Dialectical Journals
Explanations, Directions, & Samples
What is a dialectical journal?

Simply put, “dialectical” means “the art or practice of arriving at the truth by the exchange of logical arguments” (dictionary.com).  A dialectical journal, then, is used to arrive at the “truth” of a written work through written response to quotations from that work.  You should strategies such as making a connection, making a prediction, asking a question, extending the meaning, challenging the text, etc.

How many quotations should I have?
Three or four quotes per night would be great.  Be sure to make note of the date and the chapter each night that you work on your journal.

What exactly constitutes a quotation?

A quotation can be narration or dialogue.  You are NOT limited to what the characters say.  The key is to choose quotes you feel are important to the overall meaning of the text or that will illuminate the meaning, interesting writing techniques, etc.

What kind of quotations should I choose, and what should I write about?
Find passages that you think help us better understand the author’s subject matter, characterizations, attitude, and especially themes (messages / “big ideas”).  If you find yourself simply repeating or paraphrasing what the quotation says, you should probably chose a different quotation or reevaluate how you are approaching the response.  No summaries!
What format should I use?

Divide your paper into two columns; use the left side of the double column to copy a significant quote or line from the text, and be sure to use in-text citations.  Use the right side of the double column to react to that quotation; try to interpret it, ask a question about it, or consider any of the other strategies mentioned above.

Should I write or type these?

You should neatly write these in your single-subject spiral notebook required for my class.  These entries should be organized neatly by chapter and date.  I suggest writing in pencil so that you may use pen to add during class discussions; if your class notes are not easily distinguishable from your personal responses, I will assume that you simply wrote as we discussed, and this will certainly result in a much lower grade on these assignments.  Many students think it works well to leave some space beneath each chapter and label it as “Class Notes” so there is a clear space to record comments from class discussion.

Are these going to be collected every day?
I will usually collect these 2 or 3 times during the course of a novel, sometimes more frequently depending on indications from class discussions that students are either struggling with a text or do not seem to be keeping up with the reading assignments.  However, when we first begin a novel, I typically collect them after the first chapter or two to ensure that students understand the assignment well.
How long should my responses be?
I am more concerned with the depth of your thoughts than with the length; however, these often correlate with one another.  You certainly should try to stretch yourself as you work on these; write at least 3 sentences or so for each response.  Some students have said that they use small sticky notes to mark passages while reading then go back and enter those responses in their journal after completing a chapter.  This method may help you stay focused on the reading and allow a little more time when you are responding; however, this may have the adverse affect.  Try it out if you like.
How much do these count?
Dialectical journals count for 15% of your overall grade for this class, so be sure that you keep up with these on a daily basis.  If you try to wait until I will collect them, you will certainly cause yourself much pain and suffering because the entries & responses will likely be rushed and of a poor quality.  Keep in mind, I sometimes collect these journals without announcing it the day before, so you should have them with you each day of class, and you should have them up to date at all times. 
I am providing a sample of a dialectical journal from To Kill a Mockingbird.  Take a little time to review these before you begin working on your own.  Remember, we will model this strategy together when we begin reading our first novel.
	“When he was nearly thirteen, my brother Jem got his arm badly broken at the elbow” (3).
	I remember breaking my foot before a choir concert.  I was not feeling well, had to leave the risers, and fell when I was leaving.  All I cared about was being able to walk without crutches. This seems to be how Jem feels.

(making a connection)

	Atticus, the lawyer, “knew his people, they knew him, and because of Simon Finch’s industry, Atticus was related by blood or marriage to nearly every family in the town” (5).
	Atticus seems to be a well-respected person, and since he is a lawyer, he also must be fairly intelligent.  Maycomb must be a relatively small town where everyone knows everyone (much like King).  Atticus will likely be a crucial character because of his position in the town.
(interpreting & making a prediction)

	“There was no hurry, for there was nowhere to go … nothing to see outside the boundaries of Maycomb County.  But it was a time of vague optimism for some of the people:  Maycomb County had recently been told that it had nothing to fear but fear itself” (7-8).
	Apparently Maycomb is also a very slow, sleepy town that is pretty isolated from everything else.  This seems to be especially true since they only have a “vague” notion of FDR’s speech (allusion to the Great Depression of the 1930s – must be the era in which the story takes place) and there is “nothing” outside Maycomb County.  I wonder why they see the world this way – maybe people don’t travel because of the Depression or because that’s just not what people did.
(interpreting & asking a question)

	“The Radleys, welcome anywhere in town, kept to themselves, a predilection unforgivable in Maycomb” (9).
	It seems that the town is a little close-minded in viewing the Radleys since they don’t go to church or do other things common in the town.  This seems to be a prejudice against their lifestyle since it seems the town might not really know them and has become pretty superstitious about what they don’t understand or what seems strange to them.
(extending the meaning)

	“One night, in an excessive spurt of high spirits, the boys backed around the town square in a borrowed flivver” (10).
	This doesn’t sound like a six year old, so it might not be as realistic.  However, this is written as a flashback, so Scout must be much older now as she is telling this.


Examples showing a little more development once you’ve become familiar with this strategy:
	“To the education of her daughters, Lady

Bertram paid not the smallest attention. She

had no time for such cares. She was a

woman who spent her days in sitting nicely

dressed on a sofa, doing some long piece of

needlework, of little use and no beauty,

thinking more of her pug than her

children” (Mansfield Park, 17).

	Mrs. Bertram seems like she is much like

many middle to upper class women of her

time. Bored, unmotivated, and superficial.

Because there is nothing of great

importance happening in their lives, they

often have no care for what they can do for

their family. This also shows that Fanny

will have no comfort from Mr. or Mrs.

Bertram. Picturing a lazy woman making

ugly needlepoint and fussing over her ugly

little dog is also funny even while it makes

a big point.  Could this be the beginnings of a social critique?


	“Having parted from my friend, I

determined to visit some remote part of

Scotland and finish my work in solitude. I

did not doubt but that the monster followed

me, and would discover himself to me

when I should have finished, that he might

receive his companion” (Frankenstein,
148).

	Victor doesn’t want company because his

guilt is so intense that the sight of another

human being reminds him of the horrible

creature he has created. He lives in constant

fear of his creation and is convinced that

the creature is a fiend. His decision then to

make another fiend may prove even

deadlier than his first creation.  It’s also important to note that Victor refers to the creation as a “monster” here whereas he previously called it his “creation”.  This change in diction certainly connotes negative feelings towards this creature.



