IRC 2006     SEQ CHAPTER \h \r 1Writing with Your Friends
DIALOGUE JOURNALS  WRITTEN CONVERSATION 
SILENT DISCUSSION  WRITE AROUNDS
LITERATURE LETTERS  BUDDY JOURNALS

DEFINITION:  These are different names for the same powerful classroom activity: using letter-writing as a tool of reflection and discussion. Using various structures, we invite informal written conversation between ourselves and students, and (more importantly) between pairs and small groups of students. We write about topics of mutual interest: a book that we have read, a unit of curriculum content, or simply daily events and feelings. Probably the most familiar version is “literature letters,” defined as a journal of reading responses jotted by young readers and regularly exchanged with both the teacher and student partners as part of a workshop-style class.  (Atwell, 1998). 

PROCEDURE:  Students may join in written conversations either during class or as homework -- either “live” or “take-home.”  In the face-to-face version, two or more people sit next to each other, writing and exchanging notes here and now.  In early trials, the teacher usually structures things carefully, first by providing a common experience for everyone to react to (e.g., reading aloud a rich selection of literature, conducting a science experiment) and then by setting the pace of exchange, by calling for note-swapping at one to three-minute intervals.  This live version is especially good for training inexperienced student journalers to dialogue effectively.  In the take-home version, partners give each other notes to be taken away, read, and responded to over intervening hours or days, following an agreed-upon schedule.

As curriculum-based letter-writing develops, students can either exercise completely free choice of topics, or can share their reactions to a common experience, or can be closely guided by a teacher’s prompts.  Whatever the variation, Dialogue Journals can create a conversation in which everyone is actively engaged at their own level -- not waiting for a turn to talk.  One pleasant side effect is that students who have enjoyed written conversations together for a few cycles tend to develop a closeness that can undergird later cooperative activities. This special kind of talk-written-down can be adapted to any subject, and it provides a quiet but energizing way to help students move into, through, and beyond any content, issue, text, or event.  Dialogue Journals are also a recurrent activity:  once students have internalized a few simple rules and procedures, they can dialogue over and over-- new content always makes the experience fresh.
FOR FURTHER INFORMATION:  See Minilessons for Literature Circles by Harvey Daniels and Nancy Steienke and Harvey Daniels and Steven Zemelman’s Subjects Matter: Every Teacher’s Guide to Content-Area Reading (both Heinemann, 2004).  
JOIN US: If you are currently using some form of letter-writing in your teaching, please be in touch with me at smokeylit@aol.com. We are working on a new book and need great student examples from teachers at all grade levels.
Pioneer explanations of the strategy include Nancie Atwell’s In the Middle (Heinemann, 1998) and Kathy Short, Carolyn Burke and Jerome Harste’s Creating Classrooms for Authors and Inquirers (Heinemann, 1995). 

HOW OFTEN?  Students share selected entries with the teacher or other students on a schedule that’s reasonable for everyone involved. Sometimes this means doing a quick “stop and write” with your partner in the middle of a class experience.  Or, students sustain a continuous written conversation by making regularly scheduled exchanges which once a week or even daily. Whatever the timetable, if the teacher is receiving some correspondence, she must be sure not to swamp herself with too-frequent or too-numerous journals.  Dialogue Journals should be answered with an open, responsive, and playful attitude.  No teacher with a stack of 150 Dialogue Journals facing her on a Sunday evening is likely to display this beneficent outlook.

Smart teachers stagger the submission of journals that they intend to read – but even more crucially, they learn to trust kids to read and respond to each other.  Teachers do not need to monitor every dialogue journal entry that kids write.  And really smart teachers follow the cardinal rule of instructional change: never add a new activity to your teaching schedule before you subtract something.  First, cast a critical eye over your current teaching plans, find the one most questionable activity you have planned -- study questions at the end of the chapter, a worksheet, whatever.  Then delete that borderline activity before you add the new element -- like dialogue journals.

EVALUATION:  Dialogue journals are a form of writing-to-learn, which means they invite language that is spontaneous, personal, informal, comfortable, exploratory, expressive, unedited, and ungraded.  Their purpose is to use writing as a tool of thinking, not a performance.  Because Dialogue Journals do not yield polished, public-pieces of writing, they are definitely NOT the place to check up on skills or mechanics.  Some teachers do give points, checks, or other forms of all-or-nothing grades to sustain dependent students, while others try to wean kids away from this addiction.  Either way, students joining in these written conversations usually find that the real audiences and purposes of dialogue journaling get them excited about writing, whether it “counts” or not.  This doesn’t mean that teachers can’t give any guidance, however. When she writes a response, the teacher can sensitively question, extend, praise, prod, or challenge students’ thinking about the content under discussion, as well as suggest other readings or activities.  

SUMMARY OF KEY ELEMENTS:

Definition:  
Spontaneous, personal, written conversation about subjects of shared interest:  books, experiences, ideas, topics, ourselves.

Topics:  
Free choice, assigned, or chosen from list of possibilities.  

Audiences:  
The teacher or other students.

Frequency:  
One, two or more entries/logs/letters a week.

Format:  
Spirals, loose leaf paper, note cards.  Whatever fits the occasion. 
Entries:  
Each entry should include date, name, and a heading if needed.

Responding: 
If someone writes to you, you must answer promptly.

Evaluation:  
Use in class, respond in writing, or check-off -- no grades!

