing students can suggest a way to improve caring
checklists. Writing the clinical diary and the learning
journal helped the nursing students adjust their knowledge
by analyzing and test the suggestion and finally changed
the student's knowledge. It is suitable to Naber's study
results, which stated that reflective writing allows students
to combine clinical experiences and knowledge with
material better to understand both practice and instruction
[17]. Moreover, reflective writing has fostered nurses'
clinical, relational, and ethical competence and promotes
self-knowledge
[18]—
building
up
students'
self-confidence and increasing interaction. Instructors
concerned with achieving tacit knowledge improved
self-confidence [19].
Writing makes students have time to think back on
what happened to the patient, which helps them mention
their attitude. Through writing activity, the nursing
student determined the patient's attitude and improved the
patient's attitude. This result focused on Levine's study
showed that reflective writing promoted greater
self-awareness and provided an emotional outlet [20].
Themes of caring behavior toward patients and writing
help nursing students focus on mentioning the patient's
attitude, which helps them understand the patient's need
and enhance caring [19].

The nursing students adjusted themselves to satisfy
their situation based on the clinical diary and the learning
journal. The nursing students analyzed the cause of the
problem, synthesized the hospital condition and their
knowledge, and evaluated their clinical observation to
suggest a suitable solution for them in their new situation.
This evidence proved that reflective learning was
achieved because Toros's study stated that reflective
competence improved personal and professional
awareness and professional growth promoted new
meanings and solutions and learning from experiences. It
also enhanced personal development (self-knowledge,
self-awareness, self-consciousness) and professional
development (constructing a new solution, understand the
client) [21]. The themes of enhancing students'
self-development and overcoming writing difficulty were
applying flexible skills [19]. Through reflective writing,
the students learned to organize their thoughts and actions
according to their worldview.
Reflective writing helps students gain insights into the
profession and clinical practices. Epp (2008) stated that
reflective journaling is an appropriate tool to promote
reflective competence to learn from undergraduate nursing
education practice [22]. They were applying the flexible
skills, mentioning the patient's attitude, and achieving tacit
knowledge in this paper, improved by writing the clinical
diary and learning journal formed in the clinical caring
journal. Kuo (2011) implemented a new teaching strategy
that used a clinical caring journal (CCJ) in the clinical
practicum. Researchers used content analysis to sort
interview data into six themes: caring behavior toward
patients, enabling students' reflective caring abilities,
building up students' self-confidence, increasing
interaction between students and instructors, enhancing
students' self-development, and overcoming writing
difficulty [19].

8. Conclusions
The clinical diary and the learning journal are reflective
writing that improved the reflective competence of
nursing students. Based on the statistical value and
nursing students' statement, achieving tacit knowledge,
mentioning the patient's attitude, and applying the flexible
skills were investigated and improved reflective
competence in writing.

9. Limitation of the Study
Due to the participants’ practicing on patients, the
participant numbers are too small. Therefore, a study with
a relatively small sample size may not have the statistical
power to expose such a small effect, possibly resulting in
a type II error.
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10. Recommendation
It suggested that future research with more significant
participant numbers. The future study will present more
the relationship between reflective competence and diary
structure such as gender, ages, the character of assessment
(formative or summative), and individual learning
environments.
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