
A Professor and Her Student 

Respond to Academic Journals 

Mary-Lou Hinman and Beth A. Loring 

The professor begins. 

Several years ago students in my Introduction to Literature class were 
debating spiritedly about a Robert Frost sonnet when one student turned 

to me, seeking arbitration. "What is the tone?" she asked. I shrugged, 

wanting the class to work through their own understanding of the poem. 

"Well," the student demanded in exasperation, "look it up in the Teacher's 

Manual." 

I remember the incident with both amusement and sadness because 

it clearly shows how often the American education system emphasizes "the 

right answer" over the process that teaches students to find their own 

answers. In the interest of helping students find that process, I began using 

academic journals in my literature courses five years ago. 

The journals were a substitute for the essay quizzes I had given for 

years in an attempt to force students to read the assigned material. But 

quizzes (at least ones I gave) had built-in problems. Students didn't like 

to take risks with material that would be graded. Instead of reading the 

literature, they tried to read my mind, to write on the quiz what they 

thought I wanted to read. 
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As I thought about incorporating journals into my classes, I could see 
that they, too, might have built-in problems. What would keep students 
from writing fifteen entries all at once instead of writing individual entries 
after each reading assignment? What would the quality of the writing 
and thinking be if I didn't grade each entry? Would the students consider 
the journals busy work rather than a legitimate academic endeavor? 1 knew 
I didn't want to read "diary entries"; could I convince students to go beyond 
gut-feeling to serious and reflective critical thought? I assigned the first 
journals with some real doubts. 

Five years later I view journal writing as one of the most important 
and challenging aspects of my courses. I know journals are not univer- 
saIIy loved by students; some of them are quite blunt about their feelings 
on course evaluations. But over eighty percent of my students endorse 
the concept of journal writing-somebegrudgingly, most enthusiastically.
All students view journals as more work, but most see the work as productive,
pertinent, and helpful. I wondered, however, what a student who had 
written academic journals for a variety of professors in a variety of modes 
might say about the benefits and pitfalls ofthis kind of writing. I approached
one of my ex-students, Beth Loring, who agreed to collaborate with me 
on an article assessing journals as a pedagogical tool. 

Professor and student find areas of agreement. 

Beth and I were able to agree on a list of positive benefits derived from 
the use of academic journals in classes I had taught and she had taken: 

First of all, students learn the important thing is to think, 
not necessarily to be right. They are able to explore ideas 
in their journals without being penalized and are there- 
fore more apt to take risks. 
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Second,because students are more often rightthan wrong 
in their assessments of what they read, their confidence 
increases when they understand that they can read 
critically. When they begin to believe in their own 
abilities to read and think, students are more apt to chal- 
lenge their teachers’ assumptions. Therefore, classes are 
livelier and more productive for students and professor 
alike. 

Third, student retention of material increases dramati- 
cally. If journal entries connect with class discussions, 
other assignments, and examinations, students under- 
stand more and retain material more effectively. Stu- 
dents seldom forget material they have worked through 
on their own and become increasingly adept at sepa- 
rating the important from the unimportant. 

Fourth, students have to think about the material before 
they come to class, for it is impossible to write a good 
journal entry without some thought. Beth insists that 
education is most successful when students react to what
they learn; an academic journal provides an opportunity 
for expressing such reactions. She also sees the journal 
as a place for students to express ideas that they cannot 
comfortably state in class. In this case, the journal 
becomes not only an intellectual and creative outlet but 
also an agent for fostering more productive and fulfilling 
student-teacher relationships. 

Finally, in spite of the emphasis in journal writing on 
content rather than mechanics, the student writing in 
journals is often far superior to their work in revised 
essays. Beth and I noted that the quality of writing in 
student journals improves as the semester progresses, 
and that improvement is often mirrored in the profes- 
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sor's comments. In one of Beth's own journals, the 
professor's comments changed from "Okay, but..  -'' to 
"A wonderful entry!+ fine reading of the story." Beth 
had a written record of her improved ability to analyze 
literature and her improved writing skill. 

Professor and student find areas of disagreement. 

Beth and I agree that academic journals, for the most part, effectively 
push students to greater understanding. But some of the aspects of journal 
writing 1 find most positive, Beth questions. 1 have felt that because 
students know they have to write about what they read, they are less apt 
to give up on difficult material. I always cite a classic student entry from 
one of my American Literature classes: 

Emerson says on page 898 that the essence of life is 
spontaneity or instinct. I'm not quite sure what he is 
getting at. Are spontaneity and instinct the same thing? 
Wait a minute, I think I can answer my own question now 
that I've thought about it. Is he saying that if we acted 
out of instinct, that is truly act the way we feel is right 
to act, then we would inevitably be acting virtuously or 
correctly-? 

I am fairly confident that in pre-journal days, this same student's thought 
processes would have stopped with "I'm not quite sure what he is getting 
at." Beth responds that she and other students are still apt to give up on 
particularly difficult assignments. Instead of confronting such difficulties. 
Beth says, students mostly find a way to avoid them. She suggests more 
faculty guidance for particularly difficult reading assignments. 

I had anticipated another problem which I have encountered in a few 
student journals. My goal is to have students write journal entries after 
they complete their reading but before class discussion. Some students, 
however, inevitably write their entries after discussion. I have not been 
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particularly concerned, for I have felt the students were at least synthesizing 
class discussion and therefore writing useful entries. In my discussion 
with Beth, however, I discovered that other students are angry at these 
"leeches," and she reminded me that students must react to assignments 
on their own if they are ever going to move from passive to active learning. 
Although she agrees that synthesis is useful, she believes that academic 
journals are most successful when the professor insists on independent 
:bought and work. She reminded me of my own statement that journals 
allow instructors to work with students at their own level of understanding
and sophistication. 

Journals help the professor. 

I assign academic journals because I believe they benefit students, but 
student journals help me in ways I never anticipated: 

* Students show me in their entries which assignments 
work and which ones dc  not. I now give more careful 
preliminary comments and instructions to assignments 
that have proven in the past to be unclear or challeng- 
ing. 

I immediately discover when students have misconcep- 
tions about their reading or about comments I have made
in class. I can respond to individual misconceptions in 
the journals themselves, or I can take class time to return 
to material that has troubled the group as  a whole. 1 
find problem areas before examinations. 

Often students force me to look at material in new ways. 
Sometimes they amaze me with their attention to detail 
or with their fresh observations. 

I play a different role when I read student journals. Since
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how students write is beside the point, J concentrate on 
what they write. I respond to their ideas as a peer-which
means I can agree or disagree with their comments and 
explain why. I find the activity a pleasure, not the 
drudgery that "grading" exams and papers can be; 
therefore, I do not begrudge the time I spend reading 
journal entries. And, as Beth reminds me, this role makes 
the professor less intimidating. Students react more 
positively, she insists, and work harder. 

Finally, I can see intellectual growth from the beginning 
to the end of the term. In a profession where tangibles 
are few, 1 am delighted to have a written record of a 
student's intellectual progress in the course. 

The student offers suggestions for better journal as- 
signments. 

Academic journals are used in a myriad of ways across the disciplines 
at Plymouth State College. Of necessity differences in course objectives 
dictate the guidelines established for the use of journals. Keeping those 
facts in mind, I offer the following suggestions to the faculty for their 
consideration: 

9 Students generally participate in more than one course 
where academic journals are assigned. Since each 
professor has a slightly different concept of what a 
journal should be, faculty should give students written 
instructions to clarify their expectations for students and 
to avoid misunderstandings. 

Assigning specific topics for journal entries may make 
more difficult pieces seem less threatening. Further- 
more, helping students focus on certain themes and 



issues will encourage them to read and think more 
critically, eventually on their own. 

Professors should collect journals early in the term and 
frequently after that. This way, any questions or 
misconceptions about the journal itself or reading 
assignments will surface, and the professor can deal with 
them immediately. 

Even though debate i s  healthy, professors should avoid 
imposing personal interpretations on students. Instead 
they should try to work with students at their own level 
of understanding. The fastest way for faculty to destroy 
student enthusiasm is to smother students' ideas with 
their own. 

. When possible, faculty should connect journal entries 
with class discussion, examinations, and assignments. 
Through this connection of material, Students gain more 
understanding and retain material better. 

Finally, teachers and students alike should do their best 
to keep the lines of communication open. Students 
should look to professors for guidance, and professors 
should look to students for their insights. 

As always, the professor gets 

I will continue to use academic journa ;s 

the last word. 

writing journal entries, and I learn from reading them. Two years ago 
Beth enrolled in her first course with required academic journals. Since 
she had never encountered journals before, she was apprehensive about 
the experience. Looking back, however, she says, "I realize that those 
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journal entries encouraged my growth as a student, not to mention my 
growth as an individual." If that is the case, the experiment I began five 
years ago has succeeded beyond my expectations. 

Mary-Lou Hinman, an associate professor in the English Department, chairs the 
Writing Across the Curriculum Task Force and teaches courses in American 
Literature. 

Beth A. Loring is a senior English Education major at Plymouth State College. 
Her collaboration on this article led her t o  write further about the value of academic 
journals for her course, Teaching Writing and Reading in the High School. 




