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‘I will write to you with my eyes’: reflective text and image
journals in the undergraduate classroom

Tara Hyland-Russell*

St. Mary’s University College, Calgary, AB, Canada T2X 1Z4

This article reports on a case study into students’ perspectives on the use of cahiers,
reflective text and image journals. Narrative interviews and document analysis
reveal that cahiers can be used effectively to engage students in course content
and learning processes. Recent work in transformative learning highlights the
need for a holistic approach to learning that prompts deep reflective engagement
of the whole person. Results from this study support text and image journals as
an effective transformative pedagogical strategy. Student perspectives on keeping
cahiers revealed five key themes: (1) cahiers invited students to engage
holistically with course material; (2) cahiers facilitated divergent and creative
thinking; (3) cahiers aided deep learning through ownership of the process and
content; (4) essential to student engagement with the cahiers was instructor-
student dialogue and situating the cahier as a safe, reflective place; and (5)
central to the way cahiers function is their inclusion of images.

Keywords: reflective journals; transformative learning; engaged learning;
students’ perspectives; visual culture

‘I will write to you with my eyes’ (2001, 208) artist Frida Kahlo wrote in the journal she
kept during the last ten years of her life, through intertwined written observations,
letters, lists, reflections, watercolour drawings, and sketches – some of which even-
tually became finished paintings. Kahlo’s journal offered a possible solution to a
dilemma faced in the undergraduate classroom: how to facilitate critical thinking and
analysis in a manner that integrated students’ experiences and assisted in developing
their critical, academic and personal voices. I wondered: does combining text and
image in a reflective journaling assignment contribute to students’ transformative learn-
ing processes?

In the ensuing ten years since I encountered Kahlo’s journal, I developed and
adapted a reflective journaling assignment I call ‘keeping cahiers’ for use in most of
my senior undergraduate literature courses. This present study to assess student percep-
tions of the cahier assignment and their use in undergraduate classes arose from a year-
long children’s literature class taught in 2009 that used a more conventional reflective
academic journal during the first term and the image/text cahier during the second term.
An informal class discussion revealed overwhelming preference for the cahier format.
This article recounts the development of the keeping cahiers practice and how it differs
from other reflective journaling practices, the results of the present research study, and
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implications for undergraduate teaching practice in light of transformative
learning theory.

‘I will write to you with my eyes’: adding images to reflective journaling

Jack Mezirow’s (1978) theory of adult learning introduced the concept of transforma-
tive learning, at the heart of which is a ‘perspective transformation,’ a paradigmatic
shift that occurs through revising frames of reference, assumptions and beliefs
about the world. A progressively more nuanced conversation about transformative
processes of learning has led to a recognition that transformational learning is
‘much more than implementing a series of instructional strategies’ (Taylor 2008,
13) but rather ‘is first and foremost about educating from a particular worldview, a
particular educational philosophy’ (13). My educational worldview combines what
Taylor calls a ‘social-emancipatory perspective’ (8), rooted in the work of Freire
(1970) and the ‘cultural-spiritual view’ (8) that addresses the ‘connections between
individuals and social structures … and notions of intersecting positionalities’
(Tisdell in Taylor 2008, 8). The pedagogical task that emerges from these educational
worldviews is to assist students to become more aware of their social and cultural
subject positions, and how their ways of knowing and being are implicated in a
range of social, political, and cultural constructs and systems. Through an ongoing
process of reflection, students are encouraged and enabled to begin to change their
world into a more equitable place with sustaining connections between people and
social structures.

Choosing pedagogical methods to support this educational philosophy is key. Two
relevant developments in the pedagogy of transformational learning include the recog-
nition that critical reflection is a ‘developmental process, rooted in experience’ (Taylor
2008, 11) and the importance of a ‘holistic approach to transformative learning in
addition to the often-emphasized use of rational discourse and critical reflection’
(Taylor 2008, 11). Peter Jarvis frames the transformative process of the whole
person in the following way: ‘As individuals are thinking, feeling and acting beings,
we transform our experiences through all three dimensions’ (2006, 23).

Recent studies show reflective writing is being widely used as a pedagogical tool in
a variety of settings (Barney and Mackinlay 2010; Hume 2009; Watson 2010). Jennifer
Moon (1999) contends that keeping diaries or study notebooks increases critical think-
ing; a ‘learning log’ in introductory literature courses fosters greater student engage-
ment through ‘participatory innovation and creative democratization’ (Babcock
2007, 513). Suzanne Knight (2011) uses ‘narrative projects’ with pre-service English
education students to enhance their understanding of the positionality of teacher candi-
dates, their ‘contextual subjectivity based on social dimensions such as race, class or
gender’ (49) as shaped by historical ‘habits, practices, and discourses’ and possibilities
for agentive action.

While the place for reflective writing in the undergraduate classroom has been well
argued, to date there has been less emphasis placed on learning through reflective use of
images, despite the twentieth century’s ‘visual turn’ (Elkins 1999). Schwartz (2004)
argues for a current recognition that ‘culture has become increasingly visual, with
attendant effects on literacy’ (108) through which not only the manner in which we
apprehend the world has begun to shift to a more visual field but ‘the nature of recorded
information, the processes of record creation, and the practices of recordkeeping are
very different from that of past centuries’ (Schwartz 2004, 108).
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The increasing multi- and inter-disciplinary nature of academic scholarship is
prompting development of an appropriate pedagogy, such as Mary Lea’s (2004) call
to address ‘academic literacies’ and to move beyond ‘the essay’ as the conventional
written assignment in higher education. Though she asserts a need to address the ‘multi-
modal nature of texts’ (743), Lea cautions against the claim that image is replacing
writing, a caution that is worth keeping in mind as we seek to adapt journaling practices,
rather than replace written journals with image-only ones. As one of the students in the
present study commented in a cahier entry on the illuminated poems of William Blake:
‘Blake’s work was a cahier. Imaginative. Unconventional. Why images? Words aren’t
enough. But neither are images.’

Among other course design principles Lea outlines as part of an ‘academic litera-
cies’ model is one particularly relevant for this discussion: ‘rather than trying to
acculturate students into a discipline, [an academic literacies model] attempts to
see students as engaged participants in the practices and texts which they encounter
during their study of the course’ (2004, 744). It follows then that if we are to teach in
the current cultural capital, and if we are to generate recordkeeping and creation in a
meaningful manner with our students, we need to use both narrative and visual
modes. But how best to combine these two modes in course work for undergraduate
students?

Collecting data through teaching and research

Over the past ten years, based on research (Hyland-Russell 2001) showing close con-
nections between regular reflective writing and the ability to integrate new information
into personal narratives, I introduced reflective academic journaling into my senior-
level undergraduate courses. The cahier was inspired by Frida Kahlo’s journal and
similar notebooks by other writers and thinkers who combined various kinds of text
and image in their creative-critical practice such as French theorist Hélenè Cixous
(2004), rapper Eminem (2009), and Canadian author Marian Engel (Verduyn 1995).
Students are introduced to the cahier concept through a short presentation on reflective
writing, examples from the above writers, and samples of previous student cahiers
chosen to represent a diverse range and balance between word and image. The goal
is to encourage students to find a format that enables them to develop a creative and
critical engagement with the concepts under study. In response to resistance from
some students with little creative experience and/or a belief in their inability to integrate
images into a reflective process, a short, in-class session was developed in which stu-
dents respond to a prompt and use various materials to create a cahier page. This in-
class workshop has been highly successful in reducing resistance and facilitating
student expertise and comfort.

The weekly cahier assignment consists of two A4 pages of handwritten text and
some form of images: hand drawn, collaged, painted, or computer-generated.
Cahiers were marked the same week they were submitted and returned to students
with handwritten comments and a grade. The combined cahier entries over the term
typically comprised 30% of the students’ course grade, a significant portion of their
course that recognises the value ascribed to the assignment and the considerable
work students put into the cahiers.

Cahier entries link to texts and topics under discussion, beginning with specific
prompts and gradually evolving into student-led exploration of puzzling or intriguing
aspects of the course through their cahier entries. Figure 1 provides an example of
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how one student combined text and images in a cahier entry in response to the prompt
‘explore the use of symbolism in fairy tales.’

As Figure 1 illustrates, students experiment with the layout of text and image in
their cahier entries, often shaping the content to reflect their thought processes or the
texts under study. While some students found the creative freedom of cahiers exhilar-
ating, others found it daunting. In addition to the workshop mentioned above, eliciting
students’ experience with image-rich graphic novels, video games, or movies affirmed

Figure 1. Example of student cahier exploring flower symbolism in fairy tales.
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their familiarity with the contemporary ‘visual turn’ and made the assignment seem less
removed from their expertise. The ever-present concern about grades was addressed
through dialogue about the evaluation rubric that equally values creative risk-taking,
critical thinking and synthesis of ideas.

After several years of using the cahier format and finding anecdotal support for its
efficacy from the students that matched my assessment of the assignment’s value, I
tested an alternate form of academic journaling commonly used in higher education:
two hand-written pages of textual commentary in response to a literary text, a more
formal academic journal that required two properly cited critical secondary sources.
At the end of the first term, the class debated whether to retain the academic journaling
format or to switch to the cahier format for the remainder of the course. Student
response was illuminating and surprising. Although the formal journals were
couched in the appropriate academic form and integrated primary and secondary
sources, students reported that they didn’t ‘get much’ out of the assignment, nor was
there much evidence of insight or critically engaged learning in the entries. Out of
the 40 students in the class, 38 chose to adopt keeping cahiers in the second term
rather than continue the text-only academic journaling format. At the end of the
year, students overwhelmingly reported their preference for the cahier format – even
though they spent much more time completing it weekly than they did the formal aca-
demic journal! These informal findings were intriguing and led to a formal research
study to examine the effects of cahier keeping on undergraduate students’ learning
and implications for pedagogical practice.

Methodology

The case study was open to former students who had previously completed cahiers as
part of a course assignment. To avoid potential conflict of interest, only students who
had graduated and thus who were no longer current or potential students were included
in the study. Eligible participants were solicited through emailing class lists and an invi-
tation to participate in the research posted on the Facebook page of my teaching insti-
tution. A purposive sample (n = 10) was selected from this group to represent a range of
course participation, age and gender of participants who had kept cahiers in one or
more of the following courses: Folk and Fairy Tales, Children’s Literature, Life
Writing, Literature and Social Change, Creativity and Madness in Literature – all
senior undergraduate literature courses.

Semi-structured narrative interviews were conducted with participants through joint
interviews conducted with a research assistant, a former student with experience
keeping cahiers, who provided feedback into the interview questions and responses.
The interview questions, which were the same for all participants, focused on students’
perceptions of the cahiers and their experience keeping cahiers in one or more classes.
Questions ranged from broad to specific: Can you describe how the cahier or journal
was used in class? Do you feel that the act of writing cahiers affected the way you
learned in the course? If yes, in what way? Describe the most and least beneficial
aspects of keeping cahiers for you.

Interviews were audio-taped and transcribed while participants’ cahiers were col-
lected and analysed in an iterative process, drawing on the work of Strauss and
Corbin (1990) that uses emergent qualitative methods to gain new perspectives on
known topics or to gain additional information. Constant comparative analysis
(Glaser and Strauss 1967) between the interview transcripts and the cahiers was
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used to guide our interpretive understanding that examined content, structure, and
process – both in how students integrated course content and in the manner in which
they ‘thought through’ the syllabus, class discussions and their personal responses.
Five themes emerged around how students perceived the cahiers: (1) cahiers invited
students to engage holistically with course material; (2) cahiers facilitated divergent
and creative thinking; (3) cahiers aided deep learning through ownership of the
process and content; (4) essential to student engagement with the cahiers was instruc-
tor-student dialogue and situating the cahier as a safe, reflective place; (5) central to the
way cahiers function is their inclusion of images.

Findings: cahier as ‘a different kind of space’

Because it’s kind of a different space… it does make you take more ownership of the topic

It was a lot more time-consuming and a lot more thought-provoking … than just writing

Cahiers should be a place where you can get out of that conventional brain… to say ‘here
do something new, do something fresh’

As the above comments attest, students in the research study experienced the cahiers as
a unique reflective space that facilitated ways of thinking and being in relation to course
content and class discussion to open them to new ways of learning and increase their
capacities. The following section explores how cahiers function as ‘a different kind
of space’ through analysis of five themes that emerged from the student interviews
that connected the cahier space and transformative learning.

Holistic engagement with course material

Don’t write what you think other people want to see, just write what you are actually
feeling. Or draw.

I feel like it’s part of me and it reflects who I am, I feel it’s me as a person

Students reported that keeping cahiers invited them to bring their whole selves into their
academic work, rather than just their intellectual selves, sometimes framing the differ-
ence between more typical academic assignments and cahiers in terms of voice. One
student expressed her relief at being able to keep cahiers because ‘I can’t put passion
into the academic writing… and I can’t find a way to express my voice in the academic
writing.’ In her cahier, however, the student felt free to use her own voice. Students felt
able to include emotional reactions to texts and class discussions in their cahiers
through the images accompanying their words or as commentary or narrative on the
images they had included. Responses to texts and discussion included ‘regret,’ ‘danger-
ous sentiment,’ ‘sadness’ or ‘disappointment.’ One student ‘found this week’s readings
… distressing’ while another ‘remember[ed] loving this story as a child.’

Burke and Dunn (2006) highlight the connections between reflexive pedagogies
and students’ explorations of emotional aspects of their experience. Montgomery and
Collette (2001), in their study of student diaries in a women’s studies class, were sur-
prised at the ‘depth of emotion that the subject could unleash’ (306) and suggest diaries
were useful in revealing and promoting understanding of students’ reactions. Similarly,
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cahiers’ emotional components make them useful in tracking student reactions to chal-
lenging or difficult texts, especially as students often reveal their anger, confusion,
elation, or resistance toward a text or topic through cahiers before they venture their
responses in class. Partly for this reason, timely reading of and feedback to cahiers
is essential, preferably by the next class, followed up by direct or oblique addressing
of student concerns through class dialogue. If a student has made an especially pertinent
point, I ask the student for permission to share his or her cahier ideas; alternately, indi-
cating the range of cahier responses allows students to acknowledge their entry or take
up its ideas in class discussion.

Taylor leaves us in no doubt about the importance he ascribes to bringing emotions
into a critical discourse. Citing the work of Damasio (1994) and LeDoux (1989, 1998),
Taylor asserts that ‘Emotions are indispensable for rationality, such that one cannot
reason without emotions or feelings’ (2001, 219). Neuman goes further to claim that
‘the ability to recognize, acknowledge and process feelings and emotions’ is an essen-
tial prerequisite for critically reflective capacities’ (in Taylor 2001, 225), a finding sup-
ported by the work of neuropsychologist Damasio that shows emotion as integral to
reasoning and decision-making (1994, 1999). Acknowledging students’ emotional,
physical, and intellectual responses to texts and class discussions opens space for
further dialogue about the various ways we experience and react to texts. Students
are encouraged to pay attention to the ways their bodies respond to texts and to question
their readerly relationship to texts. For instance, a cahier prompt about ways of encoun-
tering a text elicited the response that one student was so upset by a book that he threw it
across the room before he was halfway through it. This led to a lively dialogue about
how attending to our various responses to texts helps us not only interpret texts, but also
how texts accrue meaning through context and relationship with the reader.

Divergent and creative thinking

It’s really for me the process… because it made me think about it in a different way than
when I was just reading the poem and then coming to class or the novel or whatever,
because I would actually have to engage with it and look at it and think critically about it.

As I was writing thoughts, new thoughts would come to me and I would start to think
about the poem in a different way.

As the above student comments attest, the process, rather than a fixed product, was the
most noted value of the cahiers. This finding supports Taylor’s (2008) view of critical
reflection as a developmental process ‘requiring time and continuous practice’ (11).
Students felt they engaged in a more profound manner with the course material
when they used cahiers and consequently they devoted more time to their consideration
of texts and classroom dialogue:

I could just really engage with what I was trying to say.

The cahier would make me more interactive in class because I’d know that I’d want to
take something from that class and put it into my cahier … The cahier changed the
entire class for me.

Part of the uniqueness of the cahier process is its dialogue between text and image.
While students engaged variously with the image portion of their cahiers – using
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drawing, collages, highlighting text in colour – there was a commonality in their
responses to the images as a way to approach the material from a new, non-linear per-
spective. As one student offered: ‘It became a lot easier to … get into what I thought
about the story by using images.’ When using images in their cahiers, students
tended to ‘think around’ a text, issue, or concept rather than trying to slot it into a clas-
sificatory or explanatory framework. One student recalled the process of engaging with
cahiers:

What is it about this part that interests me more? Or what’s more complex about it that I
feel like I want to spend a bit more time with it? So it does make you sit with the material
in a different way than question, response, question, response.

While taking the time to engage in the dialogue between text and image in an iterative,
circular manner seemed an important part of the assignment for students, it was critical
that they felt they had permission to engage in a process that was, for most of them, aty-
pical of their academic experience: ‘The artistic side for me is really what made me think
deeper about things. Like symbols, themes, how you could portray something.’ For
example, the cahier samples in Figure 2 were created in response to a prompt in a
class on life writing texts to consider the ways in which language has been used to
oppress people. Both pages are taken from a four-page entry by one student.

The cahier pages in Figure 2 reflect the student’s iterative and creative process of
examining how three life writing texts explore the relationship between language

Figure 2. An iterative examination of language and oppression.
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and oppression: A Narrative of the Life of Frederick Douglass (1995); Judy Chicago’s
Through the Flower: My Struggles as a Woman Artist (1975); and Theo Fleury’s
Playing with Fire (2009). This particular cahier assignment was very powerful for
the students as they reflected on the texts we had read and a retrospective exhibition
of the work of artist Judy Chicago we had attended. Figure 2 shows how the student
used cut-out letters and words from magazines to trace the forcible ways language
has historically been used to oppress people in a range of subject positions: slaves,
women, and children. On the right-hand page the student drew her reaction to Chica-
go’s struggles to produce art and gain recognition in a male-dominated art world.
Together the two pages are striking in their content and in their creative and divergent
ways of addressing the relationship between language and oppression.

The ensuing discussion in the Life Writing class after that particular cahier prompt
revealed the depth to which students were facing their norms about the power of
language and upset a number of their assumptions about the effects of language and
their complicity in oppression through language use. Transformative learning is ‘an
approach to teaching based on promoting change, where educators challenge learners
to critically question and assess the integrity of their deeply held assumptions about
how they relate to the world around them’ (Mezirow and Taylor 2010, xi). Through
engaging students creatively and divergently with ideas, cahiers are able to challenge
learners to assess their relationships through language to the world around them, thus
contributing to their analysis of their worldviews and positionalities.

Ownership of the process and content

I wanted it to be different every time and I wanted to challenge myself and my creativity.
At the beginning there were assigned topics and I usually stuck pretty close to what the
question was. But once everyone started getting used to the cahier, it became a little
bit more open-ended, and at the same time that was a lot more freeing. ‘Cause you
could do whatever you want, but at the same time it was hard because I didn’t know
how to keep it academic and personal at the same time.

Observations throughout ten years of having students keep cahiers reveal that offer-
ing a place in the critical thinking process for students to be less formal and more creative
while approaching critical thought actually facilitates more critical thinking. Yet students
struggled with the legitimacy of creative critical engagement even as they felt that the
cahier format helped them care more about the subject matter and the process of learning:
‘more cahier-type personalizing of things will help people care more about the subject
matter and spend more time thinking about what they can literally create with it.’ As
another student stated, with the cahiers ‘You are really actively engaging with the
work.’ Rather than being passive absorbers and memorizers of knowledge, students
felt more involvement in and ownership of their learning: ‘because it’s kind of a different
space … it does make you take more ownership of the topic.’

Alongside a deeper involvement with the material came more responsibility for
developing their own critical stance: ‘it definitely helped with formulating my ideas
about the concepts a little more solidly.’ Also, cahiers helped ‘flip the process,’ as
one student said. It began with ‘forming your own idea and then using others’ ideas
to back it up with other academic ideas,’ rather than going directly to secondary
sources to form their ideas. Cahiers provided synthesis and arcing between texts and
helped students ‘connect the dots’ sometimes in unexpected ways. They ‘helped to
link in all these random thoughts … what is it about those lines that keep jumping
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out at me? Or what is it that this part has brought me in? And we usually don’t think
about that so much.’ Validating students’ attempts to synthesise the creative and critical
and to attempt new ways of thinking increased their capacity for divergent thinking and
gradually reduced their apprehension about the assignment.

For example, the assignment spilled over into classroom dynamics, affecting ways
students learned in class as the cahiers invited them to be more engaged and reflective:
‘it was an invitation to do what I wanted with my little book and I did that. So, no fear.’
Similarly, taking away the formal structure of the ‘academic essay’ and expectations for
an assignment that had a beginning, middle and end and formal citation style opened up
the process, according to the students in the study: ‘It made it feel less like I had to have
a complete idea’ and allowed more ruminating. ‘It definitely takes the process from
linear to a little more messy. But that’s a good thing.’ One student used the cahier to
explore the ethical dimensions of life writing by thinking through the paradigms of Pla-
tonic and Aristotelian thought that she had learned several years earlier in a History of
Ideas course. A figure in the upper right of her cahier page represents the student and
shows her sense of mastery over her learning process as she ‘ruminates’ on the para-
digms she is importing from a previous course to engage with the content in her
current course. She is both over-hearing and contributing to the dialogue between
Plato and Aristotle, represented through toga-clad figures with thought bubbles, as
she ponders various aspects of ethical dilemmas in reading and writing life narratives.
While a similar triangular narration is possible through writing-only journals, the
relationship between images and text graphs this dialogue in an immediately accessible
and powerful way. Not only did the student grow more confident in her grasp of class
material, but she also gained confidence in her ability to mediate her learning process.

Value of instructor-student dialogue and cahier as safe, reflective place

‘Messiness’ was a word that captured the process of keeping cahiers for many students.
However, while they appreciated the opportunity to muse and follow a ‘messy’ process,
they also needed guidance along the way. As one student framed it, it was helpful to get
feedback on ‘that middle process where you’re kind of jumbled and it might not be any-
thing but it might be worth exploring.’ Gentle nudging from the instructor to continue
following a thread of thought or to shift direction was important to keep the process
from deteriorating from ‘messy’ to ‘out-of-control.’ Over ten years, I have varied my
form of feedback, from responses written directly in the cahier to comments on
pieces of paper or on sticky notes that would not damage their beautifully crafted
pages. However, students in the study preferred me to mark on their pages as a perma-
nent record of the dialogue and proof that I had not only read but also thought about
their cahiers. Indeed, determining what makes for useful, appropriate and valid feed-
back is the most difficult challenge facing the instructor, who spends as much time
marking short cahiers as longer essays. Evaluating each cahier on its own merits,
the instructor looks for evidence of student engagement with course content, both cri-
tically and creatively; variation in modes of analysis; and ongoing reflection. Students
were rewarded for their creative experiments rather than mastery of any artistic tech-
nique, highlighting the importance of engagement.

Deep and detailed engagement with ideas was the assignment’s goal rather than
superficial coverage, so feedback often prompted students to think deeper: ‘I was told
I need to be more specific sometimes.’ Students valued the feedback for its ‘specificity,’
‘respectful engagement’ with their ideas and the sense of dialogue engendered by the

10 T. Hyland-Russell

D
ow

nl
oa

de
d 

by
 [

68
.1

44
.1

65
.2

0]
 a

t 0
7:

28
 0

7 
M

ar
ch

 2
01

4 



rhetorical questions posed by the instructor. Feedback was a way to address not only the
content but also the students’ process of engagement with ideas and students looked for
the feedback to guide them in the unfamiliar, non-linear process in which they were
engaged: ‘I think Dr. Hyland-Russell did a very good job of analyzing the worries that
I had through my text and telling me whether or not they were good worries or bad
worries or even if I should be worrying about them or not.’

A vital part of the cahier keeping process develops trust between students and
instructor. As one student declared, ‘You have to experience that you’re not going to
be degraded on the content of your cahier before you can actually sink into it.’
While it was important to push students to stretch their creative and critical abilities
in the cahiers, the tone of the feedback was crucial in helping the students feel safe
and respected as was the provision of thorough, constructive, and facilitative feedback
in a variety of ways: acknowledging students’ risk-taking when they attempted what
was for them ‘scary’; offering observations about their learning processes; and
posing rhetorical questions to deepen critical thinking. One student reflected about
cahier feedback this way:

You would ask further questions … more rhetorical questions … other ways you could
have thought about this or ‘this leads this direction’ and ‘what do you think about
this?’ and that was really … I appreciated that ‘cause I kind of, I had my thoughts, and
then you showed me where I could go after. So, it wasn’t really critical responses it
was just, it was more I think a conversation in many ways.

Mindful of work that has shown the critical importance of instructor feedback to jour-
nals (Babcock 2007; Montgomery and Collette 2001), during the study I specifically
asked students whether they preferred to get feedback at the completion of the
cahiers, allowing them even more freedom in the assignment, or whether the feedback
was useful every week, or whether they even read it at all. Student responses to ques-
tions about the value and shape of instructor feedback pointed to the dialogic function
of the cahiers and the emerging value of the process itself: ‘I read the feedback before I
read the mark’; ‘The feedback was important but I think it was interesting ‘cause the
feedback was always relevant for each particular piece of work. So, it wasn’t a
grammar comment.’ One comment is worth quoting at length as it reveals that students
were particularly interested in the feedback on the cahiers because their unfamiliar form
pushed students in unaccustomed directions:

It was positive … It would be a couple of sentences or a small paragraph response,
specific. And it was good. I always looked for it as soon as I got it back. Tried not to,
tried to look like I wasn’t looking at it, but I would always look for it. And especially
because, as I said, you feel a bit more invested [in the cahiers] so specifically if it was
one that I was very happy with, I was curious to see if I would be getting a response
back or to see it reflected as well as I thought it would.

In a phrase that summed up much of what the students were reflecting about the feed-
back, one student called the instructor’s comments ‘constructive pushing.’ That the
cahier itself became constituted as a site of ‘constructive pushing’ reflected the
cahier as an almost tangible, safe and reflective place students could inhabit during
their exploratory, ruminating processes.

Despite the construction of cahiers as safe places, students were often initially inti-
midated by the assignment and by their combined freedom and responsibility for this
part of their learning. It took one student three courses in which cahiers were used
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to get up the nerve to fully engage in the assignment. As she phrased it, ‘I don’t think I
knew exactly how to succeed and I wasn’t really up to the challenge of breaking those
[academic] conventions … which is breaking of conventional boundaries and that was
something I took seriously. I knew it was almost like a dare… and I was kind of resist-
ing that.’ When she fully embraced the cahier assignment, it was because she had
gained enough trust in the instructor to really believe that creativity and honouring
her own learning processes would be rewarded: ‘I feel like I understand what the
cahier is supposed to do, what it’s supposed to free you to access, which is something
that we don’t normally get to access in our academic lives.’ Interestingly, this student
who had resisted the cahier assignment until the final course of her degree rec-
ommended that cahiers be started early in students’ academic careers – as early as
elementary school, before they are taught to believe that only formal, linear paradigms
are appropriate for learning. This recommendation both validates the cahier exercise
and underscores the importance of allowing the process to unfold at the student’s
pace, heeding each individual’s comfort level and honouring their negotiation of a crea-
tive critical engagement.

From the value students place on the kind of feedback they encountered in the
cahiers as well as their high need for trust in order to be able to continue engaging
in keeping cahiers, it became clear that relationships between instructor and students
were central to providing a safe enough place. Peter Jarvis (2006) roots all learning
in relationship and a deep recognition of each learner’s humanity: ‘the person is at
the heart of the process … teaching and learning is always an I↔ Thou relationship:
it is always a moral relationship in which the humanity of the learners should be
respected’ (199). Such respect, contends Jarvis, ‘means that learners should be given
opportunity to reach beyond themselves – towards what Levinas (1991) understands
as “infinity”’ (2006, 199). It is the particular configuration of cahiers as sites of pro-
foundly respectful yet playful engagement with concepts through text and image, I
suggest, that can lead students to reach beyond themselves toward ‘infinity,’ stretching
their concepts of self, the world, the academic endeavour, and how they are positioned
in relation to each of these entities.

Central to cahiers is their inclusion of images

Estelle Jussim asserts that ‘Words and images each have their own unique character-
istics and their own ambiguities’ (in Schwartz 2004, 113). Many students in the
study noted different ways they used images and texts in the cahiers to convey
meaning, to pose questions, and to create mnemonic devices:

It got to the point [in my undergraduate studies] where I was learning and then I would be
able to process it easier if I had some sort of visual image … If we were learning about
Stanley Fish, I’d draw a fish and then it would say something that Stanley Fish would
say. So I think that definitely, that’s what the cahier did for me. … It was easier for
me to remember those types of concepts if I had drawn them out, or if I had made
jokes about them and doodles.

The combination of words and images prompted deep, reflective and critical thinking,
as for this student:

it was easier for me to use images to express what I was trying to say because it takes a lot
longer for me to look at an image and to really think about what an image means…When
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I was using images or colours and things that I created myself … it was a lot more time-
consuming and a lot more thought-provoking than just writing.

This student’s reflection about the cahiers echoes Jarvis’ (2006) observation that the
transformation process is itself a complex one combining the cognitive, emotive and
behavioural. Often images helped students launch a reflective dialogue with themselves
and concepts they were studying, as in the following example in Figure 3 in which a

Figure 3. Images to engage with concepts and as a memory device.
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student used cartoons to explore notions of Philippe LeJeune’s (1974) ‘autobiographi-
cal pact’ in reference to the life writing texts we studied.

This reflective dialogue between new content and prior experience and knowledge
enabled what another student termed ‘cross-pollination with what was already in my
mind.’ This generative act of cross-pollination facilitates student engagement with
the ‘intersecting positionalities’ posited at the article’s beginning as one of the goals
of transformative learning rooted in a combined social-emancipatory perspective and
cultural-spiritual worldview. Cahiers offer students a creative critical mode that sup-
ports their ruminations, validates the often messy process of learning, and promotes
an iterative process of engaging with individual and social constructs and systems.

Conclusion

This article began by locating the genesis for keeping cahiers in the work of artist Frida
Kahlo, who diarized through words and images, the profound and the mundane. In her
diary she mused, ‘What would I do without the absurd and the ephemeral?’ (2001, 227).
Kahlo’s creative process guided her as she alternately positioned herself as questioning,
reflective, demanding, tentative or assured. As we continue to study transformative
learning, research pedagogical applications of these theories, and attend to the shifting
cultural contexts in which we find ourselves, we can intentionally bring these elements
together in holistic classroom practices. Image and text cahiers acknowledge the cul-
tural visual turn and facilitate developmental processes of transformative learning
that engage and honour the whole person. Even more, they move students beyond
linear, formal paradigms of learning to engage in processes that are much messier,
but ultimately more generative and facilitative of critical reflective capacities.

Cahiers may not be a good fit for every teacher: they demand intense instructor
engagement and a continual assessment of how they fit with pedagogical aims. My
goals are to help students become more aware of their social and cultural subject pos-
itions and the ways in which their ways of knowing and being are implicated in a range
of social, political, and cultural constructs and systems. Cahiers are one way to facili-
tate that creative critical engagement, even as they keep me mindful of the ways in
which I negotiate my positionality as a teacher implicated in a range of social and cul-
tural systems.
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