Dialectical Journal Writing

T. McComb

Dialectical Journals are a method of remembering and analyzing what you read.  They force you to think, analyze, and apply what you learn as you read instead of simply moving your eyes across each page.  In addition to being a part of your grade, your written responses double as a study aid for quizzes and mid-term/final tests.   The following is the expected journal format, and the type of journal entries you should make as you read ANYTHING for this class.

Journal Heading for Every Entry

Title and author of the work

Genre-Type of Literature

Date Read

Number of pages

Response

Reading Response Guidelines

· Reading responses ARE NOT book reports, long summaries, or copying of what is read.

· Reading responses SHOULD NOT sound like responses to test questions. 

· Reading responses SHOULD reveal the student's thinking about what he or she reads.  

· Reading responses SHOULD reveal expression, inquiry, and an understanding of what was read and/or be an attempt to work through what was not understood during the reading.

· Reading responses SHOULD reveal the real, authentic voice of the student.

· Reading responses SHOULD make sense, but may be informal or unpolished.

· Reading responses SHOULD make connections with the student's life experiences, or knowledge gained from other literature.

· Reading responses SHOULD include quotes from the literature embedded among personal commentary.

· Reading responses SHOULD ALWAYS include the title of the work and the author's name embedded within the first few response lines.

Response/Commentary Guidelines

Put yourself into your commentary.  Be forceful in your opinions and make wide assumptions, connections, and statements.  Don't be afraid to take risks in your journal.  It's not a matter of right or wrong, but rather your depth of thinking.  Below is a small portion of a student's response to the poem "The Road Not Taken" by Robert Frost; notice how the response shows the student's thinking and NOT JUST WHAT HAPPENS.  

After reading the poem "The Road Not Taken" by Robert Frost, I am immediately struck by the idea that Frost is not talking about walking down a road at all.  He is talking about a person facing tough decisions in his or her life and having to make the tough choices.  I think that when Frost talks about "two roads" diverging "in a yellow wood," he is talking about how making decisions to each choice could take a person down completely different roads.  He says he is "sorry that he could not travel both" and I think that means he wishes he could do both things, but he can't. Ultimately, he will have to make a decision.  Everyone is faced with decisions in life.  Although all decisions may not seem important, every decision is important because the choice that is made can change the way a day turns out or the course of someone's life.  For example, if I wake up grouchy and I snap at my mom or dad, it may put them in a bad mood and I might be restricted for the day or if I choose to drink and drive or get into the car with someone who is drinking I might end up in an accident and die or get hurt so badly that I cannot live a normal life.

Moving back to the poem, eventually, the person on the "road" makes a choice taking the other road which is "just as fair" but not too many people make that decision or choice because Frost says it is "grassy and wanted wear."  I know that in my life I often have to make decisions.  For me, it is not the decisions between "good" and "bad" that worry me.  It is the decisions between good things and bad things that are the most difficult.  I think that is what Frost is getting at here.

Further in the poem he states that later ("ages and ages hence") he will be telling this story with a "sigh" meaning late in his life he thinks he will reflect upon making this decision and he thinks that he will have made the correct decision because "it has made all the difference."   I think that is how people should make decisions--with the consequences in mind and a look toward the future.  What will be the best for me in the long run and not just right now.  

Assessment Criteria

· Pink--Identifies the title and author of the work within the first few lines of personal response.

· Blue--Reads between the lines to determine character's values both socially and culturally, character motivations, what the characters are struggling for or against, how the characters change and the significance of the change and anything else you would like to contribute.

· Blue--Reads between the lines to determine moral or social issues.

· Green--Reads between the lines to determine minor and major themes (plural) as they emerge.

· Integrates personal experiences and background knowledge.

· Expresses opinions and makes judgments about the text.

· Raises questions about the text and revises interpretations as more information is gained.

· Bases judgments and opinions on text evidence not emotion.

· Yellow--Gives specific, well-chosen examples from the text to insightfully support the reader's interpretations, evaluations, synthesis, and judgments, and to show in-depth comprehension.

· *Anything else you would like to contribute such as how a single scene functions within the text as a      whole, how the setting evokes a certain mood or tone and its significance to the plot, or some other in-depth thought provoking literary connection of some sort (see handout for other suggestions)  

100-96    This response goes beyond merely demonstrating a thorough and insightful understanding of all the criteria above; it includes the area marked by the * asterisk.  Responses are easily identifiable, plausible, sophisticated, insightful, crystal clear, and analysis is fresh and exciting, posing new ways to think of the material.  Primary source information used to support every point with at least one example. Examples support mini-thesis and fit perfectly within each paragraph. Excellent integration of quoted material into sentences. 

95-90
Demonstrates a thorough and insightful understanding of all the criteria above b not including the area marked by the asterisk.  Responses are easily identifiable, plausible, sophisticated, insightful, crystal clear, and analysis is fresh and exciting, posing new ways to think of the material.  Primary source information used to support every point with at least one example. Examples support mini-thesis and fit perfectly within each paragraph. Excellent integration of quoted material into sentences.

89-80
Demonstrates an accurate and sufficient understanding of most of the criteria above.  Promising, but may be slightly unclear, or lacking in insight or originality, but generally clear and appropriate.  Examples are used to support most points, but some evidence does not support points, or supporting information may be placed in one or two inappropriate places.   Quotes are appropriate and well integrated into sentences.

79-70
Demonstrates an adequate understanding of some of the criteria above.  May contain several vague ideas, appear unoriginal, or offer relatively little that is new.  Writer's ideas wander or jump around.  Examples used to support some points. Points often lack supporting evidence, or evidence used is inappropriate (often because there may be no clear point). Quotes may be poorly integrated into sentences, but an attempt to embed them is obvious.

69-60
Demonstrates an inaccurate and insufficient understanding of some of the criteria above.  It is difficult to identify reader's ability to read between the lines.  Instead the reader's response may be a bland restatement of obvious points or merely a summary of what was read, but an attempt to work through what was not understood is obvious.  Very few or very weak examples used to support ideas.   Quotes are not integrated into sentences; they are simply "plopped in" in an improper manner.

59
Demonstrates an inaccurate and insufficient understanding of most or all the criteria above. Minimal lack of effort or comprehension of the assignment is obvious. The student does not attempt to work through what was not understood.  Writer generally fails to support statements, or evidence seems to support no statement.  Quotes may be present but not integrated, or may not be present at all.  
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