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Journal Writing

	 Writing	 about	 oneself	 is	 a	 concept	 with	 a	 strong	 following	 in	 Japan.	 It’s	
said that there are more bloggers in Japan than in the United States, and many 
Japanese people keep a written journal to record daily activities and feelings.

 Once our students enter junior high school, or approach the end of elemen-
tary school, we have them write short journals. Writing gives them a chance to 
reflect on topics and events which interest them, and to compose a record of 
their daily lives. Writing a journal stimulates them to express themselves, and 
employ new vocabulary and grammar structures. Journals can also be used in 
class to practice listening comprehension, reading and speaking. Students can 
learn more about each other, building class camaraderie.

Preparation

 We should prepare our students well. They will have been doing reading 
and writing assignments continuously since they started the Korectable series. 
Of course, as in all writing that we have them do, neatness is crucial. They 
should also have been introduced to some past tense verb vocabulary and re-
ceived some past tense grammar instruction.

 Students will need two notebooks. One is for rough copies, and can be used 
for	other	writing	activities.	The	other,	in	which	they	will	pencil	their	ʻrewritesʼ	or	
‘clean	copies’,	will	be	used	exclusively	for	their	journals.	Tell	them	that	in	years	
to	come	they	will	be	able	to	look	back	over	these	‘clean	copy’	notebooks	to	jog	
memories and recapture thoughts and feelings of when they were teenagers. 
They will also be able to see progress made over the years as they have in-
corporated more and increasingly complex vocabulary and structures into their 
journals.

 The first assignments should be short, simple affairs. Aim initially for about 
three or four sentences. Pre-teach some structures that students may use in 
their initial journals. For example, write on the board:

 Tennis Match 8 May 2016

Yesterday, I played tennis with my friend 
Peter. It was fun. We like playing tennis.

 For homework, tell the students to write a similar story, or one about any-
thing else.
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Checking Journals in Class

 The next week, students show you their efforts. Together, look at one 
journal. The first step is to comment on its content. This shows you are inter-
ested in what they have written, and view them as people, rather than just as 
language learners.

 The second step is to go through and find errors. Be sure to check that the 
entry has a title and the date that it was written. With a plain pencil, underline 
errors, or use arrows to show something is missing—but give no other indica-
tion of how to fix them. The student shall try to independently self-correct any 
errors found. Having done this with one journal, turn your attention to another 
and go through the same process.

 After students have attempted to self correct, we re-
check their efforts. For this second check, try to elicit cor-
rections with hints, or ask others in the class to help. Fi-
nally, we may have to give correction, or help a student 
write a phrase so it reads more naturally. During, or at the 
end of this process, students may track the number of their 
errors,	broken	down	by	 type,	 in	 their	 ‘My	English	Journal	
Record	Sheet’.

 Once the corrections are complete, students can ask each other questions 
about	 the	 content	 of	 one	 another’s	 journals.	 For	 the	 example	 journal	 written	
above, some questions may be, “Who won?”, “What was the score?”, or “How 
often	do	you	play	tennis?”.	Elicited	information	is	added	to	the	journal.

 Students commonly write “I” when they really mean “We”. If you come 
across a phrase such as “I went to the beach last Saturday”, be sure to check 
if the writer truly did go alone; and, if not, establish who they went with. Other 
sentences which are grammatically correct may have information which is not 
true, or incomplete. Careful comprehension questions are required to help them 
write exactly what they mean. Information extracted through this questioning 
process should be added to the entry.

 Journals can be an effective diagnostic tool. While you may not be able to 
go into great depth with all mistakes, take care to look for teaching opportuni-
ties. If one student is making a particular kind of error, others may too. Once 
the journal checking activity is over, teach the group how to avoid certain kinds 
of errors, and relate this post-journal activity back to the homework to help stu-
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dents make connections.

The Clean Copy

 The following week, using their corrected journal, they write a clean copy. 
This should be written in their neatest handwriting, and include the title, date 
and, ideally, an illustration. Our role in checking this is, primarily, to make sure 
the final product is beautifully written and that no errors were made copying 
the information. Occasionally, you may find an error that was missed the pre-
vious week. Apologize to the student for making them spoil their wonderfully 
presented journal with unsightly eraser marks and have them correct the error. 
Once the journal is perfect, affix your stamp (hanko) to show your approval of 
the final product.

 Obviously, this clean copy check should be much faster, and less labori-
ous, than the initial check. Try to work it out so you have approximately half 
the students doing rough copies, and the other half, clean copies each week to 
lessen the amount of error checking and correction you do in any one class.

Journal Reading Activity

 Students who have received a stamp on their clean copy take turns to 
stand up and read their journal to the class. The others listen silently, and upon 
hearing a word that they do not recognize, raise their hands. A student who has 
raised their hand can then ask others listening, who have not raised a hand 
(i.e. by not raising their hands they are indicating that they have understood 
everything perfectly) the meaning of the word. If a questioned classmate does 
not	 know	 the	meaning	 they	will	 be	 strenuously	 reminded	 of	 the	 activity’s	 re-
quirements, and someone else is asked. Once the word has been taught, the 
student reading the journal can continue. If they get through the journal with 
no hands being raised then the teacher may choose some difficult vocabulary 
from the journal to spot check the others on. Again, those who cannot answer 
are reminded of the rules. Hand-raising is praised and encouraged. Passively 
listening to material one does not comprehend, is not.

 Once a student has read their journal, we give each of their classmates a 
blue chip, representing a question, and a green one for a statement. Once they 
ask a question or make a statement, they can return their corresponding chip. 
This promotes careful listening, and compels students to carefully consider 
what they hear, in order to form good questions and statements.
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Progression

 As they become more proficient at writing journals, and you find yourself 
with less corrections to make each week, up the challenge by having them write 
progressively longer entries. Another option, especially if they tend to write 
about the same thing every week, is to give them a topic to write about.

Some Positives of Journal Writing

	 1.	Writing	about	the	events	of	one’s	life,	minor	and	major,	is	a	meaningful	way	
to	increase	interest	in	English	and	to	reinforce	and	build	vocabulary,	aiding	
progress in the other three language skills of listening, speaking, and read-
ing.

	 2.	Reading	 students’	 journals,	 and	 questioning	 students	 about	 them,	 gives	
teachers more personal information that would otherwise be forthcoming, 
with which better to relate.

 3. The reading aloud of corrected journals is great for class bonding, for im-
proving comprehension, and for follow-through questions and comments. 
All four skills are exercised (listening, speaking, reading, and writing), with 
more personal meaning than with any textbook.

	 4.	Students’	ability	to	communicate	effectively	will	improve	as	they	are	shown	
the need to add information that will interest and inform the reader (and will 
help them to more specifically reminisce in the future).

 5. Journals provide students, and any family members with whom they may 
wish to share their secrets, with physical evidence of their language school-
assisted	English	skill.

 6. Journals, carefully and neatly rewritten, may be proudly kept into old age 
and be of great personal memorial value.

A Couple of Possible Pitfalls

 1. While journal writing is homework of a most sensible kind, going over and 
correcting will take bites out of class time, proportionate to length, errors, 
areas of inscrutability and the number of students who have complied on a 
given week.

  (Correcting journals outside of class is an option but, in our view, an unsat-
isfactory one, for at least three reasons: It increases by a week the time 
lag between writing, correction, and sharing. It disallows teacher/student 
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questioning, answering, and collaboration in the process. And it disallows 
a student-centered approach to error detection which would result in better 
progress.)

	 2.	 In	correcting	journals,	an	English	teacher	will	be	handicapped	in	direct	pro-
portion to his or her lack of Japanese language ability, if no translator is at 
hand.

Who Should Write Journals?

	 1.	Junior	and	senior	high	classes	of	1	to	6	students	who	can	read	some	Eng-
lish.

 2. Generally, adult classes of 1 to 4 members.

 3. Returnees (children of any age who have lived abroad).

 4. Upper elementary school kids in small classes who have studied for some 
years and can read.

 Because class time is limited and comprehension, speaking, and reading 
take precedence, and because writing correction will take time, the fewer stu-
dents in a class, the more sensible it will be to assign journal writing – and vice 
versa.

Common Sins and Omissions of Untrained and Unserious Teachers

 1. Failing to correct errors, even awarding smiley marks, stamps, or signa-
tures with errors untouched.

 2. Not confirming that grammatically correct content is also factually correct, 
is in the intended tense, and conveys what the writer means to say.

 3. Not consistently checking that homework has been properly done, and re-
done if not. Failing to have students rewrite all or portions of incorrectly 
done assignments.

 4. Ignoring sloppy writing.

 5. Failing to consistently assign homework to all students in all classes of any 
age. Not assigning a sufficient amount and variety of homework.

 6. Scrawling signatures on completed assignments, compromising their val-
ue, providing a poor model of penmanship and thus showing disrespect to 
the students and their papers.
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 7. Laughing at student errors.

 8. Overreacting to errors, saying, e.g., “No!” or “No, no, no” when mistakes 
are made.

 9. Failing to notice and exploit learning opportunities that arise in tandem to 
journal content. 

 10. Failing to reinforce vocabulary and expressions learned.

	11.	Maintaining	 prejudice	 about	 or	 ignorance	 of	 mainstream	 English	 variet-
ies	other	than	one’s	own	(vocabulary,	pronunciation,	etc.).	Telling	students	
that either the British, the North American, or a southern hemispheric coun-
terpart	is	‘wrong.’

	 	 When	writing,	however,	it’s	a	good	idea	to	have	students	try	to	stay	within	
one	idiom	in	one	piece	and	not	to	mix,	for	example,	‘color’	with	‘neighbour,’	
‘lorries’	 and	 ‘elevators,’	 ‘queues’	 to	attend	 ‘soccer	games,’	 ‘going	 to	hos-
pital	by	subway’	or	‘going	on	holiday	by	airplane.’	(That	might	be	distract-
ingly	‘humorous.’)	When	they	mix,	ask	which	form	they’d	prefer	to	write	in,	
perhaps advising them that you may be more confident in helping them to 
write and speak in your own idiom.


