Dialogue Journals



What are dialogue journals?

Dialogue journals are written conversations between a student and the teacher or between two students. According to Dolly (1998), “Exchanging a dialogue journal encourages learners to read transitionally by demonstrating that readers, far from absorbing information, can construct meaning through reacting, questioning, and negotiating” (p. 163). This means that dialogue journals can assist students’ development in becoming readers and writers. 
Why are dialogue journals especially beneficial in a culturally responsive classroom?

Students can find dialogue journals interesting and motivating and learn language based on their needs. When the student writes a journal entry, the teacher adjusts what is written to fit the reading and language level of the students. It is a natural connection is made between the reading and writing. The students are motivated because they are communicating with their teacher, another adult, or another student about topics that interest them. The dialogue journal encourages discussion about topics and builds background knowledge.

How are dialogue journals implemented?

· In a notebook, the student writes an entry on any topic he/she chooses. 

· The teacher comments on the student’s entry, expands the topic and/ or asks questions. The purpose is not to correct what the student wrote but to expand on it and model attributes of writing such as letter formation and conventional spelling.

· The student then answers the questions and offers additional comments before adding new thoughts.

· The entries may be one or two sentences long or longer, depending on the level of the student.

· The student is encouraged to use invented spelling as needed.

· The dialogue journals can be exchanged on a daily basis, or at least once a week.
What does a sample dialogue journal entry look like?

Listed below is a sample dialogue journal of a grade 1 student.

Student’s writing:

I hve a dog.

Hz nam is Skardy Hair.

He ets meet.

Teacher’s response:

I like the name Scaredy Hair. How did you pick his name? I have a dog too. Her name is Pixie. Pixie likes meat too. What do you like to do with Scaredy Hair? I like to go for walks with Pixie.

In the example, you’ll notice that the student has some understanding of phonics. He uses initial sounds, understands punctuation and knows some story structure. In the teacher’s response, she does not correct the student’s spelling but models how to spell key sight words such as have and his, expands the student’s thoughts by asking a question, and makes a connection to the student’s story by sharing about her dog. 

Classroom Management Tips 

How do you manage all of the dialogue journals for a classroom full of students? One idea is to have a posted schedule of which days each student turns in his/her dialogue journal. For example, if you have 25 students, each day you would collect and respond to 5 of their journals. If you are working with an aide, perhaps each of you could respond to half of the class. After a few months, you and the aide could exchange groups so that the students hear from both of you.

Classroom Application: Dialogue Journals
Begin using dialogue journals with one or two students. Find a time when you can discuss with the students the purpose of the dialogue journals and when you would like to collect them. Add more students as you begin to feel more comfortable with this new approach. 

Closing Comments

“Dialogue journals have been found to be highly effective with second-language students, as well as with native speakers at various stages of literacy development. Studies that have examined the use of dialogue journals report substantial improvement in students’ writing, fluency, elaboration of topics, and use of conventional syntax” (Spangenberg-Urbschat & Pritchard, 1994, p. 152).

