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Abstract

Writing can be a powerful tool for thinking and learning. Journaling is one form of writing that is a commonly used learning 
tool in many classrooms. Children use journals to record personal experiences, explore reactions and interpretations to 
reading and videos, or record, analyze, or enhance information about literature or other subject areas. This article examines 
how to scaffold journal writing instruction for students with learning disabilities within a diagnostic teaching cycle by 
establishing learning outcomes, planning assessment, planning instruction, implementing instruction, and analyzing individual 
student learning. Example lessons, differentiation strategies, scoring guides, and student samples are provided.
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Miss Gomez teaches fourth grade. Last year, in an effort to 
improve the writing skills of her students, she incorporated 
journaling into her curriculum. Although most students 
responded positively, some students were unclear about how 
to write a journal entry or how to determine what to write. 
This was especially true for several of her students with 
learning disabilities, specifically those who had difficulties 
with expressive written language. Miss Gomez wants to 
continue using journaling in her class but is concerned 
about how she can teach journaling while still meeting the 
learning needs of all her students (see Note 1).

Writing as a Tool for Thinking

Writing is a powerful tool for thinking and learning. As 
children write, they shape their thinking and personalize 
their learning. Teachers need to involve students in a variety 
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of writing activities to encourage this process (Armbruster, 
McCarthy, & Cummins, 2005). The connection between 
writing and thinking is natural. Writing not only accom-
plishes the simple recording of ideas but also helps kids 
create new ideas.

Writing is expressing your thinking . . . and in the act 
of expressing your thinking about science, math and 
social studies, you elaborate and clarify your ideas. 
It’s not just an expression of what you know. In the 
act of writing, you also form new relationships 
between ideas. (Kerr, 1998, p. 1)

The best writing exercises grow out of the materials students 
are studying in science, social studies, math, and language 
arts. It is beneficial for students to keep literature response 
journals to document a personal response or literature sum-
mary. In addition, writing supports student self-esteem because 
“[t]he more children write, and the more positive responses 
they receive to their writing, the better they feel about 
it. So students who are in ‘process writing’ classrooms 
develop a great deal of confidence about their writing” 
(Kerr, 1998, p. 1).

A Model of Writing Instruction for 
Students With Learning Disabilities
Some students need more explicit instruction to be successful 
in writing. Graham and Harris (2003) designed a method 
to support students with learning disabilities in writing. Their 
self-regulated strategy development includes five basic 
characteristics of instruction:

1. Provide explicit and extensive instruction on writing 
strategies, self-regulation, and content knowledge

2. Encourage interactive learning and active collabo-
ration with other students

3. Individualize instruction based on students’ needs 
and abilities while providing specific feedback and 
support

4. Allow students to be self-paced; however, be sure 
students meet certain criteria before moving to the 
next stage of instruction

5. Continue to introduce new strategies by making 
connections to previously introduced strategies

These guidelines are beneficial when planning differentiated 
writing instruction that meets the needs of students with 
learning disabilities as well as other students who may have 
difficulties in writing.

Forms of Journal Writing
Journaling is one form of writing that is a commonly used 
learning tool in many classrooms. According to Tompkins 

(2008), children use journals to record personal experiences, 
explore reactions and interpretations to readings and videos, 
and record, analyze, or enhance information about literature 
or other subject areas. In addition, journaling can be used to 
activate prior knowledge, engage the imagination, depict 
character roles, solve problems, utilize critical thinking 
skills, and practice writing skills in context. Connecting 
journal topics to content in other subjects can provide the 
teacher with a unique opportunity to assess the students’ 
understanding of the content by determining if the informa-
tion explained in the entries is accurate. This information can 
be used to guide future lessons in the various subject areas.

Journals have been used by adults throughout history for a 
variety of purposes. For example, working journals are used 
in a variety of professions to record observations, measure-
ments, and other critical data. Farmers use this type of jour-
nal to record weather and crop data. Gardeners may record 
blooming cycles or growth patterns, whereas athletes may 
record performance data. Another type of journal is a histori-
cal journal. Historical journals are often used by individuals 
to record the events of their daily lives. Meriwether Lewis 
and William Clark recorded their exploration of the United 
States in journals. Benjamin Franklin recorded data from sci-
entific experiments. However, historical journals can be kept 
by any individual to record life events or personal percep-
tions. Some family members use journals to record familial 
histories, lineage, or important events. There are a variety 
of other types of journal forms for students to use. Table 1 
provides a brief description and example of each.

To use journaling effectively in a classroom, careful plan-
ning and instruction are required. This process can be broken 
down into five main interrelated phases within a diagnostic 
teaching cycle: (a) establishing learning outcomes, (b) plan-
ning assessment, (c) planning instruction, (d) implementing 
instruction, and (e) analyzing student learning. Several steps 
are required in each of these phases to make the journaling 
experience successful.

Establishing Learning Outcomes
It has long been established that having clear objectives, pro-
viding opportunities for brainstorming, and providing strate-
gies for organizing information prior to writing are effective 
strategies to enhance students’ writing compositions, accord-
ing to Hillocks’s (1984) meta-analysis. Although the writing 
skills of children have improved, there are still many who 
struggle with the writing process. In a National Assessment 
of Educational Programs report (Institute of Educational 
Sciences, 2007), writing results indicated that 12% of 8th 
graders and 18% of 12th graders scored below the basic level 
(writing was not tested at the 4th grade level). Regrettably, 
94% of students with disabilities scored in the basic and below 
basic categories in writing. Therefore, to meet the needs of all 
students, including those who struggle with writing, careful 
consideration must be given to writing instruction.
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Like any other topic or unit taught, journaling lessons take 
careful planning for effective teaching and learning to occur. 
Sequencing of skills and selection of materials are of critical 
importance to ensure students’ understanding of concepts 
and acquisition of skills related to types and purposes of 
journal writing.

Determine Goals and Objectives
When planning a unit or lesson, objectives are needed to 
guide student development and skill acquisition in journaling. 
Overall unit goals should be established with supporting les-
sons. Possible goals for a journaling unit may include students 
identifying journal formats and writing from different 
perspectives, understanding content by translating accurate 
information into their journal from multiple resources, and 
improving individual writing skills.

The lessons should have focused objectives that rein-
force the skills for both the process and the product needed for 
effective journaling and also coincide with national and state 
learning standards. The new Common Core State Standards 
for Grades 3 to 5 include standards that strongly correlate to 

journal writing (Council of Chief State School Officers and 
the National Governors Association, 2010). For example, 
for reading informational text, students will identify and 
determine the relationship between key ideas and details, 
identify the craft and structure, and integrate knowledge 
and ideas from multiple sources. For writing informational 
or explanatory texts, students will introduce, develop, and 
conclude a topic in a logical manner, include headings and 
visuals to aid comprehension, and use precise language and 
domain-specific vocabulary.

In addition to meeting the learning standards, lessons 
may include objectives that revolve around the six traits of 
writing: ideas, organization, voice, word choice, sentence 
fluency, and conventions (Spandel, 2004). Table 2 provides 
specific journaling objectives related to the six traits. Once 
unit and lesson objectives are determined, corresponding 
assessments should be developed.

Planning Assessment
The evaluation process should begin by assessing the pre-
requisite skills and background knowledge of the students. 

Table 1. Types of Journals

Form Description Example

Personal Record events in their lives and explore 
issues that concern them.

“During my last soccer game the defender took me out at the knee 
when I was dribbling to the goal. The trainer did the shelf test and said 
I probably tore my ACL. I can barely walk and I am worried because I 
may have to have surgery.”

Dialogue Same as a personal journal except that it 
is shared with the teacher or peers and 
the reader responds to the journal.

“Last summer my family and I went to Disney World for vacation. I got 
to ride lots of rides and I had a good time. I want to go back again 
soon.”

 Reader response: “Describe the rides you rode on? What was your 
favorite ride? Why?”

Reading logs To respond to books they are reading, 
write and draw entries after reading, 
record vocabulary words, make charts, 
and write memorable quotes.

Charlie and the Chocolate Factory (Roald Dahl). “Everyone is having 
accidents. I wonder what will happen to Violet?” “She swelled up 
like a blueberry and had to be juiced.” “Here is my drawing of an 
Oompaloompa pouring chocolate.” 

Learning logs Write in learning logs as part of science, 
social studies, or math units. They write 
quick writes, draw diagrams, and take 
notes.

Draw and label different ways to represent paying for 10 cent candy. 10 
cents = 1 dime, 2 nickels, 10 pennies, 1 nickel and 5 pennies, 1/10 of a 
dollar, 10¢ or $.10.

Double-
entry 
journals

Divide pages into 2 columns; write 
different information in each column 
such as quotes on the left and reactions 
on right column; predictions on left and 
what actually happened on right.

Left: “Four score and seven years ago”
Right: 20 (4) + 7 = 87 years ago. Current year minus 87.
Left: Prediction—All coins are magnetic because they are made of metal.
Right: U.S. coins were not magnetic, but the two pence from England and 

20 colones from Costa Rica were magnetic.
Simulated 

journals
Assume role of a fictional character or 

historical person and write entries from 
that person’s viewpoint. Include details 
from the story or historical events to 
the entries.

Chronicles of Narnia: The Lion, the Witch, and the Wardrobe (C. S. Lewis)
Journal from the viewpoint of Lucy: “Although I was scared to enter the 

wardrobe, I wanted to see what was inside of it because I knew it was 
not an ordinary wardrobe.”

“The first time I saw Aslan I was taken back by his beauty, grace, and 
kindness. How could such a large animal be so caring and loving? I 
knew immediately I could trust him no matter what.”

 
 
Graphic Pictures, drawings, or charts. Diagram of life cycle of a frog with drawings, labels, and arrows showing 

each stage.
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This will enable the teacher to plan the lessons and incorpo-
rate supports according to abilities and needs of the students. 
Information can be gathered in a variety of ways such as 
pretests, student products, observations, and informal ques-
tioning. One example would be for the students to write a 
journal entry of a recent experience prior to beginning the 
journal unit. After evaluating the student’s initial writing, 
along with their ongoing writing, the teacher can focus on 
planning instruction based on their specific strengths and 
needs.

Student involvement in an ongoing evaluation process that 
provides guidelines for expectations and specific feedback 
can improve student writing (Cooper, 1999; White, 2000). 
Assessment should be directly linked to the unit and lesson 
objectives. In addition, assessment is continuous for the 
process and product and should be differentiated to meet the 
needs of all students. Accommodations for students with 
learning disabilities should be considered. According to 
Baker, Gersten, and Graham (2003), guided feedback will 
help improve the quality of the written product for students 
with learning disabilities. Specific student feedback should 
be provided in an oral or written format and used to plan 
instruction and guide student learning. It is usually more pro-
ductive to focus teacher feedback on one or two skills that 
were predetermined objectives for the assignment. Writing 
conferences are an excellent opportunity for teachers to 
review work with students on an individual basis. This will 
allow teachers to identify specific areas of concern and help 
students refine their entries.

Scoring guides or rubrics are lists of criteria used to sup-
port and evaluate student learning (Goodrich Andrade, 
2001). They are an effective way to assess student perfor-
mance related to specific skills and objectives to guide 
instruction. Scoring guides also provide the students with 
guidelines for self-assessment. A sample simulated journal 
scoring guide based on the six traits of writing is provided in 
Figure 1. Reviewing the scoring guide with students prior to 
lessons can provide a focus on the overall outcome of the 
unit. During the writing process, students and teachers can 
refer to the scoring guide to assess their writing and progress 
toward the end product.

Planning Instruction
When planning instruction for a writing lesson or unit, teach-
ers need to consider how to teach and model each of the steps 
in the writing process. The explicit teaching of the writing 
steps has an impact on the quality of the students’ writing 
(Baker et al., 2003). According to McAndrews (2008), there 
are several types of strategies in this process. Prewriting strat-
egies are used to identify the purpose, audience, and genre for 
writing and then organize ideas for a topic. Next are the draft-
ing strategies in which the students focus on the content of 
their writing. This is followed by peer- and/or teacher-
conferring strategies to further develop and refine their topic. 
The process then continues with strategies for revising con-
tent, organization, and voice, followed by editing strategies 
for word choice, grammar, punctuation, and spelling. The 
final step is sharing and publishing strategies to honor their 
writing. The strategies chosen throughout this process should 
reflect the needs of the learners within a teacher’s classroom.

Meeting Learner Needs
Students with learning disabilities often pose a unique chal-
lenge to many teachers. In addition to other academic areas, 
students who struggle can experience difficulty mastering 
basic writing skills (Graham & Harris, 2009). Reading com-
prehension and spoken language deficits that are often pres-
ent for students with learning disabilities may interact to 
create difficulties with written expression (Bender, 2004). 
Therefore, teachers need to consider the learning styles, 
interests, strengths and weaknesses, and other unique char-
acteristics of the students.

Although the needs of every student cannot always be 
anticipated, integrating supports into the lessons can provide 
significant assistance to struggling learners. During the jour-
naling unit, teachers can provide access to the content for 
struggling readers in a variety of ways. The mentor text can 
be tape-recorded or reading buddies can be formed for those 
students with poor reading skills. A large-print copy of the 
text or a copy with limited text per page could also be 

Table 2. Journaling Objectives Based on Six Traits of Writing

Trait
Example objective: The student will be  

able to . . .

Ideas Generate topics of interest for journal entries.
 Include specific information and details related 

to a topic.
Organization Include appropriate formatting elements for 

type of journal.
 Chronologically organize content.
Voice Relate information from personal or external 

perspective.
 Use voice to influence meaning.
Word choice Include content-specific words to accurately 

relate information.
 Select words and phrases that enhance 

imagery.
Sentence fluency Use a variety of sentence structures.
 Effectively use transitions words and phrases.
Conventions Use appropriate grammar.
 Use correct capitalization, punctuation, and 

spelling.
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provided (Wood, 2009). If necessary, content can be 
obtained from additional sources of varying reading levels 
such as the Internet, science texts, videos, and magazines. 
Teachers can also use additional visual aids and concrete 
examples during instruction to help clarify content and 
expectations (Wood, 2009).

Students who struggle with writing may also need addi-
tional support during the journal writing process. With vary-
ing levels of ability in a classroom, not all students are able 
to work through the process at the same rate or proficiency. 
It is important for teachers to plan writing conferences with 
each student to review work and monitor progress. Supports 
during the writing process will vary based on learner needs. 
Students with learning disabilities (LD) benefit from being 
taught how to plan their writing through goal setting, brain-
storming, and sequencing ideas (Troia, Graham, & Harris, 
1999). It may also be necessary to break the amount of work 
assigned into manageable chunks to help students organize 

and manage their time more effectively. Some students with 
LD may need support to produce lengthy or more complex 
journal entries. The use of pictures and diagrams may enhance 
their journal entries by providing an alternate way to express 
content. Students may need a more structured format to use as 
a guide when writing the journal entries, such as using sen-
tence frames, writing prompts, graphic organizers, or inter-
active writing in which the teacher and the students share 
the pen.

Students with LD who have written expression deficits 
are often able to verbalize their ideas but have difficulty 
transferring those ideas into written language (McNamara, 
2007). For these students, many strategies and accommoda-
tions can be provided through the use of technology. It may 
be beneficial for those students to audio-record their journal 
entries first and transcribe them at a later time. Computer pro-
grams are also available, such as Dragon Naturally Speaking 
(Nuance Communications, 2010), that allow the students to 

Essential 
Elements

Expectations Comments Score
(low to high)

Journal format • Correct type of journal entry
• Complete date of entry
• Narrative format from perspective 

of participant 

1    2    3    4    5  

Ideas • Clear and focused
• Accurate information
• At least five ideas related to 

content
• At least five details that support 

ideas

1    2    3    4    5  

Organization • Ideas in a logical/sequential order
• Ideas connected in a logical way 1    2    3    4    5  

Voice • Appropriate tone and mood
• Personality and feelings  of writer 

reflected
1    2    3    4    5  

Word choice • Words and phrases enhance 
imagery

• Strong verbs
• Specific nouns
• Variety  adjectives
• Variety of adverbs
• Vocabulary related to content

1    2    3    4    5  

Sentence 
fluency

• Complete sentences 
• Sentences flow from one idea to 

another
• Variety of sentence structure and 

length
• Appropriate paragraphs
• transitions words and phrases

1    2    3    4    5  

Conventions • Appropriate grammar
• Appropriate punctuation
• Appropriate capitalization
• Appropriate spelling

1    2    3    4    5  

Presentation • Visual organization of entry
• Graphics related to content
• Clear oral presentation

1    2    3    4    5  

Figure 1. Simulated journal scoring guide
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dictate their compositions to the computer for automatic tran-
scription. This will allow the students to focus solely on 
what they want to say without the cognitive task of writing 
at the same time. Computers also have many other applica-
tions that are beneficial to students with LD. Providing the 
option of word-processed entries instead of handwritten 
entries may facilitate completion and also support students 
who have fine motor skill deficits.

Resources to aid students with word retrieval, spelling, and 
other grammatical and language-related skills may include the 
use of computers, electronic dictionaries, or iPod applications. 
Word-predication programs have been shown to facilitate 
writing and reduce grammatical errors (Williams, 2002). In 
addition, speech-feedback programs also provide additional 
feedback to students by having the written input read back to 
the student for revision purposes (Williams, 2002).

Miss Gomez’s class has been studying the biomes in differ-
ent regions of the United States. They are currently working 
on desert regions. The students are very interested in the 
topic and enjoy learning about the various animals and 
plants that can survive in the desert. Considering this, Miss 
Gomez has decided to use learning logs in her journaling 
lessons. This will provide her with opportunities to monitor 
student learning and capitalize on student interest and moti-
vation. She will also be able to incorporate pictures and 
drawings for her students who have learning disabilities. By 
addressing specific content discussed in class, students will 
have numerous topics to elaborate on in journal entries.

Miss Gomez’s lesson plan for writing a simulated jour-
nal entry can be found in Table 3.

Implementing Instruction
The first lesson of the journaling unit should introduce the 
unit and include general information about types of journaling, 
purposes for journaling, and examples of adults and children 
who use journals (see Table 1). Subsequent lessons should 
focus on specific types of journaling and enhancing writing 
development through the six traits of writing. Lessons should 
be scaffolded to provide opportunities for shared writing 
and guided and independent practice that includes teacher 
and peer feedback based on a scoring guide. During indi-
vidual writing conferences, have students read their own 
composition, thus retaining the voice of the writing. The 
teacher can then write notes or suggestions on Post-it notes, 
so that the writer maintains ownership of the composition 
(Routman, 2005). Providing specific feedback on planning, 
writing, and revising to students during conferences is ben-
eficial for students with LD (McNamara, 2007).

When introducing each new journal type, it is beneficial 
to select a mentor text that exemplifies that type of journal-
ing. The teacher and/or students can read the mentor text and 
identify characteristics such as the author’s craft, language 
use, syntax, graphics, and format associated with the spe-
cific journaling type selected.

Choosing a Mentor Text

When journal writing, teachers need to support students 
through reading from the perspective of writers and identify-
ing the writer’s craft in mentor texts that use journal writing. 
Ray (1999) described writing as something we learn to do by 
examining other writers. It is an organized inquiry in which 
mentor texts are first read out loud, connections are made, and 
questions are shared. Next, the teacher guides the students 
into an inquiry as to how the writer wrote the text through a 
think-aloud strategy (see Table 4). The teacher then helps the 
students examine the craft of the text such as the words, how 
they are put together, the use of punctuation, and the struc-
ture of the texts. Students then talk about the craft the writer 
used and think about other texts that use that craft. Finally, 
they envision themselves using that craft in their own writ-
ing and then attempt to apply it to their journal entry.

After reviewing a variety of published children’s books that 
include journaling, Miss Gomez selected Saguaro Moon: A 
Desert Journal (Pratt-Serafini, 2002). She selected this book 
because it included a variety of journaling styles and incorpo-
rated content related to their science unit on biomes. The 
author included a daily journal with dates, a Dear Journal 
greeting, and rich descriptions of the Sonoran Desert. It also 
included hand-drawn maps, notes, labeled drawings, and 
newspaper articles. She added definitions and pronuncia-
tion keys when necessary. Once she chose the mentor text, 
Miss Gomez planned the journaling lessons for the week.

Teaching the Lessons
During instruction teachers need to present clear objectives 
and an introduction to the lesson. They also need to provide 
models for the writing that is expected. Students then need 
opportunities to participate in shared, guided, and independent 
writing with specific ongoing feedback. Students significantly 
benefit from publishing and sharing their writing orally as 
it gives them a purpose and audience for their writing. The 
following is an example of a week of lessons on writing 
simulated journal entries in science.

On Monday, Miss Gomez introduced this mentor text and 
guided the students in identifying the crafts the author used 
while writing the journal entries, including the words she 
used to help students visualize what the Sonoran Desert was 
like. She then used a think-aloud strategy to model how to 
write simulated journal entries for nonfiction (see Table 4). 
Throughout the week, she provided opportunities for shared, 
guided, and independent practice of journal writing. During 
the minilessons, she taught specific journal elements and 
expectations using the teacher- or student-developed scor-
ing guide for assessment based on the six traits.

On Tuesday, Miss Gomez and the students wrote a shared 
journal entry. She focused primarily on content, then con-
ventions. She taught how to use texts as resources for writ-
er’s craft, content, sentence structure, vivid verbs, using 
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your senses, and spelling of content words. For spelling  
of unknown words, the teacher recommended they write let-
ters that represented each of the sounds and then circle the 
word for later editing. The students then began gathering 

resources and writing an initial draft for their own journal 
entry.

On Wednesday and Thursday, students reread, revised, 
and edited their journal entries based on the rubric, then 

Table 3. Lesson Plan for Writing a Simulated Journal Entry

Class: ___________________________ Date: _______________________________

Topic or skill  

Lesson objective: The students will be able to write a simulated journal entry using content and vocabulary from nonfiction 
references.

Common Core Language Arts Standards: W.4.2. Write informative/explanatory texts to examine a topic and convey ideas and 
information clearly. W.4.4. Produce clear and coherent writing in which the development and organization are appropriate to 
task, purpose, and audience. W.4.5. With guidance and support from peers and adults, develop and strengthen writing as needed 
by planning, revising, and editing.

Prerequisites/background knowledge: Identify important information from a text, restate information from text, orally compose or 
write complete sentences.

Assessment/evidence of student learning: Writing will be evaluated using a simulated journal entry scoring guide.
Materials and equipment: Saguaro Moon: A Desert Journal by Kristin Joy Pratt-Serafini (2002), paper, pencils, reference materials, 

science content journal.
Adaptations: audio Books, varying level of texts, partially completed graphic organizers and journal entries, dictation, word 

processor, modified requirements, and scoring guide.
Lesson plan outline  
Introduction Read book with class and identify elements of a simulated journal entry for the desert 

biome. Question students throughout story about the writer’s craft, background 
knowledge, and science content. Share how journal entries from the book relate to 
scoring guide.

Engage  
Activate background knowledge  
Lesson presentation Using teacher and student input brainstorm a topic based on the reading selection and 

additional references, create a graphic organizer about the topic, event, key concepts, 
vocabulary, description of event, and sensory details.

Instructional input and modeling Using information from the graphic organizer, create a simulated journal entry to model 
journal format (include date and first-person narrative based on “six traits of writing”). 
Include pictures or drawings to support content. Use the scoring guide to revise and edit 
work.

Guided practice With a partner, brainstorm and select a different topic from the text and create a graphic 
organizer from the text and additional references. Write a simulated journal entry based 
on the graphic organizer. Include pictures or drawings to support content. Use the scoring 
guide to revise and edit work.

Check for understanding Have groups read aloud their journal entries to the class. The students will provide 
constructive feedback based on the scoring guide and ideas learned from the journal entry.

Independent practice Individually, choose a new book from teacher selected texts. Using the new book, select a 
topic and related reference materials to create a graphic organizer. Based on the graphic 
organizer, write a simulated journal entry. Include pictures or drawings to support 
content. Use the scoring guide to revise and edit work. Have individuals read aloud their 
journal entries to the class. The students will provide constructive feedback based on the 
scoring guide and ideas learned from the journal entry.

 Students will peer assess independent journal entry using scoring guide and provide 
constructive feedback. Students will use feedback to revise work. Students will sign up 
to meet with teacher for additional feedback and then make final copy with illustrations. 
Students will share their work by reading their simulated journal entries and showing their 
illustrations to the class.

Closure activities  
Review Review important components of a simulated journal entry based on the scoring guide.
Preview Briefly explain to students that the next type of journal entry they will be working on is a 

learning log from their upcoming science experiment.
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signed up for a writing conference with the teacher. During 
the writing conference, the teacher completed the Writing 
Conference Form using the TAG Strategy presented by Stoner 
(2007). The teacher provided feedback based on the acronym 
TAG (Tell something specific you liked, Ask questions and 
Give suggestions). The teacher also wrote additional sugges-
tions on Post-it notes and placed it on the student’s writing. 
The student then made a plan for revising and editing.

On Friday, students orally read and shared the visuals in 
their journal entries with the class. After each person 
shared, Miss Gomez instructed the students to refer to the 
scoring guide and use the TAG strategy (Stoner, 2007) to 
provide peer feedback. Miss Gomez asked questions related 
to the important elements of a simulated journal entry and 
previewed the next type of journal entry to be taught. As a 
closing activity, students’ journal entries were bound into a 
book and placed in the school library for students to read. 
At the end of the month, each student selected one piece of 
writing to have published in the class newspaper that is 
shared with the class, families, and school personnel.

One student wrote a two-page journal entry on food chains 
and webs. The journal entry began with important informa-
tion from the text that included definitions of terms and a 

linear example of a food chain (see Figure 2). The informa-
tion was then applied to a visual representation of a food 
web on the following page (see Figure 3).

The previous lessons provide only a sample of what could 
be taught in a journaling unit. However, lessons may vary 
and instruction should be differentiated based on student 
progress and individuals’ strengths and needs. Students may 
need more scaffolding or support during each step. Others 
may need additional time to complete their writing. More 
advanced students may need to concentrate on the develop-
ment of more complex ideas. The teacher needs to keep the 
focus on developing the students’ ability to communicate 
their ideas clearly with an emphasis on content and organi-
zation, not just spelling and punctuation.

Analyzing Student Learning
The teacher needs to examine the preassessment writing data 
and discuss learning goals with the student. Throughout the 
unit, writing process data from formative and student  
self-assessments should be gathered and discussed during 
writing conferences to monitor progress. It is beneficial for 
the students to develop a writing portfolio where they can 

Table 4. Sample Think-Aloud for Journal Instruction

Notice for each entry in the book Saguaro Moon: A Desert Journal (Pratt-Serafini, 2002), the author selected one main topic to write 
about. Let’s look at how the journal entries from the book relate to the scoring guide. Turn to the journal on the page about the 
Saguaro Cactus.

Title: Saguaro Cactus
Date: 14 June (it can also be written June 14)
Opening: Dear Journal
Ideas What ideas were included about the saguaro?
 Compare the saguaros to people
 Arms reaching out in different directions
 Description of fruit harvest using saguaro ribs as poles to knock the fruit off
 Told the story of what the Tohono O’odham did with the fruit
 Describe the Nawait ceremony to remind them of the importance of wind and rain
Organization Started with a description of the saguaro
 Who used the saguaro?
 How they harvested the fruit?
 Told the story of the wind and rain in order
 Why it was important to the native people
Voice Used first person; included words such as my, me, and I
 Described what she did with expression
 Described conversations she had with people using direct quotes
Word choice Imagery—Compared saguaro to people, harvesting the saguaro fruit, squeeze out juice
 Strong verbs—withered, begged, sulking, harvesting, prepared
 Specific nouns and vocabulary related to content—Saguaro, Tohono O’odham, Nawait Ceremony, cactus ribs
 Adjectives—fruit harvest, powerful man, swift dust storm, delicious cactus, sacred relationship
Sentence fluency All sentences are complete
 The ideas flow from how to harvest to a story about harvesting
 Sentences start with different words, have different lengths and have different structures. Divided ideas in paragraphs. 

After the description of the harvesting, a new paragraph was created before the long ago story was told.
Conventions Capitalization, punctuation, and spelling are correct
Presentation They included a painting of harvesting the saguaro and a pronunciation guide for the word saguaro
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keep samples of their writing over time. These samples 
should include the steps in the writing process, not just final 
products. The inclusion of scoring guides and specific feed-
back is also necessary so that individual elements of the 
writing can be compared. Teachers and students will be able 
to reflect on the writing and identify specific areas in which 
the student was successful, has improved, or still needs 
significant work. Based on all of the data collected through-
out the writing process, overall student progress can be 
determined. During family conferences, artifacts from the 
portfolio can be shared and discussed to demonstrate the 
student’s level of proficiency for each writing objective.

Miss Gomez had the students decorate a file folder to use 
as their writing portfolio. Samples of the students’ work, 

which ranged from prewriting and drafts to the final products, 
were placed in their writing portfolios. Additional materials 
such as high-frequency word lists, descriptive adjectives and 
verbs, and scoring guides were also included. The writing 
process was then evaluated by the students and Miss Gomez 
based on the journal drafts, teacher conference, and finished 
product. The students then shared their writing through the 
use of the author’s chair, and journals were published in a 
class book to be shared in the school library.

Planning Next Steps for Instruction
Teacher reflection is an essential component of the teaching 
and learning process. Therefore, critical reflection on the 

Figure 2. Sample of a student journal entry
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strengths and weaknesses of the overall implementation of 
the previous unit is necessary for planning future instruction.

Using data and information from the previous unit, the 
teacher will establish new learning goals and objec-
tives for the next writing unit. Lessons should be devel-
oped to reteach or reinforce previous writing objectives and 
introduce new ones. Integrating previously learned skills into 
new lessons and across content areas will promote the trans-
fer of learning.

Summary
Teaching journaling to students integrates both reading and 
writing processes. It also supports the new Core Standards 
for English Language Arts and other content area stan-
dards. Journal writing needs to be taught by providing 
shared, guided, and independent opportunities to read and 
write for authentic purposes. Journal writing instruction can 
and should be differentiated to meet the individual needs  
of all students in the classroom. Continuous assessment 
and evaluation by the teacher and student enhance the 

development of writing and encourage effective writing 
across the curriculum.
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