Learning Logs

Students make journal entries during the last five minutes of each period responding to the following types of questions:

· What was one important thing I learned today?

· What helped me to learn in today’s class?

· What puzzled me?

· What did I enjoy/  accomplish in class today?

· What did I learn from the discussion or lesson?

· How was my performance in class?
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In the past decade, teachers of language arts have been quietly engaging in a new philosophy of written expression that students can learn from writing rather than writing what they have learned. It has liberated these teachers from the tedium of grading every written shred and from the boredom of reading regurgitated facts and ideas.

          Probably the most productive writing and learning strategy available to students and teachers in any subject area is the simple learning log or journal.  Typically, students make entries during the last five minutes of each period, responding to the following types of questions:

1. What did I learn today?

2. What puzzled me?

3. What did I enjoy, hate, accomplish in class today?

4. How did I learn from the discussion or lesson?

5. How was my performance in class?

          Sometimes the teacher might write four or five key words on the board and ask the students to “free-write” about them for several minutes.  Another way to help students delve deeply into the process of a difficult operation or sequence is to ask them to focus on how they perform it, or where they believe they lose the strand of the sequence, process, or thought.

          The topics teachers suggest will differ according to the age and experience of students.  Typical assignments for younger students might be:

1. Talk to your textbook, ruler, or computer.  Tell it how you feel about it 

2. Get angry with your work because…

3. Be proud of today because…

4. Write your log a secret about your day today.
	More sophisticated students can be guided to explore their feelings about their learning.

1. How did I feel doing CPR on a dummy?  How will I probably react if I ever have to perform CPR on a human?  What am I most/least confident about?

2. What words in political science caught my attention?

3. What prejudices did I have about calculus?  What has changed, improved, become worse?

4. What do I say about phys. Ed. Even though I know it isn’t true?
          Class members must have the right to withhold any entries they prefer not to share.  Eventually, as student-teacher and student-student trust develops, fewer passages will be withheld.

          At every grade level, students can write dialogues about a crucial point in a day’s lesson.

1. Converse with a molecule about its properties.

2. Tell Helen of Troy about the women’s movement.

3. Write a dialogue with your parent or a friend about authority.

4. Ask the subjunctive tense to explain its form and function to you. 

          Several times weekly, students can share excerpts of their entries with the class.  They can discern similarities and differences in one another’s learning experiences, as well as difficulties and attitudes.  While learning logs can’t substitute for formal assessments, they can indicate to the teacher the need for subtle changes in teaching.  They provide a simple “educational pulse.”

          Teachers, too, should write during those five minutes and share entries with the class.  It might be a revelation for a class to hear, “I didn’t enjoy teaching this class today because the kids looked bored.  Well, I was out late last night and didn’t really prepare much…” or “This was a terrific class period.  Even though the discussion on materialism went off on 20 tangents, it was great to see Ned and Sally involved.  The kids really listened to them…”
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