
 

 

 

 

Inviting clients/gardeners who attend garden projects to keep a  

personal diary, journal or scrapbook to record activities is good  

practice. Diary-keeping is a very flexible tool: its style and focus can be 

closely matched to the capabilities of individual clients/gardeners so that 

it complements and reinforces their learning. Diaries can also provide 

documentary evidence of clients’/gardeners’ views about their gardening 

experiences in support of the formal evaluation of their progress. 

 

The benefits to clients/gardeners of keeping diaries include:  

• making it easier for people to reconnect with what they were 

doing in previous sessions (a memory aid) and to appreciate  

the passage of time 

• helping people to think ahead and identify follow-on activities  

(an aid to planning) 

• offering a way for people to convey what is important to them  

or what is of special interest (another communication channel) 

• improving literacy skills (skills development) 

• an opportunity for clients/gardeners to help each other decide 

what to write about (social interaction)  

• reviewing their own performance (learning insight) 

• providing clients/gardeners with the opportunity to look back at 

successes and achievements, to reinforce positive aspects of 

progress made. 

 

For some clients/gardeners, writing (or over-writing) the date and  

“I sowed runner beans” may be the day’s entry. Others use Widgit  

symbols (see www.widgit.com). Some may choose to illustrate what 

they write about with hand-drawn pictures, photographs, pressed  

flowers or seed packets. Others can be encouraged to expand on the 

functional “I sowed runner beans” entry to write about their feelings 

whilst gardening (or at home). This can prove extremely useful because  

it allows therapists to offer support on issues that they might not 

otherwise have known about. 

 

 

 
 

 
In some gardens, clients/gardeners keep written and photographic 

evidence of daily activities that is used within their National Proficiency 

Tests Council (NPTC) or National Vocational Qualification (NVQ) 

portfolios 

Diaries, journals and scrapbooks  
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Tools 

 

Two ‘tools’ that may help clients/gardeners with learning or communication 

difficulties to keep their diaries are: a personal dictionary, and a range of 

gardening-relevant pictures for sticking into their diaries.  

 

The idea of an A-Z book of frequently-used, day-to-day gardening words was 

developed for clients/gardeners who are moderate readers but are less confident 

spellers. If clients/gardeners know that the word ‘dig’ begins with the letter d, 

then they can make a personal dictionary of gardening (and other) words. For 

two Thrive clients/gardeners, this has meant that for the first time they can be 

independent diary keepers.  

 

 
 

The cut-out pen-and-ink drawings show a range of tasks (such as weeding, 

filling pots, sowing seeds), various gardening tools, and fruits and vegetables 

which can be pasted into the diary to show the work done on the day and the 

tools and plants worked with. This portfolio of pictures also provides a useful 

tool within the NPTC training scheme, enabling participants to chose and 

provide supporting evidence for their own portfolios (now recognised by NPTC) 

and works alongside Widgit symbols. 

 

Case studies 

 

Here are four examples of how diaries and journals have been used: 

 

1. Client/Gardener A has been coming to a garden project for seven years on 

and off, has some learning difficulties and also has mental health problems. 

A diary kept after each session was originally intended to help recall and 

record past endeavours at the project. This particular client/gardener could 

read the planting instructions on a seed packet or most of a newspaper if 

given time, but when it came to writing, she needed support from a therapist 

or a volunteer. She enjoyed the one-to-one contact at the end of each 

session and the challenge of recalling the day’s work. This was the only 

structured opportunity to put pen to paper in the week. She was one of the 

first to build a personal dictionary which helped her to complete her diary 

independently and felt proud of her achievement. At first these diary entries 

would consist of, for example, “I sowed seeds” or “I made soup”. Therapists 

later began encouraging her to express her feelings about events and 

experiences both inside the garden and outside, and had success with this – 

especially through using volunteers on a one-to-one basis. 

 
A typical new style of entry will now read “Today I sowed two packets of 

seeds, cabbage and lobelia. I did this without any help” or “I had a bad 

 



 

 

 

 

journey in today as some boys shouted names at me and I felt angry and 

upset”. Therapists at the project aim to expand A’s confidence with 

writing English further, to encourage her breadth of expression and to help 

them understand how they can continue to offer appropriate support. 

 

 
 

2. Client/Gardener B has been at a project for five years, is elderly, has a 

learning disability, has mental health problems and a lung disease and has 

been deaf since childhood. He has no literacy skills but enjoys copying 

words or simple pictures. He knows some British Sign Language (BSL) 

and enjoys his work at the project but finds it difficult to remember what 

he has done in the long- or short-term. He is keen to keep his diary and 

produces pages of pictograms. He demonstrates good motor abilities 

with a pencil.  

 

 
The main difficulty was that his pictograms were not easy to understand 

and required explanation. Often an entry would include much repetition of 

an image which, it turned out, meant B had done the task several times 

i.e. many plants planted or many bin liners filled with weeds. Although 

this method of diary keeping shows that B wants to contribute and is 

keen to record what he has achieved, it has often left therapists unsure 

about how much of the day he could actually remember or what he was 

trying to say.  Using the stick-on pictures has widened his vocabulary and 

made it easier for therapists to understand. 

3. Client/Gardener C is a highly intelligent and articulate young man with a 

long history of psychiatric illness. When he first started keeping a diary, 

he wrote copiously and found writing therapeutic. In contrast, he found it 

difficult to marshal his views and opinions concisely enough to fill out 

forms. Over a period of two years, however, he has found it easier to get 

his thoughts together and can now provide answers on forms. 

 

 

 



 

 

 

 

 

4. The final example is of a group of young people aged 14–16 

years who enrolled on a NVQ Level 1 Horticulture course as 

part of the Government’s Increased Flexibility Programme to 

introduce vocational learning in schools as well as classroom-

based courses. Reflective journals and posters are used to 

review progress and to support the key skills that this 

programme aims to develop, particularly ‘improving own 

learning and performance’.  

 

After each day at the garden, the students are asked to 

respond to questions such as: 

• How well did I work on my own? (very well, well, not very 

well) 

• How well did I work as part of a team? (very well, well, not 

very well) 

• One thing I learnt today was... 

• One thing I enjoyed today was... 

• One thing I found difficult today was... 

• One thing I would do differently in future is... 

 

Some of the students took to writing their journals very easily 

while others clearly found it more difficult. All students found 

it straightforward to complete the first two questions which 

required them to circle an answer. Students were also able to 

write a sentence about what they had learnt and enjoyed.  

 

The final two questions posed more of a problem for the 

students. They appeared to be reluctant to identify their 

weaknesses, even though problems had clearly occurred 

during the course of the day. The responses that the students 

gave seemed to depend on the personality of the student, their 

literacy ability and their frame of mind on a given day. Some 

students gave very brief answers such as, “Today I learnt how 

to weed”, while others wrote in more detail: “Today I learnt 

that you have to take all the roots from the weeds to make 

sure they won’t grow back”. 

 

 

To summarise, encouraging clients to keep diaries has many 

benefits. As the case studies show, diary-keeping can be adapted 

to a range of client abilities, and then they can give their view of 

the day’s events. 

 
Updated: October 2018 

 

 

 

 


