Journal Activity

Purpose:  To strengthen students writing skills and increase relationships with students. 2) To help students analyze historical, literary, and artistic material and see how it relates to certain time periods and historical themes while helping students see connections to history across the ages.

Description:  I require students to buy a small composition book at the beginning of the school year.  Each week, students write three journal entries.  

The first two are concerned with course content and the final journal of the week is something I call the 'free write.'  For the first two journals, students must respond to the prompt.  The prompt could be lyrics to a song (looking at them while an audio recording is playing), an art selection, or an actual artifact.  I organize questions based on the Paideia format which moves from general and descriptive towards deeper intellectual reflection.  I most always ask the students to think about how and why the prompt fits into the current context of the course.

For Example: 
Brother Can You Spare a Dime by Yip Harburg

1)  What are two lines from the song that stand out to you?  Why?

2)  What is this song about?  Why is a dime so special in 1932?

3)  Can you think about why this song is one of the most recognized from the Great Depression era?

4)  What are some other artifacts or elements that you could include with the dime as pieces of depression era memorabilia?

5)  How is today's recession similar to that era?  Can you think of examples?

6)  Unfortunately, there are many 'depressions' during the Great Depression and recessions?  Can you think of some?  How were people affected?  What were they afraid of?

Many years ago, I started the second aspect of the journal known as the 'free write.'  I began this because I found that about the time I was really getting to know the students, the semester was over and they were moving on.  I wanted to develop better relationships with the students because I thought they would work harder and better if they saw a different dimension of my care for them.  They would write and I would take the journals up and read them.  I would make a special effort to respond.  If the students had nothing to write about, they had to answer the question:  What did I learn about life this week?

One of the reasons I do this activity is because my father told me as an adolescent that, "Whatever you are going through, I have been there."  So, I share that with the students in the hope they will begin a dialogue with me.

By far, the journal has been my most rewarding activity for many reasons.  Several of the social studies teachers use a format of the journal I use.  I have also gotten letters and emails from former students, some from many years ago, which confirmed for me the importance of the journal in helping to foster, develop, and continue strong relationships.

