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ABSTRACT
Developmental reading instructors bear the

responsibility for preparing students to handle the challenge of
difficult college reading. Reading is thinking, re-thinking, and
coming to a conclusion that takes into account all the various pa:ts
of the text. An excellent tool for helping students with the demands
of college-level reading, the journal both forces and allows students
to come to grips with what they must learn. Two complementary
journal-writing assignments are the free journal and the reading
journal. In the free journal, students may write on anything they
read outside of class, as long as they give an insight into what the
author has said and their response to it. For the reading journal, at
least one reading selection is assigned per class session, with an
accompanying writing assignment that must state the author's motive
for writing. Students fulfill this assignment in two stages: (1) by
making a short speculative statement about the author's purpose
before the selection is discussed in class, and (2) by choosing two
readings a week for discussion and for more "formal" journal
commentaries. Although students initially respond more positively to
the simpler free journal writing, responses are also positive to the
more difficult assignment when students realize how they are learning
to think meaningfully in working through their reading assignments.
The reading journal assignment also may be used to advantage for
feading assignments in classes and in general study skills classes.
NKA

RRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRARRR KRR AR AR KRR AR AR AR R KRR AR hhhhhh

* Reproductions supplied by EDRS are the best that can be made *
*

from the original document. *
RRERERRERRRENRR R R R R R R R R R R R R R R RRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRR R AR AR




US DEPARTMENT OF EDUCATION
Ottice of Educational Research and Improvement
ATIONAL RESOURCES INFORMATION
EOUCATION CENTER (ERIC)
ment Fas been reproduced as
Y:éseuf:da;mm the person of orgamization
ongmnatng it
O Minor changes have been made to improve
reproduction quality

this docu

Points of view of opinions stated n

¢ melm do not necessanly represent ofticial
OERI position of pohcy

ED285139

Write to Understand:

Journaling in the Reading/Study Classroom

Judith K. Taylor
Lecturer/Reading Specialist
Learning Assistance Center

BEP 230

Northern Kentucky University
Highland Heights, KY 41076
(606) S572-5475 (606) 331-6437

“PERMISSION TO REPRODUCE THIS
MATERIAL HAS BEEN GRANTED BY

TO THE EDUCATIONAL RESOURCES
INFORMATION CENTER (ERIC) "

g

O

vy Judith K. Taylor
0

0

QO

v

ERIC 2 GEST COPY AVAILABLE




Abstract

It is the belief of the author of this article that
writing is a necessary component to the learning of reading.
As developmental students are often deficient in both writing
and in reading skills, and since the Reading class wishes to
encourage vs., discourage as it hastens maximum learning, the
journal seems the ideal solution to the problem which the dual
deficiency and my conviction poses. While eliminating much of
the anxiety associated with writing, journaling yet forces
thought onto the Reading prccess. And the freedom of the
journal promotes the freedom and flexibility of thought which
is a must for the good reader. Journaling, thus, both forces
thought and learning and demonstrates to student and instructor
alike that thought, and therefore learning, as well, have
vccurred.

That Comprehension Scores on the Nelson-Denny Reading Test

for students using this method show significant improvement
seems to bear out the theory that writing is indeed a useful

-— perhaps even a necessary -- tool for the developmental
reader. In the Spring of 1987, for example, fourteen of
twenty—two students improved by three or more grade levels; six
improved by six or more grade levels and four improved by seven

or more grade levels. One student went over the top of the

Nelson-Denny score sheet.




Write to Un.erstand:

Journaling in the Reading/Study Classroom

More, Not Less, Work
Needed in Developmental Classroom

I find myself more strongly committed, after each year of
teaching, to the idea that 1t 1s more and not less work, of a
more and not less challenging nature, which must be given to the
student who takes a Reading or a Study Skills wlass to ready
him/herself for the rigors of college work.

A colleague once asked of an item on a reading list | was
putting together for a developmental course, "What is its read-
ability level?" ard “Can this sort of student handle it?" My
answer remains basically the same as it was then, having only
grown in conviction and length: Sinze the purpose of such
courses 1s to ready students for college work, they must be
taught to handle college reading. They must be taught how to
handle the difficult. No Socioclogy or History Professor is going
to give the four-year college student special readings on the
si1xth— or eighth-grade level. We have to ready our students for
the challenge of college work. And we must make our courses
challenging, too. This is a part of the readying.

In answer to a student‘s challenge to the workload I had
given a Reading class for their readying, I gave another ration-

ale for challenging and heavy assignments: | want you to know, I




told them, that reading 1s work. We’‘ve all gone to a class and
hoped that the professor would do all the work. But, if you are
to learn to read well, vou have to know that no one can do that
work for you. Reading is thinking, and re-thinking, and coming
to a conclusion which takes into account all the various parts of
the reading. Practice and more practice is needed to master this
difficult art.

And, so, my students’ workload is heavy. But they bend to
the task and their achievements are great. Like exercise, endur-
ance of the initial pain over, they can preen before their intel-
lectual mirrors and go on more confidently to further feats which

require the exercise of their hard-won strengths.

Rationale for the Journal as Developmental Aid

The journal has become my chief tool for enabling students
to handle the challenge of college-leve. reading. | have them
write on everything they read. This forces them to practice.
And, more importantly, it forces them to think.

Reading is work. And reading is thinking. The best teacher
may employ the best teaching strategies; but teaching alone does
not mean that learning has or will have occurred. Without our
seeing student writing, we may never know that or whether
learning has occurred —— or whether it has not. And without
their having to do written assignments, students may not know

-- immediately -- either.

Writing makes learning happen. Students rarely will write




“l don’t know" as a journal entry, while they are only too will-

ing to give this as response to a class question. The
journal both forces and allows the student to come to grips with
what s/he must learn -- and it allows him/her to do se in and on,

for the most part, his/her own terms.

Reading Journal Assignments

I give two separate journal assignments to Reading Improve-
ment classes. Both force form onto the journal concept to a
lesser and to a greater degree. And I have found that the two

assignments supplement each other in ways I had not foreseen.

The Free Journal

In the first I offer, in the purer sense of journal, freedom
of at least choice to students in their writing subject: they
can write on anything that they wish to read on their own, as
outside reading. As to form, I tell them that they must give an
insight into what the author of the article, story, or book of
their choice has said and that they must give their response to
what the author has said. Students are to write one such journal

entry per week.

Student Response

Student responses to this assignment are positive. Students

are forced to make their own assignments and find that they enjoy




having to do so. One student who claimed never to have read be-
fore said that <he had begun to read the newspaper daily; and, by
the semester’s end, she was writing entries on novels that she
was reading. Another student who did read coming into the class
said, on leaving it, that she had never before been made to con-
sider her own opinions on what she read; she was pleased at what
she found out about both reading and herself in her having to do
so.

Students enjoy the freedom that this assignment gives them
and I enjoy watching the growth in sophistication i1n student in-
sights and responses as the semester progresses, I attribute
this growth in large part to the nature of my more rigid journal

assignment.

The Reading Journal

I assign at least one -- and very often more than one --
reading selection per class session, in keeping with my i1dea that
students must be confronted with the format of a regular college
class in order to become accustomed to and capable of handling
regular college classes. And the writing assignment that I give
to go along with the reading is that they should state the
author’s purpose in writing whatever article, essay, poem, or
story s/he has presented the readers with for their edification,

Most students, no matter how high tneir score or whatever
reading test they have taken, do not, on entering the class, have

any idea of how to properly question the material assigned “hem.



Having been given no strategies i1n reading, they find themcelves,
in facing each reading assignment, awash in a sea of meaningless
information. Being asked to consider what the author 1S getting
at in each reading is new, and even, at times, exciting, to
students to whom reading has heretofore been a frustrating and
therefore dull experience. Within the wide bounds which the
question sets, every other reading strategy can be covered 1n
class discussion. Their having to consider on their own and to
write their considered opinion on their own makes this journal
assignment meaningful and effective. And the continual exercise
of the mental processes necessary for the consideration and the
writing assignment gives the process the chance %o become a mean-
ingful and habi tual part of the skill which 1t is meant to teach
and which they are to take with them in their college and life
reading.

Because students are new to the mental process, | give this
assignment in two stages. And here, too, I adhere, to a lesser

and greater degree, to the specifications of the Journal.

Stage One

Students are, i1n stage one, to make a short tentative state-
ment as to the author’s purpose before the selec-ion 1s discuscsed
in class. They are to feel completely free to speculate on their
own without the fear which the threat of a grade imposes. Their
own thoughts in their own words —- however ungrammatically ex-

pressed -- are welcomed. T.ey are graded here on their "simply"

having read, th~rught abcut, and written about the materisal.




Class discussion after students have, no matter how tenta-
tively, allowed something to happen between them and the author
1s very good. And students have begun to think on their own

about their reading material.

Stage Two

Students, as stage two of this written assignment, are to
select the two readings which they feel best able to discuss
meaningfully at the end of each week, after their initial
thoughts and the class’ pooling of thoughtsj and they are to turn
their two tentative statements on these readings into formal the-
s1s statements.

The statements are "iormal" in thought only. In the manner
of the journal, again, students are not made to feel that they
must concern themselves with matters gramaatical; they must,
rather, concern themselves with the kind of thinking necessary to
drawing valid conclusions of their reading. They are to show,
then, their conclusion as to the author‘s purpose and to demon-
strate the validity of their conclusion in each formal statement.

This 1s a rather sophisticated assignment for the average
developmental student. But, considering that the nature of our
assignment is to make our students sophisticated encugh to do the
work necessary to their earning college degrees, 1t 1s, | think,
the assignment sufficient to the task. Students come to class
having done their work and bearing proof of 1t. They are able to
discuss each reading meaningfully. And they must then show their

ability to state what they csee as the author’s point and to show




that it is, indeed, with reference to his/her material, the

author’s point.

Student Response

Student responses to this assignment are not, initially, as
positive as those to the freer jcurnal assignment. But the re-
sponses become unvaryingly positive as students see that they are
learning to think meaningfully about their reading assignments --
that they are, in fact, reading as the authors would wish them to
read. One student said that he had been reading as one blind and
that he felt as though he were leaving the class with the gift of

sight.

The Journal in the Paired Class

This second journal assignment may be used to advantage in
Paired as well as in Reading courses. Students in a Sociology
pair taught alongside an Introduction to Sociology class wrote
thesi1s statements on each of the many i1ndividual reading assign-
ments made by the Sociology Professor. Having had to think about
each assignment i1n terms of the author’s purpose gave them a new
insi1ght i1nto Sociology and sociologists. Those who took the as-

signment most seriously did ve.y well on both my (1n the Paired

class) and the Socioiogy Professor’s examinations.




The Study Skills Journal

A General Study Skills class used the journal 1n yet another
way. Here again applicat:cn of skill was the 1ssue and thinking,
the focus. Students showed how they had applied each study skill
learned to at least one course outside our own. The most cre-
ative students, in setting down their thoughts, came up with
study methods which surpassed, 1n effectiveness and value, those
set down in the study skills text. The freedom of expression
which the journal allowed gave some students the opportunity to
take the study methods as far a¢ they could and to ack specific
questions of me which I could then answer specifically 1n my
responses. Grades rewarded the thought which the student
expended and, again, not his/her grammatical skill 1n expressing

the thought.

The Case Restated

Students, after having completed their journal assignments
1n the Reading, the Paired and the General Study Skills clasces,
knew that they had learned. And this resultant element of con-
fidence is a most important factor for the student who has felt
or been made to feel that s/he had nei1ther the ability nor the
ski1lls with which to face the degree program without the help of

the Reading/Study course. It would be difficult to say which

factor, the skills or the confidence 1n themselves and their




9
skills, is more 1mportant for our students to carry with them as
they go on, alone, to complete their college work. But certainly
both are necessary to each student’s success.

In teaching the Reading/Study Skills courses, we have 1n our
hands the unique opportunity and the heavy responsibility for
gi1ving the majority of our students the tools for success which
are offered them specifically 1n no other place.

Continual writing, because «f the thinking 1t both promotes
and ensures, is, I believe, the key to continual learning. kith
it, student and teacher see that learning 1s happening. Without
it, nei1ther teacher nor student knows whether learning .s happen-
1ing. With all that is expected of Reading and Study Skills
classes, can we afford to pass up the opportunity for making at
least some use of the assignment which ensures thinking through
the active participation of each student who so desperately needs

the discipline and the encouragement which completicn of the

assignment and our comments can offer?




