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I loved this book. I am a committed diary keeper, but very much hope that Lucy’s powerful message reaches all those whose preconceptions about what diary keeping involves might deter them from considering the practice. In her impressively referenced, research-informed, balanced and realistic consideration of how the diary can be ‘re-imagined’, Lucy explores a wide range of strategies for using a dairy/journal/record which is bespoke and personal, aligned with our own choices and context. She offers a wealth of practical suggestions, tips and actionable guidance as to how the reader can make a diary work for them, and why it is a worthwhile use of our time and energy. Lucy explains in an entertaining, accessible and compelling way how such a record can support our reflection, help us to process our experiences and our response to them, and serve as an invaluable ‘safety-valve’ and source of relaxation and ease.


Lucy exhorts us to prioritise ourselves and create the space for intentional reflective practice, which she believes is key to helping educational professionals find a manageable and sustainable balance in their lives. She asserts, ‘I want this book to help you fall in love with diary-keeping – whether that’s for the first time, a second time, or a third time).’ It certainly worked for me, and I am confident it will work for others.


Jill Berry, leadership development consultant, 
educational commentator, and writer


Kelly draws on an extensive body of knowledge about humanity and our connection to the written form to create a unique guide to understanding the process of teaching. Teaching is not a role that we can ever truly perfect, as our variable (children) is such an unpredictable one. Instead, Kelly focuses our attention on developing an awareness of the process of reflection, enabling teachers to look back retrospectively and see their sustained development over time, thus leading to a sense of healthy well-being. A special read for teachers and leaders.


Kat Howard, Director, DRET Teaching School Hub





















For Taylor and Benedict: thank you for enriching my life … and my diary. I love you both more than words can say. Xxx
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Introduction





What sort of diary should I like mine to be? Something loose knit and yet not slovenly, so elastic that it will embrace anything, solemn, slight or beautiful that comes into my mind. I should like it to resemble some deep old desk, or capacious hold-all, in which one flings a mass of odds and ends without looking them through. I should like to come back, after a year or two, and find that the collection had sorted itself and refined itself and coalesced, as such deposits so mysteriously do, into a mould, transparent enough to reflect the light of our life, and yet steady, tranquil compounds with the aloofness of a work of art.


Woolf, 20 April 1919 (cited from Popova, 2013)




Why it’s important to reimagine the diary


Diary-keeping means something different to everyone. For Virginia Woolf (1882-1941), the diary must be somewhere big enough to store the ‘mass of odds and ends’ she throws at it – ‘some deep old desk, or capacious hold-all’ that can house her many reflections – and ‘elastic’ so that it can grow and change with her. For Woolf, the power of the diary is that these ‘deposits’ will ‘[coalesce] to reflect the light of our life’; it brings together the many fragments and turns them into the physical narrative of one’s own life.


This book reimagines the diary as an on-going, evolving, unfolding space that’s ‘loose knit’ and never complete – much like the person keeping it. As Woolf acknowledged over 100 years ago, a diary will never be finished because we, as individuals, are always growing. Instead, a diary can be an ongoing scrapbook of the numerous personal and professional selves we accumulate over time, as unique and diverse as its user.


While for Woolf a diary was a place to get to know her selves through the medium of writing, I would argue that you should rather use as many approaches as possible. Using only writing to create your diary can limit your understanding of yourself. The social-semiotician, Gunther Kress (1996), has advocated using more than one approach in our communications with ourselves and others; for example, by combining writing with drawing. Similarly, I believe that the more approaches we use to create our diary, the deeper understanding we shall gain of the internal and external worlds we inhabit (Kelly, 2021).


Although a written diary can indeed help you to understand your personal and professional selves better, this reflection will be restricted because it comes from the singular approach of writing. Speaking as an avid diary-keeper, while there have been many times when I’ve welcomed the structure and familiarity of the written word, there have also been times when I’ve felt constrained by the ‘Dear Diary’ template. Sometimes that format hasn’t felt broad enough to allow me to convey my day, experiences, and/or feelings authentically. Over the years my diary-keeping has shown me that, if I want to use my diary to its fullest – and benefit my own wellbeing the most – then the ‘desk’ or ‘hold-all’ of my reflections must contain more than just writing.




Reflecting on reflection




	Have you kept a diary in the past? If so, how did you use it?



	Do you keep a diary now? If yes, do you use it in the same way as your younger self, or is it different?






Use the space below to document your reflections in a way that works for you. You might choose to use drawings, photos, writing or an audio recording.


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 







Imagine what would happen if you experimented with other approaches in your diary, such as the use of images or audio recordings.1 What if you thought of your diary as an evolving, ongoing narrative of your life, rather than one that’s static, stuck in the past, and locked away with a tiny silver padlock? To return to Kress for a moment, creating a diary that embraces multiple approaches repositions you as the ‘maker’ – taking an active role in the ‘design’ of your diary – rather than simply being its ‘user’ (Kress, 1996, p. 165). Diaries are a ‘kind of living museum’ of our many selves (Johnson, 2011, p. 19); a space that’s constantly being added to and curated. Seeing your diary in this way offers you – the curator/maker/designer – a plethora of choice and ownership when it comes to reflecting on your wellbeing and celebrating your individuality.


This book offers numerous pathways into diary-keeping to show you the range of possibilities available, and how they can unlock the diary as a format. This book is about reclaiming the diary as a three-dimensional, multifaceted space that reflects the many aspects of the person using it. A varied, multimodal approach – that is one combining multiple approaches including writing, drawing, and audio recordings – is not only fun and creative, but essential when it comes to deepening how you engage with, and understand, the internal and external worlds you inhabit. Unlocking the ‘desk’ or ‘hold-all’ in this way liberates both the diary and the user. In some respects, I think we’ve become complacent in limiting the diary to written entries. As the following chapters illustrate, if we open up the diary format to include more than just writing then it can be boundless. I’m very aware that some of these activities might feel uncomfortable to begin with because they’re not associated with ‘traditional’ diary-keeping. Also, as busy educators, you might feel that you don’t have the time to try something new. Please bear with me! This book will support your diary-keeping journey every step of the way.









Why diary-keeping can help educator wellbeing


Although there are many books in the teacher wellbeing genre containing small snippets on/for reflection, there is no other book focusing specifically on the benefits of diary-keeping for educators. I wrote this book because I see reflection as something ongoing and active. It’s a lived practice, that develops and evolves alongside the person using it. I wanted a book dedicated to the many ways diary-keeping can be used as a format; to show educators that it’s the perfect place to pull together reflective practices around wellbeing. I believe that we, as educators, need to prioritise our wellbeing. We must invest in ourselves in order to invest in others. However, wellbeing is bespoke and individual, so it’s essential that we find a space to explore and test out what does or doesn’t work for us before adopting new practices in everyday life. The diary provides us as individuals with a safe, porous space where we can get to know the different aspects of ourselves and, through this process, discover what they need to flourish and grow.


Educators need this space now more than ever. According to the Teacher Wellbeing Index, 77% of educators have ‘experienced symptoms of poor mental health due to their work’; 72% are stressed (which increases to 84% for senior leaders); and 54% ‘have considered leaving the sector in the past 2 years due to pressures on mental health’ (Education Support, 2022a). In addition to higher levels of anxiety and depression, educators also have lower wellbeing scores than the national average when measured on the Warwick Edinburgh Mental Well-Being Scale. Educators score 43.9 on the Scale compared to the English national average of 52.4 (where 41-44 = low mental health and possible depression; and 45-59 = average mental health; see Education Support, 2021, p. 8). While these statistics are startling, it is vital that we reflect on them and highlight the importance of educator wellbeing. Prioritising our own wellbeing will always be the right decision.


We’ll revisit the current educational landscape and its impact on educator wellbeing throughout the book. For now, I want you to keep in mind that diary-keeping offers educators a safe space to ‘talk’ and articulate thoughts, feelings, and emotions. The diary is a place to regain control in an uncertain world, and a container for the ‘65,000 thoughts [that] float through the mind daily’ (Johnson, p. 10). The diary acts as a space of catharsis, celebration, and perspective. It’s also an anchor, portal, sounding board, mirror, and a comfort blanket. A diary can be the first step towards getting to know ourselves at a deeper level, which can then give us the confidence to open up to others. Diary-keeping is an opportunity for us to gain insight into our own wellbeing needs and to use this knowledge to move forward in our lives, both personally and professionally.


However, I’m mindful that while diary-keeping is undoubtedly beneficial when it comes to educator wellbeing, educators are time-poor. The constant giving and plate-spinning of our profession can mean that we have very little time and energy for ourselves. This is where reimagining the diary to suit ourselves as individuals is paramount because, rather than trying to slot our lives into a pre-existing template that doesn’t quite suit us, we can take ownership and make our diary work for us. This personalised and bespoke approach will make your diary a place you want to visit, rather than just one you feel you must.


As this book reveals, to get the most from our diaries, we should incorporate numerous types of reflection, using as many different approaches as possible. If, as Elizabeth Holmes suggests, wellbeing is ‘dynamic’ (Holmes, 2018, p. 6), then the diary must be ever-changing like the individual using it. We need to see the diary as a flexible canvas reflecting the many ebbs and flows of our wellbeing.








An overview



Throughout this book I use the term ‘educators’. This term covers all people (in any context) working in education with children and young adults. It includes teachers, TAs (teaching assistants), LSAs (learning support assistants), HLTAs (higher level teaching assistants), senior leaders and lunchtime supervisors, to name but a few. We all have something to teach those in our care and, therefore, I wanted to use a term that’s as inclusive as possible.


This research-informed book gives you the opportunity to explore different approaches to diary-keeping and how reflective practice through diary-keeping can be a positive tool for educator wellbeing. Drawing on work around habit-formation and behaviour-change, as well as the findings from my own research project, Reimagining the Diary, I will show you how a structured, multimodal, playful, and creative approach to reflection can be a small but important step to addressing the current ‘well-being crisis’ (Kelly, 2022, p. 179).


This book is split into two parts. Part 1 gives you an overview of diary-keeping and why it’s important for educator wellbeing. Part 2 focuses on making diary-keeping small, simple, and sustainable in order to overcome some of the limiting factors that affect habit formation (i.e. time, motivation, and judgement/expectations). In this latter section of the book, I offer plenty of practical tips, strategies, and activities for you to try out in your own diary.


Chapter 1 gives you a short history of western diary-keeping in order to show you some of the various ways the practice has been used over time (i.e. as a mirror, an anchor, portal, sounding board and a comfort blanket). My intention is to inspire you. As you’ll see, the diary can, should, and has been, a multifaceted and multimodal space. This is important for two reasons. Firstly, it helps you to reimagine the diary as a format to suit you and your own wellbeing needs. Secondly, it encourages us to look beyond the usual canon of famous white western male diary writers and help us to view the practice of diary-keeping in the fullest, and truest, way. The chapter ends by investigating some of the key terms used throughout the book and the importance of reclaiming them for yourself.


The care-giving nature of education means that it’s vital to see ourselves as a top priority and to look after our own wellbeing. As Dr Sue Roffey (2012) acknowledges, pupil wellbeing and teacher wellbeing are two sides of the same coin: you can’t have one without the other. So, while it might be difficult for many educators to prioritise their own wellbeing, chapter 2 shows you how diary-keeping can help by offering a space for catharsis, celebration, and perspective. Drawing on some of the key findings from my Reimagining the Diary project, I illustrate how a diary gives educators an opportunity to download their day and see how well they’re doing. Furthermore, I show you how diary-keeping offers educators the chance to look at a situation or event from different angles, and to make changes where needed so that they can flourish in all spheres of their lives.


In chapter 3, I reveal how to turn your diary-keeping practice into a daily habit you look forward to. Drawing on some of the main messages from the field of behaviour design (particularly the work of B. J. Fogg & James Clear), I introduce you to a range of tips and strategies that will help you to overcome the limiting factors of time, motivation, and judgement/expectations. As I’ll demonstrate, the key is to create a series of small, simple, and sustainable steps that will enable you to become the ‘wellbeing supermodel’ you wish to be.


Chapter 4 is about reimagining the diary for you. This process will help you to reap the many benefits of diary-keeping while, simultaneously, providing you with a bank of strategies to overcome the limiting factors. It can be hard to establish a diary-keeping habit so, in this chapter, I present you with a range of transition activities to support a reflective mindset, as well as walking you through some activities you might like to try. This is a chapter for you to return to again and again. Some activities will resonate with you immediately, while others might speak to you in the future. What’s important is that you’re experimental, creative, and playful when it comes to your diary-keeping practice. As James Clear (2018) acknowledges, novelty (i.e. trying new approaches) will help to keep the habit going. Novelty will also enable you to get to know your personal and professional selves better because you’re taking a multimodal (and therefore deeper) approach to reflection.


The conclusion revisits the purpose and intention of this book, while also summarising the book’s main themes and takeaway messages. However, I don’t want the conclusion to be a full stop. Instead, I want it to be a springboard. The prompts and questions offered in this chapter will help you to plan the next phase of your diary-keeping journey.


I would recommend that, on a first reading, you start at the beginning and read to the end. However, part 2 is written as a space for you to dip in and out of. My goal for this section of the book is for it to be a treasure-trove of different diary-keeping approaches and activities, which you can delve into at regular points. While this is a book to be read, it’s also one to be edited by you. I have kept this book deliberately short. I know how precious and finite your time and attention is and I’m incredibly grateful to you for giving me some of it. I want this book to help you fall in love with diary-keeping – whether it’s for the first time, or it’s something you are returning to. In each chapter, you’ll find spaces for you to reflect. These are called ‘Reflecting on reflection’ activities and I would encourage you to consider the questions/prompts in any way that suits you. Remember that your reflections don’t have to be just writing. There are also pages at the back of the book for you to use – perhaps as a canvas for you to shape or plan out your own diary. This book shouldn’t be in pristine condition at the end of a first reading. Instead, it’s a place for you to keep considering Woolf’s question from the beginning of this chapter: ‘What sort of diary should I like mine to be?’




Reflecting on reflection




	What do you hope to get from this book?



	How would you answer Woolf’s question right now: ‘What sort of diary should I like mine to be?’






Use the space below to document your thoughts in a way that suits you.


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 











1 Recording audio does not need to require technical skills or special equipment. For instance, most smartphones can record audio.
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Chapter 1


A Short History of Diary-Keeping and Key Terms







Introduction


To understand how diary-keeping can help you personally and professionally, this chapter offers a very brief snapshot of how diary-keeping has changed over time, as well as providing you with some definitions of key-terms used throughout the book. However, this chapter also emphasises the importance of reclaiming the diary for you, personally, so that it becomes the repository of your reflective practices and a positive tool for your own wellbeing.




Reflecting on reflection




	When you think of the word ‘diary’, what comes to mind?






Use the space below to document your thoughts in a way that suits you.


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 












Key terms


Diary-keeping has changed over time, not only in terms of format – i.e. the many physical and digital forms used – but also in content. Humans have always been fascinated with the recording of daily life. You only need to look at the paintings of cavemen and women, or the hieroglyphics of the ancient Egyptians, to witness our ingrained desire to document our existence. For Alexandra Johnson (2011), ‘The history of diaries is the history of consciousness itself’ (p. 17). Diaries give us an opportunity to make sense of ourselves and our surroundings, but the way this has been done – and the focus of that ‘sense-making’ – has evolved over time and is still evolving. As we’ll see throughout this chapter, diaries have been used in various ways: as portals, mirrors, sounding boards, anchors, and comfort blankets.


Portals: diaries allow their users to travel through time, country, culture, or person, without actually leaving their present-day reality. We can be imaginary explorers, investigating different perspectives, and this is incredibly powerful when it comes to our own personal and professional wellbeing and development.


Mirrors: diaries let us hold up an imaginary mirror to the many aspects of ourselves and get to know them at a deeper level. We can dig beneath the surface and, through this process, really unpick who we are and what we need to do to flourish.


Sounding boards: diaries give us the opportunity to share our ideas, thoughts, and feelings in a safe space and to experiment. The diary is a ‘dress rehearsal’ if you like; a chance to practise where we want to go in life before we take it out into the real world.


Anchors: diaries can be a way of anchoring ourselves to the world and the values we hold. When everything feels overwhelming and, perhaps, we feel lost amidst the uncertainty, a diary is a great way to remind ourselves that we matter and to ground ourselves in the present.


Comfort blankets: when needed, a diary can be a way of wrapping the different aspects of ourselves up and protecting them. Like the sounding board, it’s a chance for us to vent and to draw on the cathartic elements of the diary while, simultaneously, celebrating all that we have achieved to date – it’s a hug on a page!


We’ll return to these categories throughout the book, and I would encourage you to think about how one or more of them might fit with your own diary-keeping practice. However, it is important to state from the outset that diaries overlap and overspill from the categories above. Some diaries might fulfil all groups, but others only one. Indeed, part of the diary’s attraction is its ability to combine different purposes and elements – to shape-shift and meet the needs of the individual using it. Desirée Henderson agrees, writing that,


every diary emerges out of a specific nexus of individual experience, historical and cultural context, and literary tradition. Diaries are so multifaceted that every broad claim made about the genre … should be understood to be provisional and not apply to all diaries. (2019, p. 7)


Before we begin our historical journey down diary-keeping lane, I want to emphasise that while the traditional canon of famous diarists that we will explore is to a great extent focussed upon white western men, there is a large scholarship that addresses the autobiographical writing, correspondence, and diaries of a much wider range of writers (particularly the life writing of historical women). The following is a short overview intended to give some context to diary-writing, but as you read, please think about the exclusionary nature of the traditional narrative I’m presenting you with. Who has been left out due to gender, race, and class? How might our perception of what a diary is change if a wider range of voices and experiences were included?







A quick history of diary-keeping


We begin our overview with the Roman Emperor and Stoic philosopher Marcus Aurelius (121-180) and his Meditations. According to Alexandra Johnson (2011), this collection of personal writings ‘establishes the motivation of every diary to follow: to record, to reflect, and, above all, to improve the self. Its maxims underscore a diary’s promise of transformation and self-reinvention’ (p. 18). For Marcus Aurelius the diary is a mirror. It’s a chance to look at ourselves in detail and decide on the areas we wish to change; self-reflection leads to self-improvement.


Moving forward, by the early modern period changes in technology gave diarists new ways to document their journey to self-improvement. In fifteenth-century Italy paper and printing presses were becoming readily available and diary-keeping became extremely popular. Practices which had developed in the recording of financial and business accounts gradually shifted into the documenting of private lives, and there was an overlap between these accounting practices and what we would now think of as the personal concerns of ‘diary-keeping’. For example, the diaries of the merchant banker Buonaccorso Pitti (b. 1354) ‘mix thoughts on warfare in France with notes on gambling losses or profits from saffron, wine and horse-trading’. As Johnson notes, ‘Diarists were both observers of and participants in the opening of international trade routes and the expansion of financial markets’ (p. 19) – a comment emphasising how diarists have witnessed some of the most fundamental changes in human society. This dual role (both observer and participant) is a particular feature of the diary as a format and one we’ll keep returning to. The diary could be a portal: an opportunity to continuously experience different perspectives (engaging with foreign news) while, at the same time, enabling the diarist to anchor themselves to their specific context (personal and business profits or losses).


In the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries diary-keeping’s popularity was rising. In addition to increased literacy levels, this popularity was perhaps a response to the unsettled political climate of the Reformation (a religious reform movement which led to the creation of Protestantism). People on either side of the new religious divide desperately wanted to make sense of themselves and their surroundings, and the diary offered a safe space for this. In a diary, individuals could shift between the macrocosm of society and the microcosm of their daily life and consider their place in things. The diary functioned as a mirror, sounding board, anchor, and comfort blanket during this period. As Johnson says,


Diaries were both the natural results of – and often the only private response to – the chaotic, cleansing effects of Catholic and Protestant reform movements. Diarists constantly recorded wars or imagined the end of the world. (p. 22)


Diaries had multifaceted uses during this time: they were a safe space to explore real and imagined worlds, and a place to guarantee spiritual entrance into the next world. Diary-keeping could itself be a religious act. As Effie Botonaki (1999) notes, for those without a Catholic priest to confess to, the ‘spiritual diary’ offered individuals somewhere ‘to scrutinize their daily conduct and discern God’s intervention in their lives’ (p. 4). Interestingly, it was also a place where women could be subversive. The language of business and commerce entered these spiritual diaries of the seventeenth century and, as Botonaki states,


Since the keeping of a spiritual account book reinforced the [establishment] of a commercial relationship between the [diarist] and God, these women’s diary entries were an entrance into the marketplace – a traditionally [male dominated] site from which the domesticated gentlewoman was normally debarred. (p. 17)


A similar dynamic held across the religious divide. The Puritans of seventeenth-century England were hard-line protestants who sought to purify the Church of England of what they saw as Catholic practices. Within the pages of a diary, an individual could enact ‘the Puritan ideology of individual responsibility for salvation’ (McKay, 2001) while simultaneously imagining a different world. As was the case for seventeenth-century women diarists, these religious non-conformists could use their diary as a portal to enter new arenas.


During what must have been a very tumultuous period, perhaps it was the comfort and solace offered by a diary that led to a burgeoning community of diarists, and the popularity of the diary as a ‘personal document in England’ (McKay). However, although diaries were a place for individuals to assess their personal relationship with God, it’s worth noting that privacy and individuality were not necessarily the hallmarks of diary-keeping at this point in time. Diaries were also regarded as important collective documents within families. As with letters, diaries would be read aloud and passed around the group. They would also be handed down from generation to generation and viewed as an item to treasure.


When you think of famous diarists, your mind might well jump to Samuel Pepys (1633-1703). Pepys was a Londoner who kept a diary between 1659 and 1669, using it to document the minutiae of his daily life, as well as some key moments in unsettled seventeenth-century England, such as the plague of 1665 and Great Fire of London in 1666.2 Pepys was an avid and consistent diarist. According to Rachel Wilkerson Miller, ‘After writing his first diary entry on 1 January, 1660, he filled 3,102 pages over the next nine years, missing only fourteen days in that time’ (2017, p. 94).
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