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CHAPTER1

INTRODUCTION TO THE PROBLEM

Purpose for the Study

The author’s focus on children’s writing came about as a result of
graduate level courses taken from the University of Dayton. Through these
studies the author has developed new understandings of teaching and
learning, a high degree of interest in the area of literacy, and from this a
concern for student improvement i'n writing.

Another reason for the author’s focus on writing is that writing has not
been researched as extensively as reading and is less understood (Graves,
1978). For example, it has been assumed that reading develops before
writing (DeFord, 1981). However, theorists in more recent years have
challenged this thinking (Graves, 1978; Giacobbe, 1981; Haley-James, 1982;
Hipple, 1985). These researchers suggest that writing develops in years
prior to school.

Additionally, studies on student writing report alarming conclusions.
The authors of Becoming a Nation of Readers found that children do not get
many opportunities to write (Anderson et al., 1985). Surveys on high school
students reported them doing less than a page of writing a day; most
involved copying or writing incomplete sentences on answer sheets
(Fillion,1979). In another study, Applebee et al. (1989) found high schoolers

lacked competency in writing. Applebee stated, “A vast number of students






classroom with twenty-three kindergarten students. These young children
used their journals to write scribbles, drawings, letters, numbers and words.
Hipple found that these students could write before learning to read. She
also found that their experiences with writing encouraged other language
skills. A most significant finding of Hipple’s journal writing program was the
development of students’ positive self-concepts.

In a case study, Wheeler (1990) witnessed a similar improvement in
self-confidence in one of her learning-disabled students, as a result of a
journal writing program she devised to meet his needs. This student, Bill,
was regarded as having hyperactive behavior, poor socialization skills and
poor reading and writing skills. His self-confidence was at a low ebb.
Psychoeducational testing had further labeled him as “possibly
neurologically dysfunctional, depressed, and helpless.” Because of his
problems, Bill was placed as a learning-disabled fourth grade student in
Wheeler’s resource room. In an attempt to help Bill learn how to read and
write, Wheeler devised a program, at the beginning of Bill’s fifth grade year,
of reading combined with journal writing. Wheeler provided Bill with
reading materials and visual aids on topics that were interesting to him. She
then asked Bill for his written response to these topics in in his journal.
Wheeler carefully devised prompts to help him get started writing. By the
middle of his fifth grade year, Wheeler noted important positive changes:
Bill had moved from a first grade to a second grade reading level, he had
developed literac& skills and strategies to assist his learning, and he had
developed greater confidence in himself as a reader and writer.

Dialogue journal writing had a positive effect on students’ attitudes
toward reading and writing. Atwell (1987) implemented a dialogue journal
writing program to help improve the writing, reading, and thinking skills of

her eighth grade students. She used the reading of literature as a natural
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springboard for the written conversations she would have with her students.
She established regular, frequent times for writing and gave students
freedom in topic selection. Atwell documented the progress of one student,
Kim. Kim was a remedial reading student and had been labeled as a poor
reader until placed into Atwell’s program. Her active participation in
dialogue journal writing played a crucial role in Kim’s development as a
reader and writer. By the end of the school year, Kim had read twenty-one
books and had shown three years growth as a reader on a standardized
reading test. Most importantly, her written conversations with Atwell
indicated positive attitudes about reading and writing.

Dialogue journal writing had a positive effect on students’ attitudes
toward peers. Staton (1980) gave an account of sixth grade teacher, Leslie
Reed, in a previously mentioned article called “ Writing and Counseling: Using
Dialogue Journals.” Reed maintained daily written conversations with two of
her students who were involved in personal conflicts with their peers. She gave
the students advice and guidance as she wrote in their dialogue journals. Reed
found that in both cases students were able to resolve their problems with their
peers as they sought and accepted counsel in the private pages of their journals.

Dialogue journal writing had a positive effect on students’ attitudes
toward the learning of mathematics. Thompson (1990) introduced dialogue
journals into her fifth grade math class. For ten minutes each week,
students were required to write about math from self-selected topics. Their
written conversations informed Thompson of their progress: how they
mastered new concepts, discovered new strategies, confirmed, clarified,
criticized and questioned their thinking, and found personal joy in their
work. Thompson confirmed students’ positive attitudes about the learning of

mathematics through the use of dialogue journals.
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CHAPTER III

PROCEDURE

Subjects

This study was conducted with nineteen second grade students, seven
boys and twelve girls. All students were eight and nine years old and of
mixed abilities. Of these students, two had been tested as learning disabled
(LD) and five as remedial readers. Students in this study were ability
grouped for reading based on Gates-MacGinitie Reading Test scores and first
grade teacher recommendations. A literature based reading program was
used in this classroom. The teacher referred to two students as academically

high in reading and writing.
Setting

School. The elementary school population consisted of 530 students,
kindergarten through fifth grade. Forty-four were minority students. There
were twenty-three regular classroom teachers with thirteen special education
teachers. The claésrooms were self-contained with an average of twenty-two
students per room. A special education room for six mentally and physically
handicapped children was operating in this school. A “publishing shop” was
in its second year of publishing students’ writing. A two-hundred member
Parent Teacher Association (PTA) and a Parent Volunteer Program

functioned in the school.



Community. The school was set in the suburbs of a larger
metropolitan area in central Ohio. The school system consisted of seven
elementary schools, three middle schools, and one high school. In the last
six years, two new elementary schools had opened. The population of this
community was approximately 32,000 people. There existed a wide variety of
occupations within the community; the largest employer was the school
system employing over five-hundred people. The community covered a land
area of fifteen square miles. In recent years, the people of this community
devoted much attention to improving and beautifying the city and

establishing park areas.

Data Collection

Construction of the Instrument. The author used a semantic

differential to measure students’ attitudes toward dialogue journal writing.
Twelve polar adjective word pairs, taken from Isaac and Michael (1981), were
arranged at opposite ends of a modified five-point scale. The polar adjective
pairs were arranged so that the favorable end was randomly placed at the
right or left side to avoid position habits in the response pattern. The
concept to be rated, dialogue journal writing, was printed at the top. The
semantic differential is illustrated in Appendix A.

Administrafion of the Instrument. The semantic differential pretest
was administered the first week of February in a whole group setting before
students were exposed to dialogue journal writing. The author of this study
guided students through the test so that the adjective word pairs were
understood. The author demonstrated how to mark responses on the test

with an example on the board. She encouraged students to give honest
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answers. The author explained that the semantic differential would not be
graded and there were no right or wrong answers. Ample time was given for
students to respond to each question. Students then completed a three week
period of dialogue journal writing and the semantic differential posttest was

given as a parallel written form.

Design

The author used a classical T: X T: design in which only one
independent variable was manipulated. The T: represented pretesting
carried out on attitudes. The x referred to the independent variable of
teaching dialogue journal writing. The T: represented post testing carried

out on attitudes.

Treatment

The author’s independent variable for this study was the teaching of
dialogue journal writing. The treatment consisted of student-initiated
writing activities administered over a three week period. The dependent
variable was attitudes toward dialogue journal writing.

The author of this study designed and implemented a dialogue journal
writing program in a second grade classroom. It consisted of reading aloud
carefully selected children’s books and having students write responses to the
books in their journals. (A complete list of the books used in the program can
be found in Appendix B.) For a total of an hour each day students read,
talked, and wrote about literature. Students often made drawings to

accompany their journal entries.
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The dialogue journal writing program began as the first activity of the

day when the students were called to a carpeted corner of the room to listen
to a story. The author of this study introduced the book by pointing out
special features such as the copyright date, facts about the author, and the
illustrations. Prior to reading the book aloud, the author of this study
encouraged students to talk and make predictions to spark their interest.
Discussion continued throughout the reading of the story as the author
paused at certain intervals to ask questions about the story. When the story
was finished the author asked students to think about ideas like: their
favorite character, their opinion of the author, how the book related to their
own experiences. The author asked for volunteers to verbally share their
ideas before writing.

The author next introduced a chart with vocabulary words from the
story that children could use to facilitate their writing. The words and their
meanings were reviewed and the chart was displayed in the front of the
room. The author then directed students to return to their seats to write in
their journals. She instructed students to write a response to the story that
had been read aloud and gave them freedom to select their topics for writing.
The author helped students who could not get started by suggesting that
they write about topics like their favorite character, their feelings about the
book, or their favorite part, and reasons to support what they said. While
children wrote, the classroom teacher circulated around the room to provide
help. Students placed completed journals on a- table in the back of the room
awaiting the classroom teacher’s written response. Children corresponded
about books with the teacher on Monday, Tuesday and Wednesday, wrote to
pen pals on Thursday, and wrote to parents on Friday. Students took
Journals home over the weekend so that parents could respond to their

children’s writing.
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The dialogue journal writing program included additional language
arts activities like writing to a book character, writing to school personnel,
and orally telling a family story that would help students in their attempts to

use written language. A complete list of these activities is provided in

Appendix C.
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CHAPTER IV

RESULTS

Presentation of the Results

Pretests and posttests of the semantic differential were administered.
The author compﬁted the mean as the measure of central tendency and the
standard deviation as the measure of variance. The results are illustrated in
Table I. The t test for dependent samples at a .05 level of significance was
also computed, and the results are also illustrated in Table I. The results
indicated that the null hypothesis was not rejected; therefore, the finding

was non-significant.

TABLE I
MEAN, STANDARD DEVIATION, AND T SCORE FOR

ATTITUDES OF SECOND GRADE STUDENTS

TOWARD WRITING
Test N X S
Pretest 19 44.84 9.48
Posttest 19 43.42 13.46
t=.472 df =18 p> .05 non-significant at .05
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Discussion of the Results

The t test for dependent samples indicated that the calculated t, .472,
did not exceed the critical value, 1.734, at the .05 level of significance. Thus,
the null hypothesis was not rejected. The conclusion, based upon the test
results, is that there is no significant difference of the mean attitude scores of
students after implementing the dialogue journal writing program.

The findings of this study suggested that children who are exposed to
a dialogue journal writing program may not develop positive attitudes
toward their writing. These results reinforced Hogan’s (1980) study of
thirteen-thousand children, ages eight to fourteen. Hogan found that
students’ interest in writing decreased steadily as students got older. Also,
the results of the present study were in agreement with Shook’s et al., (1989)
study where only twenty percent of the subjects said they wrote because it
was fun.

The results of this study contradicted the research of Harlin and Lipa
(1993) who noted that students in their study developed more positive
attitudes as their experiences with the writing process increased. This study
also contradicted the classroom research of Atwell (1987). Atwell’s eighth
grade students experienced increased positive attitudes and achievement
toward reading and writing after a program of dialogue journal writing.

Informal teacher observations uncovered other aspects of this study
for which a basis in the research was found. One observation was that many
students involved in the dialogue journal writing program had a
preoccupation with spelling words correctly. This made the writing process a

slow and difficult task and it interfered with what students wanted to say.

This finding coincided with Shook et al., (1989) who found that forty-four




percent of the children she studied found spelling hard words to be the most
difficult part of writing a story. Similarly, Harlin and Lipa (1993) noted that
grade three and grade four subjects in their study cited spelling as the most
difficult part of writing.

A second teacher observation during this study agreed with the
findings of Harlin and Lipa (1993) that young children “most often said they
liked a book but rarely told why.” Most subjects in the present study seldom
wrote beyond a simple plot synopsis or saying that they liked a book.

The non-significant findings of this study justify a close look at the
study procedure for factors affecting internal and external validity. One
possible factor affecting internal validity could have been the effect of history.
The students in this study participated in dialogue journal writing at other
times of the day and in other subject areas. Students’ exposure to these
writing experiences outside of the experimental setting could have affected
test scores.

Another possible factor affecting internal validity could have been the
effect of maturation. Students in this study could have experienced
biological or psychological changes as a natural part of maturation that could
have resulted in a better or worse performance on the posttest and would not
be a result of the treatment.

A third factor affecting internal validity could have been the influence
of pretests. Subjeéts exposed to the pretest could have become familiar with
how to take the test and could have learned ways to mark the test that would
not be consistent with their true feelings. Thus, something other than the
treatment, dialogue journal writing, could have affected test scores.

Finally, a factor affecting external validity could have been the

reactive effects of experimental procedure. During the pretest, the regular
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classroom teacher was present in the room. For the posttest, the regular
classroom teacher was absent and a substitute teacher was present in the
room. This change in the physical make up of the room could have resulted
in a difference in the outcome of the test since students may not have

responded in their normal ways.

Additional problems with this study could have jeopardized the
findings. The author of this study observed problems with the test
instrument. Students did not understand the meanings of certain polar
adjective pairs of the semantic differential so they were repeatedly explained
on both the pretest and the posttest. Thus, the author of this study felt the
abstract nature of some of the items of the test was difficult for these second-
grade children. With this in mind, it was impossible to assume students’
answers reflected their “real” attitudes about writing.

Also, the author observed student behavior problems during the
administration of the posttest that could have made a difference on the
outcome of the test. Students were noisy, talkative and inattentive. It was
necessary to quiet them several times. It was also necessary to repeat some
of the test instructions. Students complained when the posttest was being
distributed. Several students responded, “Do we have to?” These disruptive
student behaviors could have contributed in some way to students’ poor
responses on the posttest.

Finally, the small sample size and the three week period of time to
conduct the study was an important factor in limiting students’ attitﬁde
scores. A larger sample size over a longer period of time could possibly help
this study become more reliable. It is difficult to influence étudents’ positive

attitudes in such a short period of time.




Though the results of this study do not show that the program was
successful, observations that the author of this study made in collaboration
with the regular classroom teacher indicated otherwise. During the dialogue
journal writing program, students behaved in ways that would seem to
indicate the development of students’ positive attitudes. For example,
several students wrote at home. One of these students recorded four pages of
weekend activities in which she was involved. Also, two other students
composed poems at home. Finally, one student demonstrated increased
interest and enthusiasm by the time that he spent writing in his journal and
the amount of writing he did on two separate occasions. In his first journal
entry, he wrote three short sentences. Approximately a week later, he wrote
an entire page. In general, students in this study showed interest and
enthusiasm toward dialogue journal writing by extending their writing
outside of the school context, eagerly participating, and desiring to share

writing with others. They demonstrated they liked writing.
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CHAPTER V

SUMMARY, CONCLUSIONS AND RECOMMENDATIONS

Summary

A major goal of educators should be to encourage students to become
lifelong readers and writers and to find enjoyment and satisfaction in doing
these activities (Smith, 1981). Positive attitudes toward reading and writing
must be developed so that students can realize these goals.

This study focused on the development of students’ positive attitudes
toward dialogue journal writing. The purpose of the study was to analyze the
effects of a dialogue journal writing program on the attitudes of second grade
students. The hypothesis stated there would be no significant difference
between the pretest and posttest mean attitude scores toward writing after
students were exposed to a program of dialogue journal writing.

The study was conducted over a three week period of time with
nineteen second graders of mixed abilities. Students were pretested to
measure their attitudes toward dialogue journal writing. A dialogue journal
writing program was then implemented in the classroom. The program
consisted of students’ written conversations about books that were read
aloud and discussed in class and the teacher’s written response back. At the
end of the study, students were posttested with a parallel form of the

semantic differential.



The t test for dependent samples was calculated and the null
hypothesis was not rejected. The statistical finding was non-significant. The
results implied that the difference in mean attitude scores of pre and posttest
was probably due to chance or sampling error at the .05 level of significance.
The researcher concluded that a decrease in students’ positive attitudes
toward dialogue journal writing was evident. However, the researcher noted
other unmeasured behaviors, through classroom observation, that would
seem to reflect students’ positive attitudes. Some of these behaviors
included: requesting to take home the books that were read aloud in the
classroom, composing poetry, writing at home, volunteering to read journal
entries, writing to classmates, and applauding to express enjoyment for a

book that had been read aloud to the class.

Conclusions

This study attempted to investigate and report evidence about the
under-researched topic of students’ attitudes toward dialogue journal writing.
While the researcher stated the null hypothesis of no significant difference
between the pretest and posttest mean attitude scores toward dialogue
journal writing, the finding of this study was non-significant. This indicated
that the dialogue journal writing program did not improve students’
attitudes. However, this decrease in mean attitude scores was not consistent
with what the author of this study observed in the classroom or found in the
related literature. Information gained from these two sources points to the
educational significance of dialogue journals to promote students’ positive

attitudes. The failure of this study to confirm students’ positive attitudes
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about writing may have been attributable to such factors as students’
inability to express their true feelings on the semantic differential and the
limited amount of time given to conduct a study of children’s writing
attitudes. This study lasted for three weeks and this is not enough time to
adequately influence and accurately measure students’ attitudes..

This study confirmed that second grade students do possess attitudes
about their writing, as seen by their responses on the semantic differential,
and that these attitudes can change over time. Thus, the author concluded
that understanding the attitudes children have about their writing was a

cornerstone to understanding them as developing writers.
Recommendations

The author of this study recommends that dialogue journal writing be
implemented in the classroom as a way to help meet the needs of developing
writers. Research strongly supports dialogue journal writing as a means to
explore and extend thinking and as a tool for learning (Atwell 1987; Staton et
al., 1982; Fulwiler, 1980). Also, the author recommends that writing
workshops be made available to both teachers and parents to educate them
on the potential for writing in the lives of human beings. Lastly, writing
education should be a part of the teacher education curriculum at the
university level. It is imperative that teachers have an understanding of how
children learn writihg if they are to become teachers of writing.

Finally, it is important to note that the results of this study cannot be
generalized due to the study design and the small sample size. The non-
significant findings of this study should serve as a reminder that further

investigation is needed to establish the value that dialogue journals have for
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writing. Additionally, the author of this study believes attitudes are an
important dimension of a writer’s development and should be a concern for
all teachers of writing. A major educational goal should be to develop in

students positive writing attitudes so that students will want to write, see

themselves as writers, and pursue writing for the rest of their lives.
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good

like
unsuccessful
work
interesting
difficult
important
happy
pain

free
negative

beautiful

APPENDIX A

Semantic Differential

DIALOGUE JOURNAL WRITING
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bad
dislike
successful
fun
boring
easy
unimportant
sad
pleasure
restricted
positive

ugly



APPENDIX B

Second Grade Read Aloud Book List

Jan Brett

Janice Boland
Carmen Agra Deedy
Anne Isaacs

Keiko Kasza

Steven Kellogg
Patricia Kirkpatrick
James Marshall
James Marshall
Bill Peet

Patricia Polacco
Patricia Polacco
Patricia Polacco
William Steig
Stephen Wyllie
John Vernon Lord

Russell E. Erickson

Picture Books

Town Mouse Country Mouse

Annabel

The Library Dragon

Swamp Angel

The Wolf’s Chicken Stew

Paul Bunyan

Plowie

Goldilocks and the Three Bears
Yummers, Too

The Spooky Tail of Prewitt Peacock
Rechenka’s Eggs

Chicken Sunday

The Keeping Quilt

Sylvester and the Magic Pebble
Dinner With Fox

The Giant Jam Sandwich

Short Novel

A Toad for Tuesday




APPENDIX C

Language Arts Activities

Students participated in the following literacy events as a part of the
dialogue journal writing program:

* Writing about books:
Opinions
Favorite parts: Why?
Humor/sad
Favorite character: Why?
Predictions
Fiction/nonfiction
Express a negative feeling: Why?
Favorite illustration
Character development
Relate book ideas to own experiences
Conclusion: Did you like the way the story ended? Give your own
ending.
Rate the book and tell why?
* Writing to parents: Love letter; reading memories; poetry
e Writing to fifth grade pen pals
® Writing to “elders” in the family: Family history
* Writing letters to school personnel
* Sharing written messages: Display on “message board” (newspaper
articles, jokes, poetry, drawings, cards, letters, and pictures)
¢ Telling family stories: Oral history
¢ Choral reading of poetry
* Writing gossip: To teachers; to classmates
® Writing letters to book characters
¢ Dramatizing a book
¢ Drawings to accompany journal writings
e [llustrating a favorite part of a book
¢ Inviting school personnel to come to the room to respond in person to
children’s writing
¢ Revising letters
® Making books: Illustrating and authoring
* Reading letters from parents, “elders,” pen pals
* Writing a letter to a classmate who had moved away
* Publishing a dialogue journal writing
* Making a class booklet of a dialogue journal writings
e Making a scrapbook of letters received from “elders”
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