Dialogue Journals

Category:  Language/Writing/Reading 

Grade Level:  All Ages 

1. What is the purpose of Dialogue Journals? 

Developed in the 70s by a teacher who wanted to get to know her students better, dialogue journal writing is a medium enabling teachers to integrate reading and writing. Dialogue journals help children develop naturally an awareness of the communicative purpose of reading and writing as they participate in a written "conversations' with the teacher over an extended period of time. 

2. With whom can they be used? 

Dialogue journals are particularly effective with young students learning to read and write, or students of any age who have difficulty reading or writing. In order to derive maximum benefit from dialogue journal writing, students need to have some reading and spelling ability. Dialogue journals have been found effective with a number of different populations (e.g., learning disabled, hearing impaired, gifted, E.S.L.) and age groups and in a variety of settings. 

3. What teaching procedures should be used with Dialogue Journals? 

Every day (or as often as possible), students take time to write in a journal about anything of interest or concern to them (e.g., what they are learning, problems they are experiencing, or events at home and in the community). Each night, the teacher takes the journals home and responds to student entries, extending the dialogue. The following day, the student reads the teacher's entry and responds in order to continue the conversation. 

Because the focus of dialogue journals is on meaningful communication, the teacher corresponds with the student without correcting any mistakes in the child's entry or providing explicit performance feedback. Instead, the teacher models correct spelling and usage of written conventions in his or her response to the student. 

The following are suggestions for use of dialogue journals: 

· allow students to decorate and personalize their journals; 

· consider the physical characteristics of the journal (e.g., larger books for students with handwriting problems, computer-based "email" journals for older students) 

· stress the private and non-evaluative nature of the journals 

· when getting started, suggest specific topics and set aside time for writing 

to motivate students

· use a letter analogy (discuss the excitement of receiving a letter, then explain that they will write to you and you will write to them) 

· for best results, both the student and the teacher should write daily in the journal 

· comments such as "Tell me more about..." or "Describe..." may result in increased length and detail in student responses 

· teachers should examine each student entry to determine specific areas for improvement (e.g., correct spelling, tenses) and respond accordingly 

· teachers should include variety in vocabulary and communicative functions 

4. In what types of settings can Dialogue Journals be used? 

The primary difficulty in implementing dialogue journals in the classroom is the time required by the teacher to respond to students' journal entries. It might be more practical for general education teachers to use dialogue journals with a small group of students who would benefit most from the process. Dialogue journals can be easily implemented with the usually smaller groups of children in Special Education settings. Furthermore, they can be used with individual students in Junior High or High School settings who have difficulty processing conceptual information. 

5. To what extent has research shown Dialogue Journals to be effective? 

There is much anecdotal evidence to support the use of dialogue journals. Because it is a highly individualized technique, teachers can expect to find diverse outcomes. In general, dialogue journals have been found to improve students' fluency and ease of writing and reading, increase student motivation to write, and develop students' use of different functions of language. Dialogue journal writing can also result in better teacher-student relationships, instructional feedback for teachers, and improved classroom management. The success of dialogue journal writing, however, is highly dependent on the teacher's response to students' journal entries. 
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