ESem: Journal Entries 
Using Writing to Promote Critical Reading
 
One of the best ways to engage with a text (story, novel, movie, etc.) is to have a conversation with it or its author. The in-class journals allow you to do just that, encouraging you to delve more deeply into the text. 
  
First: Read the journal prompt carefully. Make sure you understand what the prompt is asking you to consider, and ask for clarification when needed.  
 
Second: Respond to the journal prompt using relevant direct quotations from your notes (if applicable), ideas or opinions from your notes, and your own metacognitive thought process. Why are the ideas in the text you’re responding to important? What don’t you understand? What did the text make you think of? Use the following bullet points to guide your thinking: 
· Questions (“I wonder why…”) with possible answers (“Maybe because…”)
· Reflections (“I wonder if. . .”), musings (“Hmmm…”)
· Reactions (“This bugs, annoys, moves me because . . .”)
· Connections to other texts
· Connections to one’s self       
· Connections to the larger world
 
You can either pick one idea to engage very deeply with, or you can pick two ideas to reflect on. 
 
Your entries should not be polished pieces of formal writing. In fact, it will be useful if I can see the evolution of your thought processes at work in your writing, so please don’t feel that you need to go back and revise your writing too much. I will also not be assessing grammar and spelling unless it is particularly poor.
It will be much easier for you to write these reflections if you annotate your texts as your read. Please do this! Mark passages which you have an emotional reaction to or which are confusing. Note where you disagree with the text, comment on interesting connections you see, etc. This will make it much easier for you to go back and find places in the text where you can use this assignment to reflect more deeply. It is a practice that also leads to more critical and careful reading.
Rubric & Grading
Your grade will be based on the highest journal entries written during the semester. This gives you some time to get used to reflective writing at the start of the semester.
9-10
· Insightful, discerning, perceptive interpretation that explores multiple possibilities of meaning  
· Makes multiple strong connections to the world, one’s own life, or to other texts
· Challenges the passage by asking questions and forming detailed potential answers
· Shows a genuine engagement with both the text and with the act of writing to develop understanding. The writer may not have all the answers, and may still be uncertain about the full meaning of what they have read, but it is obvious that they are trying hard to understand, and that they are actively using this writing activity to help them with that understanding.
7-8
· Thoughtful, plausible interpretation of the passage
· Makes a reasonably strong connection to one’s own life, or to the world, or to other texts
· Asks questions, though potential answers might not be fully or deeply articulated 
5-6
· Plausible but literal, superficial interpretation of the passage
· Makes a plausible, if superficial connection to one’s own life, or to the world, or to other texts
· Questions are asked but not answered
3-4
· Offers a partial or overly simplified interpretation for the passage
· No connections with life, the world, or other course readings
· No questions are asked about the reading 
1-2
· Appears to respond to isolated individual words or phrases only
· No evidence of attempting to understand the text as a whole
 
 
Sample Journal Entry  
Note: These entries are shorter than your entry should be, and they are far from perfect, but, as we discuss them together in class, they will help give you an idea about my expectations, both what I want to see and what you should avoid.
 
	Quote:  “The mass of men lead lives of quiet desperation.” Walden (Thoreau 43)
I have heard these words before, but I did not know they came from Thoreau. When I heard them I sort of knew what they meant. They had something to do with how most people are unhappy but never say or, more importantly, do anything about it. But what’s interesting about reading these words in Thoreau’s book, for me at least, was how hard it was for Thoreau himself to stop living a life of desperation. To live the life he wanted, a life that wasn’t about just going with the flow, he had to leave the city and go into the woods, to live by himself, build his own shelter, grow his own food, etc. It made me think, “How many of us would go that far to find happiness?” Would I be up to the challenge?  I think I would be too afraid to leave my life, too afraid to change. Perhaps that is why most people do not do what Thoreau did. Maybe rather than living in desperation, most of us actually live in fear, and it is that fear of change and of risk and of failure that causes our desperation. However, I think for most of us, changes that are as drastic as Thoreau’s are not needed to make us happy.

	Quote: “The mass of men lead lives of quiet desperation.” Walden (Thoreau 43) 
This passage seems to say that people are largely unhappy with their lives, and from this I understand that Thoreau left the city because he was unhappy. However, I don’t know what he was unhappy about. I think he was just whining. Also, what about women, and what makes Thoreau an expert on this subject, what makes him so special to think he can speak for everyone? I am not unhappy, and I know many other people who are not unhappy or desperate, in fact most of the people I know fall into this category, so I think Thoreau must have exaggerated for effect.


