JOURNAL WRITING IN THE MATHEMATICS
CLASSROOM: A BEGINNER’S APPROACH
Today’s mathematics educators are advocating
methods of assessment other than frequent tests,
quizzes, and daily worksheets. In fact, the NCTM’s
Curriculum and Evaluation Standards states,“The
assessment of students’ ability to communicate
mathematics should provide evidence that they can
express mathematical ideas by speaking, writing,
demonstrating and depicting them visually” (1989,
214). One alternative form of assessment that
incorporates these standards is journal writing.
After reading about the potential benefits of journal writing, we each decided to try it in a high
school mathematics class. Although we taught at
different schools at the time, we undertook this
project as a team so that we could share ideas and
experiences with each other. Starting the writing
process was difficult, but the end result was pleasantly surprising. This article is an account of our
approach to journal writing in the mathematics
classroom.
GETTING STARTED
Because this attempt was our first one at at using
journal writing, we each selected only one class to
participate. We had noticed that students’ behavior
and performance are generally better during the
earlier part of the school day and that higher-level
classes usually have more adequate foundations for
communicating mathematically. For these reasons,
Nancy chose her first-period informal geometry
class and Brian chose his second-period advanced
algebra II class. Knowing which classes would be
involved helped us decide on other criteria to be
used in the assessment process.
Our next concern was what the students would
write. Because we wanted to be able to compare
and contrast our findings across classes, we
thought that having some structural similarities
was important. We decided to use similar writing
prompts, writing schedules, and assessment
rubrics. We used two types of writing prompts—
affective and mathematical (see fig. 1). We hoped
that this arrangement would allow the students to
communicate both their knowledge about mathematics and their feelings about the environment of
the mathematics classroom.
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Another concern that we addressed was the frequency of writing and when to write. At first, we
decided to assign journal writing twice each week
and collect the journal entries at the end of the
week. To avoid the tedium that could be caused by
writing about similar topics twice each week, we
alternated the affective and mathematical topics on
Tuesdays and Thursdays. We expected students to
submit both journal entries to the teacher every
Friday for evaluation, so the teachers would have
sufficient time over the weekend for grading. We
later decided to assign only one journal entry per
week.
We also decided to present the writing topic on
the chalkboard or on the overhead projector so that
the students could begin their entries when they
entered the classroom. Nancy’s students were
allowed five minutes to begin writing while she
took roll and handled other classroom duties.
Brian’s students were given ten minutes to write.
We told both classes that they would not have time
to finish their entries in class. We expected them to
complete their entries outside of class and hand in
both entries on Friday at the beginning of the period. Because we were assessing individual thoughts
and knowledge, we expected entries to reflect individual efforts. We did not allow students to collaborate with other students or to copy from books.
However, we encouraged students to consult their
textbooks and class notes for ideas.
Grading papers was a major concern while we
were setting up the project. We were concerned
about the length of time that we would need to
read, evaluate, and post grades on fifty journal
entries each week. We therefore decided to limit the
length of the journal entries. We told students that
one full page of explanation would be sufficient for
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Affective Prompts

Mathematical Prompts

1. Discuss (in paragraph form) three qualities of a
good teacher and three qualities of a good student.
Explain why these qualities are important.
2. In your own words, describe or define what is meant
by a “fair” test. Also, describe how you prepare for
math tests and quizzes.
3. You have been assigned to teach this class. Describe
how you would plan the course—grading procedures,
checking homework, how often you would give a test
or quiz, the format of the tests or quizzes, seating of
the students, and so on.
4. Explain how you organize your math notebook. How
does your notebook help you?
5. Discuss whether or not you think journal writings
have enhanced experiences in this math class.
Which journal writing did you like most? Least?
Why?

1. Suppose that you are a math teacher and that it
is your responsibility to do an SAT review session
where the topic is radicals. Make up four sample
problems, and explain to your audience how to
work each one.
2. Explain the Pythagorean theorem in your own
words. Discuss three types of problems
that use the Pythagorean theorem, and explain how
to solve each of them.
3. Your best friend has enrolled in this class for next
year. Your responsibility is to inform your
friend about the prerequisites for doing radicals.
4. Explain the isosceles triangle theorem. Use several
examples.
5. Discuss why you think the imaginary unit i is
important. You may want to list some of its uses—
solving equations, graphing complex numbers,
simplifying radicals, and so on.
6. Explain the angle-side relationship of triangles.
Describe two types of questions that could be asked
on a test.
7. Describe the two methods that we have discussed
for solving quadratic equations. Include an example
of each.
8. Explain to an absent classmate the distance formulas, with three examples of how to use them.

Fig. 1
Affective and mathematical writing prompts

a journal entry, but less would not be adequate. Initially, Brian gave one grade for both entries for a
week, whereas Nancy graded each entry individually. Brian later adopted Nancy’s method to allow
each entry to stand on its own merit.
We next discussed what factors would be important in the grading process. From this discussion,
we developed and employed the same grading rubric.
The content of the entry accounted for half the grade,
and effort counted for the other half. We evaluated
mathematical entries on their mathematical content, whereas we examined affective entries for
sufficient thought and expression. For the grade
for effort, 10 percent of the grade was for neatness,
10 percent for vocabulary and grammar, 10 percent
for the headings, and 20 percent for length. When
we returned the entries to our students, we gave
them a cover sheet detailing the points that they
received. This cover sheet contained the grading
rubric that also appears on the syllabus. See fig. 2.
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When evaluating the mathematical topics, we
corrected the students’ mathematical content and
vocabulary and made comments to help improve
their thought processes, understanding, and
expression. When we evaluated the affective topics,
we supplied constructive criticism of the students’
comments, acknowledged their difficulties and
efforts, and encouraged them to do better. Because
we generally graded quizzes and tests in red, we
decided to use a different color, such as green, to
grade the journals and write comments. The grades
for all the entries were averaged to count as one
test grade at the end of each marking period.
THE WRITING PROCESS
To introduce journal writing to our classes, we gave
our students a syllabus, as shown in figure 2. This
syllabus included the purpose for journals, materials that the students needed, the procedures and
the expected format, and the grading criteria. To
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PURPOSE:

In my opinion, journal entries are an integral part of a mathematics class for three main reasons:
1) Journal entries tend to enhance a person’s learning of a concept because he or she is taking an active part by conveying
knowledge instead of just absorbing the material and working
a set of problems.
2) The student receives individual feedback from the teacher in
writing; the feedback may clear up any misunderstanding
about the topic at hand.
3) The teacher is able to get an idea of a student’s thought
processes, as well as address any concerns that the student
may have.
MATERIALS: Although I am not requiring that you purchase a second notebook
for journal entries, I do strongly urge you to set up a separate section in your current math notebook so that you can access your
journals easily—especially on due dates!
GRADING: You must include the following information for every journal
entry: the topic (or title) and topic number, the current date, your
name, and class period. In addition, you should write neatly and
legibly in blue or black ink. Pencils are acceptable; however, pencils tend to rub off onto other pages. Although my main concern is
your mathematics, good grammar and appropriate vocabulary are
a must! Furthermore, each journal entry should be approximately
one page in length. Points for journal entries are earned—not
deducted, and to ensure a “fair” grading of journals, I am including the following grading rubric:
Criteria
Name, date title, class period
Neatness
Vocabulary and grammar
Appropriate length (approx. 1 page)
Mathematical content

Maximum Point Value
10
10
10
20
50

You should plan on one journal entry per week. These journal
entries will be collected every week. No late journals will be
accepted. You will find the day’s topic on the chalkboard, and you
should begin writing in your journal as soon as you enter the
classroom.
Fig. 2
Syllabus for journal entries

begin the project, we used an affective topic: “Discuss three qualities of a good teacher and three
qualities of a good student. Explain why these qualities are important.” We believed that beginning
the journal writing with an affective topic would
make the students realize that their opinions do
matter and would not be as intimidating as a mathematical topic might be for the first entry.
In the beginning, both classes complained about
writing journal entries. Some students declared that
writing should not be part of mathematics class, and
others said that they did not know what to write.
But the initial response was good. One student
wrote, “I don’t really enjoy doing journals, but I
don’t hate it either. I think the hardest thing about
journals is the fact that some of our topics are hard
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to write a page about.” Most students turned in legible, coherent journals that addressed the writing
prompts and were appropriate in length and format. Some students forgot to hand in their journal
entries the first Friday, but we decided to accept
late work for that assignment. When we returned
the first journal entry, we reminded our classes that
we would no longer accept late journal entries.
The next topic was mathematical and therefore
different for each class. The students complained
more about writing in mathematics class. Some
students said they did not know how to write what
they wanted to say. Similar complaints occurred
with each entry.
At the midpoint of this project, we examined students’ grades and noted that one class had more
zeros for work not submitted than the other class.
We decided that the difference occurred because
one teacher allowed only five minutes of writing
time in class, whereas the other allotted ten minutes. Many students could finish their entries in
ten minutes. We decided that ten minutes of inclass writing was better.
Thinking that comparing each other’s grading
practices would be useful, we traded five randomly
selected journal entries. Brian tended to place more
emphasis on the student-effort parts of the rubric,
deducting more points for neatness, vocabulary,
grammar, and length. Conversely, Nancy tended to
be more critical of the mathematical content of the
students’ writing. Surprisingly, when we traded
papers, the final grades were very close, with no
more than one or two points difference on most
entries. However, a twenty-point discrepancy existed between our grades on two papers. Nancy graded higher on one entry, and Brian graded higher on
the other. We discovered that both entries were
mathematical topics and that each of us graded the
entry from our own class more harshly. After some
pondering, we decided that the difference occurred
because the teacher who taught the material knew
which points to emphasize and was therefore looking for particular points in the journal entry.
Accordingly, we thought that the grades given to
our own students were fair.
At the beginning of this project, we were discouraged and overwhelmed. The students did not enjoy
journal writing, and we spent much of our weekends
grading them. Midway through the project, we decided to reduce the frequency of journal entries from
twice a week to once a week. The students were as
relieved to have a reduced workload as we were.
Toward the end of the project, we discussed
whether to continue writing journal entries in our
classes. We agreed that the entries gave us excellent
feedback on our students’ understanding of the
curriculum taught, but we were not sure whether
the students were seeing any benefits. Additional
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drawbacks included grading time and student
disinterest.
For our last journal entry of the grading period,
we asked the students whether they found journal
writing beneficial, and why. We were surprised to
learn that most students in both of our classes
wanted to continue with the journals. Their reasons
included that the grades helped improve their average, although they did not do so for all students;
that they learned to explain themselves better
mathematically; and that our comments on the
journals gave them immediate feedback on their
understanding of the material. See figure 3 for
excerpts from students’ final journal entries. We
were pleased that our students benefited, and we
decided to continue journal writing for the remainder of the school year.

By having to explain how to do a certain type
of skill to someone who doesn’t know helps you
understand it better yourself.
I suppose I have benefited from journals somewhat, even though I don’t want to admit it. It’s
helped me to describe methods I use to solve problems, and then when I get my journals back, I can
see how well I understand the concepts we talked
about, or if I need extra help.
In journal number three, we had to give a
“game plan” for studying for tests. It really
made me think about my own study habits. I
wrote down a great plan, and I think that if I
stick to it, then my test grades will improve.
Fig. 3
Samples from final entry

RECOMMENDATIONS AND ADVICE
After reflecting on our experiences, we think that
the journal writing was a success for both our students and us. We persevered through the initial
stages and compiled the following recommendations
for others who would like to try journal writing.

include more classes will be easier.

• Decide what you want the students to write.
✓ Alternate affective and mathematical topics for
variety.
✓ Do not use journals as filler work. Mathematical
entries provide an excellent student-centered
source of closure.

• Decide when the students will write and for how long.
Allow students approximately ten minutes to work on
journals in class. Students dislike getting involved in
an activity and then being asked to stop too early.

• Decide on the writing format that you expect the students to follow.
✓ Assign students one entry per week. The students
do not become overworked, and the teacher is able
to keep up with the grading.
✓ Create a grading rubric that details how each entry
will be assessed.
✓ Use a color other than red for grading.
AFTERTHOUGHTS
Beginning the journal-writing project seemed an overwhelming task at first, but it proved less daunting than
we imagined. We believe that journals are a valuable
form of assessment for both students and teachers. The
mathematical entries furnish concrete feedback on a student’s understanding of concepts taught. As Countryman
notes, “Good journals give evidence of students using a
wide variety of thinking skills, again providing a
teacher with considerably more information about how
students are approaching and using mathematical concepts than most formal assignments can offer” (1992,
32). The affective views encourage teachers to assess
their teaching methods and classroom practices. Journals also give students opportunities to express themselves mathematically and to attain closure. Overall, we
survived the initial struggles and firmly believe that
journal writing is beneficial to the mathematics class.
We are looking forward to continuing journals next year.
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• Choose the class that will write journal entries;
attempting this project with one class is best for
the first try.
✓ Select a class with which you have good rapport.
✓ Select a class that has good communication skills
and a positive attitude toward mathematics.
After you have gained experience with journal
writing and are comfortable with your procedures and expectations, expanding your efforts to
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