
The Course Journal 

PatJuell 
Mountain View High School, Vancouver, Washington 

From a distance the greenhouse dominates the landscape, but 
from closer range its strength diminishes. Wind whistles through 
its unfinished walls, and vacant squares await glass fillings. Inside, 
unopened seed packets and clusters of bulbs huddle next to stacks 
of empty clay pots, and sacks of peat moss sag against the wall. 
Nothing green stretches toward the sun from sawdust; nothing liv­
ing inhabits this glare. What will it take to turn this structure into 
a productive greenhouse? 

For me, the greenhouse image conveys the essence of journals in a writ­
ing-to-learn class . My students/gardeners use journals to store their 
work in progress. Conditions both external (from the teacher) and in­
ternal (from the writer) provide the development of thinking . The jour­
nal is not a diary or a place to put already formed ideas. Instead, the 
journal develops ideas from one nub of growth to a garden of obser­
vation, reaction, analysis, and evaluation. 

In all my classes the course journal addresses the following 
objectives . 

To encourage students to become independent thinkers directly 
involved in and aware of their learning 

To encourage students to be creative thinkers who develop new 
connections rather than memorize "facts" 

To encourage students to use writing as a process for discovery 
and clarification of ideas 

To encourage students to build trust in one another and accept 
and appreciate the differences of opinions 

To encourage students to learn that writing is thinking and to ex­
pose them to the thinking of others through sharing writing orally 

Achieving these objectives with a course journal takes time. Stu­
dents need to learn how to be gardeners and to develop the trust and 
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respect essential for self-confident writing. From the beginning, stu­
dents need to know that when they write in their journals, they are ac­
tively engaged in cultivation of thought. Throughout the course I 
continue to refer to the greenhouse, complimenting them on the 
"seeds" for potential growth and gently admonishing them for a crop 
of "weeds." 

This chapter contains three sections. The first deals with community 
building to develop trust in the classroom and respect for others' opin­
ions. The second section deals with specific writing-to-learn activities 
used during the first ten minutes of class, and the third section devel­
ops a lesson using a sequence of journal assignments. 

When the basic concept of greenhouse/journal has been established, 
we use the journal daily. Then I introduce this statement from Richard 
Eastman's Style: "Writing is a social act. It is carried on with readers and 
because of readers. The presence of your reader-possibly an embar­
rassment at first-can become your greatest stimulus." 

Sharing journal entries allows students to learn from one another's 
perspectives, gives them responsibility for their thinking, allows them 
to respect each other's ideas, and encourages active involvement in 
their own learning; they cannot be passive. Even though we discuss 
these ideas in the beginning, the journal begins to have more relevance 
as students actually experience their audience. The sense of commu­
nity that fosters this sharing takes time to establish, and during the first 
month I emphasize activities and experiences to encourage students' 
enthusiasm for sharing. (For further discussion of classroom atmo­
sphere, see community building in the Glossary.) 

As sharing becomes more comfortable, I request students to read 
from their journals, always with the option that they may "pass." Ob­
viously, passing every day is not acceptable, and students use that priv­
ilege only occasionally. I usually do not collect journals but evaluate this 
oral sharing with a grade in my gradebook. 

As students write in their journals, I write in mine and share when 
they want me to . Usually students are pleased to see me write. " If Mrs. 
Juell takes time to do this journal writing, then it must have some value 
for us," commented a student in his own journal. I was made even 
more aware of the impact of my journal sharing when one of my stu­
dents at the end of the year recalled my entry on the funeral of one of 
my former students and my subsequent confrontation with the frailty 
of life. After hearing my journal, he developed an entry explaining 
what he considered important in his own life and to whom he needed 
to be kinder. In recalling this journal entry later in the year, he said, "It 
was then I knew I couldn't just think of myself anymore . I wonder if 
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this is what it means to grow up." I also know that sharing my journal 
matters when the description of my first black eye corresponds to many 
of my students' experiences and they see the universality of childhood 
wounds and traumas. Consistently I find my own journal sharing 
makes a difference to my students and to their own understanding . 

Another important part of the sharing is to have s tudents hear good 
examples of a writing-to-learn strategy from their classmates and tore­
alize that variety is not only acceptable but it is encouraged. For many 
students having the exact answers given to them is comfortable; they 
can write them down, memorize them, and then recite them on a test 
or essay, never questioning the material, never thinking about the im­
plications of the information. I want them, instead, to be motivated and 
excited by the connections they are able to make on their own when 
they begin to question, evaluate, and resolve. 

Also, in journal sharing the audience motivates the writer to think 
through an idea. In the sample below, Annie Strawn begins her entry 
addressing a certain reluctance to read because she feels competition to 
be more entertaining. But in the development of this entry she unex­
pectedly confronts the questions of writing to express her own 
thoughts regardless of their entertainment value. Ending the journal 
entry she clarifies her understanding of the writing process. This anal­
ysis began as a tentative series of questions and ended with a clear 
statement of what she needs to do in order to write well; she must write 
what she believes and thinks in a style appropriate to her. 

The time has come agai n when I or we the class must probe our 
minds to come up with a n original journal entry. I read my entry 
Monday. I didn't want to, but did because I have passed a ll my 
chances to read before. I don' t like reading my journal entries be­
cause I feel they aren't entertaining to my audience. l ca n' t enter­
tain a audience with my writing, or should l say can' t? Maybe I can, 
writing just doesn't come as natural to me as it does to some of 
them. The re are some in my class that have an entertaining "style" 
to their writing and the ir audience e njoys listening. They were 
born with a writing talent. Writing is a ta lent as is music, but a per­
son tends to believe that writing takes more brain power than mu­
sic. This is true to me, only because music comes easier to me than 
writing . But to those that have natural writing talent, do they be­
lieve that music takes more will power? What an audience wants to 
hear and what I want to write are two different things. What does 
an audience want to hear? If I go about writing to an aud ience that 
I don' t have anything in common with, l lose my inspiration to 
write anything, because I don't know them and I'm trying to please 
their ears. Now, comes the question: What do I want to write? I 
want to write something that tells me that I have sorted out the 
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many cobwebs and mazes that lay deep in my mind. I want to ex­
press on paper my thoughts that no one else can see in my head. If 
I write to please an audience, I lack any individual or independent 
style, because I have not written to please myself, but only to please 
those who don' t know me . 

Annie Strawn 

After she read this entry, I discussed with the class those factors which 
made this an excellent example for the journal/greenhouse. Annie had 
stated her uncertainty and as she wrote, she clarified and justified what 
she wanted from her own writing. Through this writing she developed 
a self-confidence which wasn't apparent when she began . The advan­
tage of classroom sharing is that it enables the teacher to point out and 
support strong examples of writing/thinking. 

So far two factors have been established. First, students must be 
comfortable with the greenhouse/journal concept of using writing as a 
process and catalyst for thought. Secondly, students must understand 
the sharing process and be willing to participate. Once those two po­
sitions are established, specific writing-to-learn strategies can be intro­
duced and emphasized. Students in my classes write every day for ten 
minutes at the beginning of the period. Usually I introduce a writing 
technique (such as clustering, free writing, or lists) which generates 
the seed thoughts, provides mulch, and suggests future blossoms. 
Once they feel comfortable with a strategy by sharing and discussing 
strong examples, I use that technique as part of the lesson for the day. 
Other chapters will develop in detail the use of writing to learn with 
specific course content. What I want to discuss here is sequencing this 
ten-minute writing and applying it to all stages of the writing process. 

Lists 

Even before they get to class, students are familiar with lists, even 
though they usually have not been timed or asked to write nonstop . 
Generating a lot of material enables them to realize one item produces 
another, and the longer they write the more complex their items be­
come. There are other advantages of beginning with the list as a think­
ing mode: everyone has success with it; all students are able to acquire 
a body of material; some of this will contain seeds; some will be weeds. 
As students go over their lists, they are able to see the distinctions be­
tween noteworthy and not so noteworthy elements. In fact, other stu­
dents in the class will point out particularly special parts of a list that 
has been read . The self-confidence which emerges from the listing 
leads students to choose this kind of journal writing when they are 
given the directions "write for ten minutes." 
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Free Writing 

Kim's free writing struggles at first with the blank page, but she pushes 
herself past the intimidation to develop a list of cliches. Given enough 
time students are able to pass the "weed" stage in a journal entry to 
substantial writing with purpose as Kim does by focusing on cliches in 
language. 

Kim Dunham 
Trying to think of something to write all I see is a blank sheet of 
note-book paper staring me in the face. 
I know I'll make a list of cliches. 
Oh boy, I can't think of one, maybe if I .. . 
O.K. I've got one. 
Time flies when you' re having fun. Before I go on with my list I 
would just like to say, "I love your hair band Lori, elephants are my 
favorite! 
Number 2-on, no, I'm stuck again, that' s it " stuck" 
He's an old stuck in the mud. 
I'm sorry this is so short and stupid. And yes, Mrs. Juell, I am apol­
ogizing! For some reason today feels like a Monday to me. 
Number 3 as quie t as a mouse 

go fly a kite 
easier said than done 
over the hill 
what's a nice girl like you doing in a place like this 
fat as a cow 
I couldnt have done it better myself 
skinny as a rail 
better late than never, huh Jenny? 
stiff as a board 

From listing I move to free writing. Some students want to take free 
writing as an invitation to talk only about the weather, how bored they 
are with school, or what they are going to do after school. But the po­
tential of the free write is, as Susan Jenkins reveals, the honest and 
aware sense of what can happen between the writer and the thought. 

My Swedish friend and I sat drinking coffee after the movie. We 
talked about each other, things that have happened, things we 
want to happen. It was like one big free write. Fragmented sen-
tences, unfinished thoughts ... but still each of us knew what the 
other meant ... honest, open . .. I guess you would call it aware . 

In another version of this free writing Michelle develops a descriptive 
image out of having to come to school on a dark, miserable winter day 
but instead of complaining about disliking to get up, she approaches it 
with descriptive flair using the concepts of making ideas specific, the 
lesson we had been working on for a week. Here she is able to recon­
struct and formulate her experience into a rich descriptive passage. 
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Michelle Hurst 

The alarm clock ringing loudly against my sleep. The warmth of 
a hot shower pouring over my goose bumps. The soothing liquid 
orange juice melting the crunchy toast in my mouth. The wind and 
rain water blotching the street. Bushes and trees swinging in the 
breeze. Tall shadows of lamp posts beating their light into the ce­
ment. Fluffly dark clouds churning through the sky ... 

Screaming bus brakes ... 
Thudding feet finding room to sit. Steady rumble of motor. 
Screaming bus brakes ... 
Thudding of feet as they find their way off the bus. More wind. 
The school doors open and out floods the heat of the morning. 

Gone with that terrible wind. 

Free writing allows students to choose topics that seem relevant to 
them at that moment and many times in addressing that topic, they re­
alize through the writing process that they have solved a problem or 
come closer to a solution. Steve Joy begins with the frustration of not 
making his time in track. As he explains what has happened, he stops 
in the middle by saying "I can't believe I just figured out my problem." 
From that point the thinking becomes the solution. The writing process 
has allowed him to question, to discover, and to resolve a problem. 

Nice day, says Steve. I am not going to Pasco!! Well I can't say I 
didn't expect it. My consistent 2:09 job is not cutting it. Rob has 
done a 2:07, 2:08, 2:17 for a 2:12 average. I will really have to get mad 
and get my times down. !lost my concentration when Frank passed 
me at the 480m pt. I even forgot that I had planned to pick my pace 
up on that corner. I felt like quitting at the 600m pt. and thought to 
myself, "I can't hold this pace ." Well at the 700m pt. I decided I 
wasn't through and decided to kick. This lasted about 10 steps, 
then I realized it wasn't getting me anywhere so I went back to the 
usual. I didn't care about the guys in front of me but instead the 
guys in back of me, which seems to be a totally negative attitude. I 
can't believe I just figured out my problem. I'm a positive person 
with a positive outlook on life and while I've been racing the neg­
ative side seems to appear. I never knew I had a negative side until 
last week when a guy passed me at the line. I saw my frustrated 
side of my negative side. Yesterday I wasn't frustrated just a bit dis­
appointed. Well on to a positive thinking for next week's race. 

The free write strategy requires enough confidence to let the words and 
ideas push their way through the pen onto the paper. "See where the 
writing will take you and what you realize when you get there" takes 
an adventuresome gardener/journal writer. Many students beginning 
the journal need much more direction until they develop a sense of con­
fidence in themselves and what the writing-to-learn strategies can do 
for their awareness, concentration, and discipline for thinking. Mike 
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Getty uses the journal write to develop a rationalization for running out 
of paper. Even though he discusses his problem, he uses the style and 
vocabulary of the lawyer/narra tor from "Bartleby the Scrivener" by 
Herman Melville, a story we had just been studying that week . The free 
write gives him the oppor tunity to "fool around" with the tone and 
style of the s tory. 

I am writing my journal on a 8 1/2" by 11 " piece of notebook pa­
per with three holes, 32 vertica l blue-green lines and one horizontal 
red line. The reason why I am doing this is because the journal that 
I normally wri te in is full of previous day's scrivenings and thereby 
has no parchment left to scrawl my thoughts of the day. I should 
have bought myself a rather well-stocked spiral notebook with 
many pieces of paper in it because then it would last much longe r 
and I wouldn 't be reduced to slouching over and scribbling this un­
important sta tement on thi s piece of compressed pulp with my 
shaft of graphite encased in wood. It is possible if not probable that 
I will purchase anothe r collection of paper before the morrow. If 
not, my dwindling supply of paper will be exhausted and I will be 
reduced to twiddling my thumbs, drawing stupid pictures on my 
pee-chee, and daydreaming during the firs t ten minutes of Accel­
era ted Senior Eng lish . 

This is an exceptional entry in many ways. Mike has listened to the law­
yer's voice in his reading of "Bartleby" and developed an obvious sen­
sitivity to the syntax and rhythm of Melville's prose. Faced with the 
problem of no paper, he begins in his own voice but by the second sen­
tence has slipped into the tone of another character not his own. He 
continues by parodying the situation knowing that his class audience 
will appreciate the humor, and gentle but effective way to make fun of 
the lawyer and the Melville assignment. 

Along with free writing and listing opportunities, focused writing 
allows students to focus on one idea and explore its potential for new 
understandings. Not all focu sed writing need begin with quotations, 
but I have found the quotation does give students a point from which 
they can agree, disagree, or expand. Theodore Roethke's statement " I 
cannot be human; I haven' t the time" is a striking example. In eight 
words, he condenses what it means to be inhuman and by implication 
what it takes to be humane . Bob Flick reacts by confronting the effects 
of not taking the time to give. His last statement reveals newfound ma­
turity. His writing/thinking process involves a recollection of the past 
and a resolution for the future . 

"I cannot be human; I haven' t the time ." I feel like thi s applies 
to me sometimes. Sometimes I have so many things going and so 
get involved in certain things that I forget or neglect to do the little 
things that are important to me. I remember last spring when I was 
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involved in three different plays a t o nce. I had one rehearsa l in the 
morning before, one during third pe riod, a nd one a t night. At the 
same time I was seeing my adopted grandmother, but as I got more 
exhausted I visited her less and less. When I found out that she 
died , I had to reevaluate what I wanted out of life and what was 
important to me. 

Free association is another writing-to-learn s trategy important for 
helping students to make connections. They begin with one word and 
see where that word takes them. The pleasure of this associative think­
ing is the element of surprise; when students begin writing, they do not 
have any idea where they will go. After journals are written, sharing 
increases the students' appreciation for the varie ty of possibilities with 
just four words, because each student makes a tota lly different set of 
connections. Given four words, students are to use all of them in a nar­
rative; if students want to write a poem or develop exposition, they 
may, but I encourage them to try narration when they begin this strat­
egy. Most writing that students do in their classes is confined to expo­
sitory prose; free association gives them an opportunity to make 
different connections with ideas and increases their ability to see new 
relationships. Marian has taken the four words/phrases, I put on the 
board: fork, one kernel of popcorn, shower curtain, and Elements of 
Style, to deal with the universal frustration of having "the munchies" 
with nothing in the house to sa tisfy this hunger. 

I got hungry last night and decided to find me some grub to eat. I 
get tha t way you know. So I checked in the kitchen to find nothing 
there. I sea rched through the cupboards a nd cabinets but there 
was only air a nd a couple of dirty forks. This was not a joyful sight 
for me. My tummy was growling a nd I was missing "Hill Street 
Blues." Frantically I tore into the miscellaneous drawer. The only 
food in there was one kernel of popcorn, green and moldy. I re­
membered that Mom put the left over Halloween candy in a sack 
above the fridge. Someone has swiped it a ll and left nothing but an 
overused copy of Elelllents of Style. I could hear the end of the com­
mercial a nd the show s ta rting . I screamed and grabbed a knife . I 
Aung myself into the ba throom and tore down the shower curtain . 
I shoved this into the microwave with some Aoor tile and made 
some nachos. 

Free association promotes the use of voice and sense of pacing. With 
practice, students avoid squeezing all four words into the first para­
graph; instead they develop a feeling for timing of characters and con­
fli ct. Marian establishes her character' s voice in the first sentence and 
maintains it through to the last line. 

Throughout the first few months of the semester I introduce addi­
tional writing-to-learn strategies which students have an opportunity 
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to practice during the first ten minutes of class. As they share, I am able 
to comment on qualities which show thought. Steve's entry, written in 
response to a guided imagery where the directions were to "imagine 
yourself in this seat in another place," develops an image of being in the 
cockpit of the airplane . He carefully constructs an event, distilling im­
portant elements in preparation for takeoff. As he continues to write, 
he presents problems in vibration which he solves by adjusting the 
throttle. In just a short amount of time he is able to select and empha­
size cause and effect relationships. 

Steve Arbaugh 
The seat is comfortable, not the recliner at home, but it's okay. 

Another seat like yours is on your right. First things first-seat 
belts and shoulder harness. Now we can begin the starting proce­
dures. All electrical systems off, radios off, fuel on left, mixture 
rich, cut heat off, master on to 'up' prime twice, make sure every­
one is clear, and push the starter button. The starter engages, 
pushing the big engine around slowly at first, then faster. When it 
catches, the whole frame vibrates. Adjust the throttle so it runs a 
little smoother. Oil pressure is in the green, oil temp is moving up, 
switch mags to both, the battery is charging. The sound of super­
sonic gyros just starting to spin fills the cabin . Turn on one of the 
radios to warm it up. Checking wing clearance, we begin to taxi. 

Another writing-to-learn strategy used during the ten-minute jour­
nal writing is the creative definition. This activity asks students to in­
vent definitions for words unknown to them. 

In the following example Susan begins with a definition, develops its 
supposed etymology, and formulates other grammatical forms of the 
word, and ends with a form that has restricted meaning. 
Susan Jenkins 

Jicama: (pronounced hie' -a-rna) 

A word of exclamation used to tell your mother you disapprove of 
a food, job or curfew. 

Once three separate words "jic", meaning a show of disgust, and 
"a Ma", as in "ah, rna, why do I have to do this?" 

Jicama should be spoken in a distasteful tone, and is only used 
properly by a Mexican child. 

It originated when an Aztec boy first tasted chocolate unadulter­
ated by sugar. The bitter taste made him exclain "jic ... ah rna, do 
I have to eat it?" and this contraction was now in existence. 

Since then, all signs of contractions have been disposed of, and it 
has become a word accepted by authors, professors, scholars and 
poets alike. Especially those authors specializing in Hispanic lit­
erature and dialect. 



196 Pat fuel/ 

Other forms: 

Jicamed-what a mother has been after being faced with " jic . . . a 
rna!" 

jicamaly-other phrases of complaint can be done this way. 

jicamation- the act of "jicaming." 

Slang-just a jic-a-man, used in New York, Los Angeles, and Dal­
las. Street lingo usually used against the police. 

Students do not know the dictionary definition of the word. After find­
ing out that jicama is a crunchy white root vegetable, they are disap­
pointed . Their definitions, based on the sound and structure of the 
word, formed elaborate connections not inherent in a vegetable 
definition. 

Another writing strategy, the metaphorical question, is one of the 
most difficult for students because it requires them to make unusual 
connections between two seemingly unrelated elements. It is a strategy 
that needs more practice than others, and I begin with a simple rela­
tionship-"if you were a breakfast cereal, what would you be and 
why?" This helps students think in comparative terms with familiar 
subjects. Later they use metaphorical questioning for evaluation . When 
students were two weeks away from their research paper deadline, I 
asked them to develop a ten-minute journal entry on "if your research 
paper were an animal, what would it be?" Kendall's comparison eval­
uates her writing. In comparing the erratic actions of the rabbit and her 
own work, she realizes she needs to work for depth and substance to 
eliminate "bugs and dirt." 

Kendall Couch 

If my research paper were an animal, it would be a hare. It is s im­
ilar because the rabbit took off in his race against the tortoise, but 
did not finish in time. My paper started with a large acceleration, 
but stopped in the middle to take a break. Like the hare, my paper 
took too long of a break and did not fini sh in time. It is also similar 
in that when a rabbit runs, his legs appear to be a blur. My ideas 
were a blur when I started. Also a rabbit hops. My paper also was 
composed in a hopping pattern. I would find one significant idea 
and then find one unimportant idea. Another way that my paper is 
similar to a hare is that when a rabbit eats, he quickly devours the 
food , then later digests it. At first I too grabbed lots of information, 
then I later digested it. The appearance of a rabbit is similar to my 
paper. At first glance it looks smooth and calm, but underneath 
there are bugs and dirt. 

Two more strategies introduced for the ten-minute journal are: role 
playing, a method for students to understand ideas from another view-
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point; and the unsent letter, which gives students an opportunity to 
classify ideas by advising a specific audience. In the following unsent 
letter, Lynn writes to Jason in Medea. He has left his wife and children 
for a younger and wealthier woman; in revenge Medea kills her chil­
dren knowing Jason's anguish will be unbearable. Lynn speculates on 
who is to blame and what each character could have done differently. 
She takes a stand in Medea's behalf, then suddenly realizes Jason might 
have had reason. Her third sentence considers the harm Jason did 
when he left Medea, then moves into consoling Jason with a final ad­
monition of not "screwing up the next marriage." 

Jason: 
You really shouldn't have left your wife and family for the princess. 
But, then again maybe it turned out for the best because you saw 
what an evil woman Medea was. Maybe none of this would have 
happened if you hadn't left her. I know people like you. I kind of 
think maybe it is better this way because what if you never fell in 
love with the princess, you could have come home later for dinner; 
or maybe you wouldn't like her dinner sometimes, and being the 
evil woman she is, she could have zapped you right then and there . 
So, I hope you try and forget her, and I also hope you find a decent 
lady to marry. And if you do, don't screw up the marriage; for 
God's sake, make it last. Oh, and if and when you ever do find this 
new lady, consult your nearest god, and make sure she's right for 
you. 

The unsent letter enables students to make their feelings conscious, 
particularly with material that arouses emotional response; in the case 
of Medea, students wonder why characters took such extreme actions 
and for Lynn, the unsent letter was a clarification and definition of the 
characters and their motivation. 

After using the unsent letters and practicing with a defined audi­
ence, students are ready for the more complex relationship of the dia­
logue. In role-playing another voice, writers must synthesize what they 
know already about the other voice in the dialogue and apply it to the 
question/answer exchange. Dialogue is most useful, I find, when stu­
dents are having difficulty delineating arguments or issues from their 
reading. While reading Mortimer Adler's How to Rend a Book, students 
found the language tedious and felt insulted by the title; after all, they 
felt they knew how to read . The dialogue with Adler forces them to be 
Adler and clarify and justify his book to the student writer, thereby en­
abling the student to understand Adler's thesis. 

In the following student dialogue A stands for Adler while M stands 
for me, the student's identification . 
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A: I hear you are studying my book. 

M: Yes, but not enjoying it; Mrs. Juell is forcing us to read it. You 
know you've brought a lot of pain and agony to me and the class­
this is a real bitch. 

A: Why do you think Juell has forced you to read my book? 

M: She enjoys watching us suffer. 

A: Besides that, why do you think it's important to spend all this 
time on suffering through the book? 

M: She says it will help us read more intelligently and carefully 
when we are forced to read difficult material-she's getting us 
ready for college! 

A: What do you think? 

M: Well, I guess I have to answer this-you do seem to have a sys­
tem; in fact, now that I think about it your organization looks like 
an essay. 

A: What do you mean? 

M: Well, you seem to introduce your main ideas for the chapter, 
then explain them, then you give a summary. Don't tell Juell but 
sometimes I've just read the summary. 

A : Did you feel that was enough? 

M: It was for a while, but then Juell seemed to ask questions that I . 
couldn' t answer with just the summary. 

A: Give an example. 

M: Well, your chapter on philosophy was boring; I really didn' t 
know what it was, but when Juell asked us to develop questions 
based on our understanding of the chapter, I didn't know what to 
write so I went back and had to read the chapter. 

A: What did you find out? 

M: Well, I found out what philosophy was, that writers raise ques­
tions about why we exist and why it is important. I guess that's im­
portant because we think we know the answers but maybe when 
we get to be adults we see things differently, maybe because then 
we have more experience. 

A: Is it important to know the questions? 

M: No, I really don't think so because once you decide what you're 
going to be, then you set your goals and work toward them-well, 
maybe it is important now that I think about it. Sometimes you be­
gin to wonder if your choices are right and if you'll be happy- ! 
guess philosophers even ask what happiness means. 

A: How does this a ll relate to reading the chapter on philosophy? 

M: I guess by giving us areas to look at and different categoies of 
questions asked then we might understand what the philosopher 
is saying- maybe even disagree with his view if we wanted to. 



The Course fouma/ 199 

In writing this ten-minute journal entry, the student begins disgrun­
tled with me for even assigning Adler, but, as the dialogue develops, 
we see the writer finding reasons for reading and even coming to con­
clusions about the meaning of philosophy, a term he was vague about 
when he began the dialogue . 

Students are pleasantly surprised at the outcome of dialogues; they 
say it clarifies their thought. I have found, however, when I get impa­
tient and do not allow much time (dialogue seem to take more than ten 
minutes), students are not able to get past the basic amenities of open­
ing conversation. 

By writing in their journals ten minutes a day, students develop a 
sense of audience, and learn to appreciate the variety of thinking of­
fered by the other students in class. But the greenhouse will not pro­
duce if the gardener spends time only on mulching, watering, and 
tending plants daily. There has to be a time when the gardener selects, 
prunes, and transplants developing ideas outside the greenhouse . The 
last section of this chapter develops a sequence of journal entries that 
make the roots nurtured in sawdust independent ideas strong enough 
to stand on their own outside the journal. 

As part of the Renaissance unit in Humanities, students become per­
sonally involved with one of the "greats" of the period. They begin this 
project by choosing one person to research and become apprenticed to: 
a scientist, artist, musician, mathematician, or philosopher. After 
spending two days in the library completing the research, students 
write first thoughts in their journals about the "master" on whom they 
did research . What is their emotional reaction to this person? Wendy, 
who had researched Johannes Kepler, reveals in her journal: "I like 
him; he is independent, a rebel; he made people question tradition .... 
He is going to be difficult to work with. He seemed moody, preoccu­
pied." Here Wendy not only makes an emotional connection with 
Kepler, she also understands qualities necessary as catalysts for cul­
tural and scientific change. 

The second stage of this role-playing sequence helps students gen­
erate enough material for the final stage of their research project, the 
biopoem. The biopoem assignment focuses on the student's relation­
ship as an apprentice to his Renaissance master. Most students have 
difficulty leaping from research to writing the biopoem because the 
structure calls for perceptive thinking about the essence of the "mas­
ter." A biopoem which only states facts does not reflect the potential for 
evaluation and synthesis so necessary to the success of the biopoem. 
Therefore, I take the students through two more journal stages before 
the final biopoem. 
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After the research in the library and writing first thoughts, students 
list or cluster at least twenty things important about their "master." 
Here students are able to develop a cache of important information. 
When they complete the list or cluster, they are ready to write the un­
sent letter to their master explaining why they feel it would be an honor 
to work with him. Before they write, I suggest they consider what their 
master needs, what he feels, what causes him to worry. They have 
twenty minutes to complete this part of the sequence in their journals. 

Up to this point, ideas in each stage are being selected, formulated, 
clarified. In the final biopoem stage, students need to synthesize. Since 
this is a summative assignment, students have overnight to complete 
the biopoem in their journals to be ready to share with the class the fol­
lowing day. 

Wendy's example below makes Kepler more than just an historical 
figure . She explores his frailty, his sorrow, his humanity while clarify­
ing his contributions to humankind. 

Wendy 
Motivated, inquisitive, enterprising, but moody 
Protege of Johannes Kepler 
Who developed the three laws of planetary motion, the fi rst 

non mystical explana tion of planetary attraction, the 
foundations for Isaac Newton's theories. 

Who feels Copernicus' astronomical system is valid, Euclid's 
geometry is the image of perfection, and Renaissance man's 
reason must triumph over superstition. 

Who needs the friendship of scie ntists like Ga lileo, the su pport of 
his petulant w ife, and the instruction of a speech teacher. 

Who gives amazingly accurate astrological forecasts, unbelievable 
meaning to the word " persistence," and incredibly complex 
lectures . 

Who fears that God has forsaken him, that he will never attain 
salvation, that he contributed to the arrest of his mother as a 
witch. 

Who would like to see an end to religious fanaticism, an end to 
war, and an end to fa mine. 

Who lived in the cities of G raz, Prague, and Linz under the rule 
of Rudolf II. 

Pare. 

Sharing their biopoems allowed students in the class an in-depth 
view of approximately thirty Renaissance masters. The class took notes 
and asked questions about each of the biopoems read. After accumu­
la ting that information, students were ready for a test on those masters. 

I was delighted by the quality of thinking evident in this sequence. 
Again, knowing it would be presented orally to the class motivated s tu­
dents to work harder on the project. As they worked on polishing the 
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biopoem for structure and parallel construction to enhance rhythms 
and sound, students gained control in their thinking. They appreciated 
the structure of this research project because it gave them the freedom 
to make decisions about what was important but offered the control of 
writing within the stylized biopoem structure. Finally this journal se­
quence engaged students in inquiry where the questions were as im­
portant as the answers. 

The course journal offers students opportunity to understand the 
function and importance of their intellects. They are no longer bent on 
asking for "the answer"; they know how to search it out on their own. 
They no longer wait for someone else to provide an answer; they are 
enthusiastic about the vitality of their own speculation, reflection, and 
resolution. They understand that the seed of an idea can be trans­
planted to a larger assignment, perhaps a research paper, perhaps a 
test, but all the essential material has begun in their journals. Here a 
student evaluates the progress of a paper after using the journal to clar­
ify her writing process. 

Once I received the assignment, I did a free write as a journal 
entry on numbers. In this journal entry I came to a conclusion and 
listed the importance of numbers. After realizing that the idea of 
classifying numbers was not a unique idea, I started looking at mu­
sic and especially Bach's music because I play it so often. The first 
thing I did was list different terms of music and ideas that I had 
about music. Once I completed the list, I grouped them into three 
categories. Again this was not a unique idea so I dropped it. I then 
found three unique ideas about Bach's music and listed them as the 
titles to three groups. Under these I listed what, how and why 
these unique ideas should be played. At this time I could not form 
a thesis so I just started writing. Finally on my second draft I 
formed a thesis, but l did not feel it fit my purpose, but I kept it 
anyway. In my revision I tried to get my paragraphs parallel and 
make the sentences flow smoothly by taking out fat and putting in 
more support; I then typed out my paper. 

The course journal/greenhouse has been a source of pride for me and 
my students. Their comments "I didn't realize I knew so much" or "I 
have grown to respect others' ideas" or "I understand better when I 
write in my journal" all contribute to enthusiastic learning. But as with 
the greenhouse, the journal requires patience and commitment from 
the writer as well as the teacher. Given that attention, the journal can 
give life to the roots in the sawdust. 




