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When you get your English 101 or 102 syllabus this semester, you will probably see that your teacher has asked you to write a journal.  You might have some questions: Why should I write a diary for my teacher?  What does a journal have to do with writing essays for school?  What should I write in my journals?
For those of you who have kept a journal since you were in junior high, writing one for English class will be very similar.  But for those of you who are not used to reflecting about your experiences in your writing, keeping a journal might be a challenge, at first.  This essay is intended to answer a few of your questions about keeping a journal, and to relieve any anxieties you might have.

What is a journal?
A journal is a piece of writing you will create for your composition class on a regular basis, either daily, weekly, bi-weekly, or on some other schedule.  Your teacher will give you the parameters.  Some teachers will ask you to turn it in every time you write, some will collect them once or twice a semester.  The point is, your teacher will read your journals, so keep your audience in mind when you write them.  Usually, you will turn in your journals with your final portfolio, so be sure to keep them safe.

You teacher will usually ask you to write for a specific period of time, rather than to create a certain length of writing.  That is, instead of saying, "Write two pages," your teacher will say, "Write for thirty minutes."  This is what writing teachers call timed writing.  You will probably do a lot of timed writing during this semester.

What do I write in my journal?

You can write anything you want, with a few exceptions.  The journal is not so much about what you write, but how you write it.  The key word to keep in mind is reflection.  Reflection in journal writing means taking a second look at your experiences and trying to figure out how they are significant.  A journal is a place to think critically about everyday life.

For example, if you write about a movie you saw with your friends, you might tell what the movie is about and who starred in it, but these facts alone are not enough for a journal entry.  In fact, the facts are only a small part of your journal.  The most important part is your reflection on the facts: what did the movie mean to you?  How did it affect you?  Did you have a meaningful discussion about the movie with your friends afterward?  How did this discussion affect you?  Did the movie or discussion cause you to see the world in a different way?

Events in our lives that seem small and insignificant from the outside can actually have great meaning to us.  Journal writing, through reflection, helps identify that meaning.

Why is a journal important?

For a lot of reasons.

First, a journal is a great place to practice writing.  A journal is low-stress, because you do not have to do research or write a lot of drafts.  You are not going to be graded on your perfect grammar and spelling.  The most important part about writing a journal is writing—getting your thoughts out of your brain and onto paper.  

Second, a journal helps you practice critical reflection.  This skill is useful in all aspects of your academic and non-academic life.  Whatever your major, you will need to be able to take a set of facts (your movie-going experience) and reflect upon the meaning of those facts (the significance of the movie, to you or in general) in order to assess their importance or unimportance.  
Biologists and other scientists do critical reflection all the time: they conduct observations and then try to figure out why these observations are important.  Anyone can observe.  The hard part is the figuring-out.  This is what journal writing teaches you.

English professors and other people who study language do the same thing: they read a book or a poem, a bunch of words on a page, and then try to figure out why those words are important.  Many people can read; the challenge is figuring out the importance of what you are reading.  Journal writing can teach you this.

In fact, if you want to write a journal about something you have read, or about observations you have made—say, of people hanging out in the EUC—that is fine.  Pretend you are an anthropologist and study the behavior of college students.  But remember, in order to conduct a study, there must be both parts: observation and reflection.

