Continuing the Conversation #3
Journal Writing

After reading Chapter 7 on Journal Writing, I have been reflecting a lot on my own student’s journal writing.  My students have composition books that are kept in their desks to use for journal writing.  They received these at the beginning of the year and have been writing in them about 2-3 times a week since school started.  They typically write in them during our morning work time period which last for approximately 30 minutes, but all 30 minutes are not spent on writing. They use their journals to reflect on things they have done over their weekend, to respond to field trip events, or to free write about anything they choose. After they write an entry in their journal, there is normally class time for them to share what they have written.   Before reading this chapter I didn’t use journal writing as the main form of writing in my class, and most of my formal writing lessons did not involve journals.  They have served more as a means for the student’s to respond to things then for us to practice good writing habits.

After looking through some of my student’s journals I wonder how effectively I am actually using these journals to maintain and teach good writing techniques.  I wonder if I need to change my outlook on journal writing to improve my student’s overall success in all areas of writing?  I noticed most of the entries are very short and hardly ever exceed one page, they are not my student’s best handwriting, they lack descriptive language, and they aren’t that interesting to read because very few students are writing with a strong voice.  I think the students don’t take their journal writing very seriously and rush to get something down so they can move onto something else.  I do have a few students who love to free write in their journals and really enjoy making up their own stories, but it is only a handful. I wonder why so many of the students don’t like to write in their journals?  I wonder how I can get my students to take pride in their journals the same way they do other formal writing assignments?  

I have a couple of ideas that may help not only my student’s journal writing, but their writing in all areas.  One thing I think they need is more choice and freedom.  When they are given a topic and specific requirements, they tend to just try to meet the requirements and they don’t use much creativity.  I think their journal writing lack depth when I assign the topic because they are writing about what I have told them to and they might not have much passion about that topic.  If it is left completely wide open for them to choose their topic, and all they have to do is write for the time period as the only requirement, I bet I would see them be more productive and they will enjoy it more.   Also there can’t be something for them to do when they are finished because then so many of them would end their writing because they would want to move onto something else.  Another idea, which I actually started last week, is I will write in a journal while they are writing in their journals. Sometimes I will use the overhead projector to display my writing and certain things we are working on, while other times I will just write quietly in my journal at my desk.  Hopefully as they see me take pride and interest in journal writing, it will encourage them to do the same. I also want them to start using voice and to sometimes write just they way they talk, so the writing won’t seem so formal and repetitive. I will try to share good examples of writing with a voice so they can begin to try taking more risks in their own writing.  I also think I need to read their journals with them in individual conferences so I can have time to point out what I think they are doing well and also discuss some areas for improvement.

I think overall I need to give the students more time and freedom to write.  I think they need more individual feedback.  I think they need to see that journal writing is important and can be enjoyable.  It starts with the teacher setting the example and then giving them guidance and support.
