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Abstract 

This study investigated the impact of dialogue journal writing on the writing performance of four 

fourth-grade English Language Learners at an elementary school in Northwest Arkansas. Writing 

performance was measured using the Arkansas State Department Writing Rubric for Fourth 

Grade. The intervention involved writing back and forth on various topics of interest between 

the researcher and the students for 12 weeks. The students who participated in the journal writing 

showed greater improvement in writing when compared to the other four English Language 

Learners from the same class who did not participate in the dialogue journal writing. The grown 

in writing indicates this may be an effective strategy for improving the writing skills of English 

Language Learners. 

 Keywords: English Language Learners, dialogue journals, writing, 6+1 Traits 
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Introduction 

      The number of students learning English as a foreign language increases yearly in the 

United States. There are approximately 9.9 million English Language Learners in the U.S. and 

most of those students are considered Limited English Proficient as well (Francis, M. Rivera, 

Lesaux, Kieffer & H. Rivera, 2006). According to the National Clearinghouse for English 

Language Acquisition (2010), in the 1997-1998 school year, the Arkansas Department of 

Education reported an enrollment of 6,717 students with Limited English Proficiency (LEP). 

Within 10 years, the number of LEP students had increased to 26,003 while the state’s total 

enrollment had increased by less than 20,000 students. This represents an increase in English 

Language Learners of more than 287% in 10 years. Within the Northwest Arkansas school 

district where this study occurred, students’ primary languages encompassed 39 different 

languages (School district website, 2010). English Language Learners comprise a significant 

portion of public school students today and learning to teach these students is a reality that every 

Arkansas teacher will face.   

 An English Language Learner (ELL) is a student who is not yet considered to be fully 

proficient in English and requires instructional support of academic content, although the student 

might have passed English Language Proficiency assessments (Ballantyne, Sanderman & Levy 

2008). English Language Learners that have not passed these assessments are also considered to 

be Limited English Proficient (LEP).  Educators have expressed concerns over practices and 

interventions that best assist ELLs, of whom a large proportion struggle with progressing in 

academic skills, achieving English proficiency and meeting state and national standards (Francis 

et al, 2006). 
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 One of the greatest challenges for English Language Learners is writing. Although the 

language barrier affects students’ understanding and performance across all subject areas, the 

area in which students experience the most difficulty is writing. English Language learners score 

significantly lower than English Proficient students according to The Nation’s Report Card: 

Writing 2007 (2008), with only 5% of students assessed scoring proficient or higher in writing 

and 42% scoring below basic. 

  When it comes to writing, English Language Learners tend to struggle with style 

techniques, vocabulary and sentence formation. Students often speak English long before they’re 

capable of communicating those same thoughts clearly through writing. Francis et al (2006) 

contend that although the students may possess basic skills, many lack the skills to effectively 

meet writing standards. Students spend the majority of their days communicating with others 

verbally (whether in English or in their native language), however they usually only practice 

writing occasionally during school. Logically, it makes sense that without continual practice, 

writing skills will be slow to develop.  

 There are a number of different strategies and techniques that teachers can use to assist 

with teaching English Language Learners with writing. Most often, teachers look for strategies 

they can easily incorporate into the classroom and use with the rest of the students as well as 

their ELLs. According to Peyton (1990), one of the leading researchers of dialogue journal 

applications, using dialogue journals is a useful strategy because “dialogue journals are adaptable 

for use with a wide variety of student populations…[They] need not be limited to language arts 

or ESL classes. In content courses- science, social studies, literature, and even math- they can 

encourage reflection on and processing of concepts presented in class and in readings” (p.190-

191). Teachers can adapt this method to suit their classroom and students. Rather than target 
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English Language Learners specifically, dialogue journals present an opportunity for teachers to 

make writing more involved with all students.  

 This study took place from October of 2010 to March of 2011 at an elementary school in 

Northwest Arkansas. The study focused on writing through dialogue journals with a small group 

of ELLs. This research report is useful in furthering understanding of how dialogue journals can 

be used to improve writing for English Language Learners. 

Purpose 

 The purpose of this research was to determine if, by writing in daily dialogue journals 

with a teacher and reviewing letters and journal entries that modeled quality writing (i.e. through 

the letters from the teacher and/or novels written in letter form), the writing abilities of English 

Language Learners would improve. The researcher theorized that fluency in writing among 

English Language Learners was slow to develop due to lack of practice and regular feedback 

from the teacher. The researcher implemented the journal writing with a variety of structured and 

open writing prompts. The researcher used the 6+1 Writing Traits rubric to measure student 

progress in the areas of ideas, voice, organization, conventions, word choice, sentence fluency 

and presentation at the beginning and end of this study. 

Definition of Terms: 

 To facilitate the understanding of this study, the following terms are defined: 

1. Dialogue journals are defined by Peyton (1993) as “a written conversation in which a 

student and teacher communicate regularly (daily, weekly, etc., depending on the 

educational setting) over a semester, school year, or course” and where “the teacher is 

a participant in an ongoing, written conversation with the student, rather than an 

evaluator who corrects or comments on the student's writing” (p. 2). 
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2. English Language Learners are “those students who are not yet proficient in English 

and who require instructional support in order to fully access academic content in 

their classes. ELLs may or may not have passed English language proficiency (ELP) 

assessments” (Ballantyne, Sanderman & Levy, 2008, p. 2).  

3. Limited English Proficient (LEP) refers to English Language Learners who, 

according to the NCELA, have not achieved proficiency in the English language as 

determined by each state (2008). 

4. Writing performance refers to the extent to which students demonstrate competence 

and knowledge of skills when writing, according to set standards (McCurdy, Skinner, 

Watson & Shriver, 2008). For the purpose of this study, writing performance has been 

operationalized to mean the extent to which students demonstrate competence or 

mastery of the six traits of writing outlined in the 6+1 Writing Traits Rubric. 

Organization of the Research Report 

 This research report is organized into five sections: Introduction, Review of Literature, 

Methodology, Results and Discussion. The first section introduces the study, which investigates 

the effectiveness of dialogue journals in improving the writing quality of English Language 

Learners and includes definitions of relevant terms. The second section examines current and 

past literature regarding the academic struggles ELLs face and the use of dialogue journals as an 

intervention strategy for English Language Learners. Section three explains the methodology for 

this research investigation, the setting and participants of the study, data collection methods and 

analysis. Section four presents observations and results of the study. The fifth section concludes 

this report with a complete discussion of the study, its conclusions, limitations and implications. 
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Review of Literature 

 This section provides a comprehensive, yet not exhaustive review of literature on the 

writing performance of English Language Learners and the use of dialogue journals to improve 

writing. The intent is to review relevant research and other literature that support the argument 

that the use of dialogue journals improves the writing performance of English Language 

Learners. Numerous studies (Alberta Education, 2007; Francis et al, 2006; Ortiz and Pagan, 

2009) indicate that ELL writing performance is linked to poor academic vocabulary and 

unprepared teachers. Other literature (Brown, 1996; Peyton, 1990) and empirical research 

(Miller, 2007; Nassaji & Cumming, 2000; Werderich, 2002) suggest that the use of dialogue 

journals with English Language Learners improves writing quality, fluency and student 

confidence.  

The Plight of the English Language Learner 

 As the number of English Language Learners enrolled in public schools increases, so 

does the achievement gap between ELL performance and that of their English Proficient 

classmates. Literature (Francis et al, 2006; Ortiz & Pagan, 2009) addresses the achievement gap 

between ELLs and English Proficient students, in which ELLs tend to score at or below basic 

proficiency levels. In a report on the state of ELLs in education, Ortiz and Pagan (2009) suggest 

that closing the achievement gap between English Language Learners and native English 

speakers is the most pressing challenge facing today’s educators. The authors (2009) cite that 

between 2004 and 2006, the number of Limited English Proficient students across the country 

increased by 114%, with several states reporting increases grater than 300% over a 10-year 

period. Ortiz and Pagan (2009) estimate that within the next 15 years, English Language 

Learners will comprise 25% of U.S. public school children. Similarly, a report by Francis et al 
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states that in a national writing assessment from 2005, only 7% of fourth grade ELLs achieved 

proficient scores compared to 32% of native English speakers. The authors also reported that the 

percentage of proficient scores among ELLs decreases after fourth grade, suggesting that English 

Language Learners are at a great disadvantage when it comes to academic success.  

 Furthermore, experts (Francis et al 2006; Alberta Education, 2007) opine that one of the 

greatest struggles for English Language Learners is the issue of acquiring academic English. 

Francis et al (2006) report that the majority of ELLs in U.S. schools today were either born in the 

United States or immigrated before kindergarten and consequently possess adequate or good 

speaking skills. Nevertheless, the authors (2006) found that these same students lag far behind 

academically because they do not possess the fluency with academic English or vocabularies that 

are sufficient to support the level of academic reading and writing required in schools. A study 

conducted by Alberta Education (2007) also outlines the qualitative challenges facing English 

Language Learners, including the fact that English Language Learners struggle to express their 

knowledge in English making them less likely to pursue new concepts in English. The study 

(2007) affirms that learning a second language is a much longer and more complex process than 

acquiring a first language. This study (2007) also notes that English Language Learners are not 

only expected to acquire the same knowledge and understanding as English Proficient students, 

but are “expected to express that knowledge and understanding with a level of English language 

that is comparable to that of their native English-speaking classmates” (p. 6). Furthermore, 

Alberta Education (2007) found that when students do begin to acquire proficiency in English, 

they may be faced with cultural, emotional and value conflicts that arise between their home 

languages and English immersion.  
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Dialogue Journals with English Language Learners 

Experts (Miller, 2007; Peyton, 1990) have come to view the use of dialogue journals with 

English Language Learners as an effective strategy for improving writing quality in the 

classroom and building fluency. Peyton (1990) largely affirms the effectiveness of dialogue 

journals on improving writing quality, especially when used with ESL students. Peyton (1990) 

defines the dialogue journal as a written, regular conversation between the student and teacher in 

which the student writes on topics of his or her choosing and the teacher responds and comments 

as a participant in a conversation rather than an evaluator or grader. Peyton’s (1990) definition of 

dialogue journals generally serves as the starting point for research done by later authors on the 

subject. One of the most important characteristics of dialogue journals, according to Peyton 

(1990), is the lack of overt error correction. Teachers do not call attention to or correct errors in 

dialogue journals, but rather model correct English. Miller (2007) also emphasizes the need for 

dialogue journals to represent a way to speak without having to worry about anxiety or social 

pressure. Miller’s (2007) study focused on the reflective journal writings of 10 high school 

students who had recently arrived in the country. Miller (2007) found that dialogue journals 

improve the quality of writing by helping non-native English speakers to establish their identities 

and voice in English.  

Beyond providing a written way to connect to the curriculum, Miller (2007) found that 

dialogue journals help students develop their written voice while scaffolding the development of 

language competence without judgment.  Peyton (1990) emphasizes that one of the most 

beneficial qualities of dialogue journals is their adaptability. All students can benefit from the 

reflective writing practice, including both native and non-native speakers and younger children 

as well as older students and adults (Peyton, 1990). Students can write on topics of their 
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choosing or write reflectively over academic content areas, however above all, Peyton (1990) 

concludes, the journals should create a place where students can freely express themselves as 

they grow as writers.  

     Additionally, experts (Brown, 1996; Nassaji and Cumming, 2000; Werderich, 2002) 

suggest that dialogue journals are versatile and adaptable ways to increase writing in the 

classroom. Both Brown (1996) and Werderich (2002) implemented dialogue journals as journals 

between students as well as with the teacher. Brown (1996) found that when students write back 

and forth with teachers, they have the freedom and privacy to ask teachers questions they might 

not ask in front of their peers for fear of being ridiculed or laughed at. Brown (1996) found that 

in dialogue journals, teachers can adjust their own writing to appropriately fit the reading and 

writing level of each individual student and gradually use their own writing to challenge the 

students to write at a higher level as the journals progress. Werderich (2002) explains that, in this 

study, the students each wrote one letter per week to another student and once every two weeks 

to the teacher. This use of the dialogue journals revealed that student interests (to both the 

teacher and the other students), allowed the students to make personal discoveries, enabled the 

teacher to set more suitable challenges for the students and provided insight and feedback 

teaching strategies used (Werderich, 2002). Brown (1996) points out that one advantage to using 

dialogue journals between students is that the students see each other as peers and so may feel 

more comfortable writing to one another than they would feel writing to the teacher. Brown 

(1996) noted that this strategy also helps to spread cultural tolerance and understanding as 

students get to know one another better through their writings.  

Werderich (2002) and Nassaji and Cumming (2000) used the journals to target students’ 

individual needs as a means of differentiated instruction. Werderich (2002) found that by reading 
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and responding to the journals, the teacher gained a better understanding of the students and 

promoted personalized reading instruction that matched each student’s need. The teacher was 

able to see common threads or trends in the students’ writing that lead to whole class mini 

lessons and read-alouds. Nassaji and Cumming (2000) used journal writing as a way for teachers 

to target the Zones of Proximal Development of non-native English speakers. This study (2000) 

consisted of a long-term investigation on the uses of dialogue journals to develop a Zone of 

Proximal Development, where the journals served as a tool of language that established a mutual 

level of understanding between the student and teacher. The authors (2000) found that through 

the journals, the teacher was able to prompt more engagement from the student and challenge 

him to shape the conversations into new directions. Both studies (Nassaji & Cumming, 2000; 

Werderich, 2002) found that the journals enabled the teacher to establish ongoing 

communication with the student, create optimal conditions for student learning and lead them to 

growth. Werderich (2002) emphasizes that the true advantage to dialogue journals is that they 

offer a way for teachers to effectively accommodate individual differences among students. 

Nassaji and Cumming’s (2000) findings suggest that the continual interaction between student 

and teacher creates a vehicle for ongoing informal assessment and monitoring, allowing the 

teacher to continually gauge the student’s level. 

 Summary 

          Due to the rapid increase of English Language Learners in public schools, research 

(Alberta Education, 2007; Francis et al, 2006) suggests that meeting the needs of English 

Language Learners is an ever-increasing challenge in public education today. Other experts 

(Peyton, 1990; Miller, 2007; Nassaji & Cumming, 2000) suggest that dialogue journals serve as 

a multifaceted tool for teachers to use when working with students learning English as a foreign 
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language, creating a non-threatening forum for writing that often leads to improvements in 

writing fluency among English Language Learners. This research and literature suggest that 

dialogue journals could serve as an effective method for improving the writing performance of 

English Language Learners and aid in second language learners’ struggles to achieve academic 

success. 
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    Methodology 

    This study was designed to determine the effectiveness of using dialogue journals to 

improve writing among English Language Learners. This study examined the effects of daily 

dialogue journals between student and teacher on writing fluency and quality. At the beginning 

and end of the study, students were given released writing prompts from the Arkansas 

Benchmark writing assessment to judge improvements made after the dialogue journals were 

implemented. A control group was also used to help determine the effectiveness of the journals 

in comparison with standard improvements made as a result of in-class instruction and practice. 

In this study, the students also read the novel, Dear Mr. Henshaw. This novel was chosen 

because it consists of journal entries and letters written by an 11-year-old boy. The novel shows 

the character’s progression in writing over time. Throughout the study, special attention was paid 

to specific areas of improvement. 

District Setting 

  The study will take place at an elementary school in Northwest Arkansas. Demographic 

information for the school district provided in this section is based on published information 

from the 2010-2011 school year (Arkansas Department of Education, 2011). The school district 

serves students from prekindergarten through grade 12.  The district in which the school is 

located has a total number of 18,810 students in 25 schools. There are 9,775 males and 9,035 

females. There are 9,428 elementary students, 2,908 middle school students, 2,763 junior high 

students, and 3,711 high school students. The ethnic breakdown for the school district is as 

follows: 8,062 White; 7,674 Hispanic; 1,563 Pacific Islander; 438 Black; 352 Asian; 100 

American Indian, and 621 students of two or more races (see Figure 1). In this district, there are 

1,785 students that participate in the Gifted and Talented program. There are 1,818 students 
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involved in the district’s special education program. There are 12,039 students served by the 

free/reduced lunch program. There are 9,445 students in this district that are considered English 

Language Learners. Of these students, 7,948 are classified as having Limited-English-

Proficiency.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 1. Racial demographics for the school district in which the study occurred  

School Setting 

The elementary school in which this study occurred has a total population of 622 

students. The student population consists of 274 White students, 251 Hispanic students, 48 

Pacific Islander students, 21 Black students, 14 Asian students, and 14 Native American students 

(see Figure 2). According to an interview conducted at the elementary school (“T.G. Smith 

Elementary”, 2010), this elementary school has 429 students on free/reduced lunch, which is 

69% of the student population. Additionally, this elementary school is one of a selected few in 

the district to implement the Toyota Family Literacy Program, which is a literacy initiative 

funded in part by Toyota that focuses on increasing literacy among Hispanic families. As a part 

of this program, interested Hispanic parents attend a class held four mornings per week with 

lessons and instruction designed to increase their own literacy and English skills while also 

learning how to help their children improve while at home. The 2010-2011 school year is the 



DIALOGUE JOURNALS WITH ENGLISH LANGUAGE LEARNERS                                  19 

75%

25% Hispanic

Pacific Islander

44%

40%

8%
4%

2%

2%

White

Hispanic

Pacific Islander

Black

Native American

Asian

second year for this program to be implemented at this particular school. This school is on Alert 

due to not achieving Adequate Yearly Progress the previous year. There are two ESL 

instructional facilitators and one ESL Instructional Aide that pull 50 students for instruction. In 

addition, the ESL staff serves students in the regular classroom as well. Around 250 students are 

served with ESL services. 

          

 

 

 

 

Figure 2. Racial demographics for the elementary school in which the study occurred 

Classroom Setting 

 The classroom from which the researcher selected the students contained 28 fourth grade 

students approximately ages nine and ten.  Of these 28 students, 10 were English Language 

Learners. Eight of the 10 English Language Learners elected to participate in the study. Of these 

eight, six students were Hispanic and two were Pacific Islander. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 3. Racial demographics for the students that participated in this study. 
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Participants 

  This study focused on four English Language Learners from one 4
th

 grade class. Ten English 

Language Learners were assessed at the beginning of the study. Before the intervention was 

implemented, one student moved out of the school and one student declined to participate. The 

students were divided up into a control group that did not receive the intervention and an 

experimental group that did receive the intervention based on the results of the written 

assessments in an attempt to create similar groups. Before the final assessment occurred, one 

member of the control group moved and a new ELL arrived. The final groups consisted of four 

female English Language Learners in the control group, and two females and two males in the 

experimental group. None of the student’s home language was English. Of the eight participants, 

two students’ first language was Marshallese and eight students’ first language was Spanish. 

Confidentiality 

  Before the study began, permission to observe and interact with the students was granted by 

the University of Arkansas Institutional Review Board (see Appendix A). The school principal 

and classroom teacher also consented to the study and provided input and guidance throughout 

its entirety along with copies of writing samples from in-class assignments. Each student in the 

control group and the experimental group received a letter from the researcher and an informed 

consent form explaining the nature of the study (see Appendices B-C2). Each student’s parents 

provided written consent for the students to participate in the study. In addition to outlining the 

nature of the study, the parent letter and informed consent established that student participation 

in the study was completely voluntary and would not directly affect academic grades. The 

students were able to withdraw from the study at any time without consequence. These letters 
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also established that each student would be given a pseudonym during the reporting of results in 

order to protect the identity of the participants.  

Data Collection 

       In order to effectively answer the research question, “How does the use of dialogue 

journals affect the writing of English Language Learners?” data were collected to evaluate the 

students’ writing, judge improvements made throughout the intervention process and analyze the 

results upon the completion of the study. 

Evaluation instruments. To evaluate the students’ writing, the researcher used the 6+1 

Writing Traits rubric. This rubric was selected because it is divided into seven areas, allowing 

the researcher to evaluate each student for ideas, voice, organization, conventions, word choice, 

sentence fluency and presentation. Each of the seven traits was evaluated with a numeric score 

ranging from zero to five with a possible total score of 35. In each area, a score of three is 

considered acceptable. Any score above a three indicates an above average score while scores 

below a three indicate that the writing is below average. At the end of the study, the researcher 

evaluated the post intervention assessments according to the rubric and compared the results to 

those of the control group. The collections of journal entries were also examined as portfolios, 

revealing specific qualitative improvements the students made throughout the study. 

        Baseline data. In order to effectively judge improvements made throughout the course of 

this study, the researcher assessed all students before and after the intervention strategy was 

implemented. The assessments consisted of released fourth grade writing prompts from the 2009 

and 2010 Arkansas Comprehensive Testing, Assessment and Accountability Program 

(ACTAAP) as a part of the state Benchmark exam (see Appendices D1-D2). In the pre-

intervention assessment, half of the students were given the 2009 writing prompt and half of the 
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students were given the 2010 writing prompt. The researcher assigned a numeric grade to each 

writing sample according to the rubric as well as a sub-grade for each of the seven areas 

evaluated. The students were divided up into the control and experimental groups based on the 

pre-intervention assessment and suggestions from the classroom teacher. 

     Other data collection methods. Samples of the students’ journal writings were copied and 

analyzed according to the six writing traits. This serves to show the progression of students’ 

writing throughout the intervention process. The journal entries consist of a mixture of free 

responses, in which the students wrote about any topic they wanted to, and structured responses 

in which the researcher presented the students with a prompt or selection of prompts.  

  Additionally, the researcher collected scores from the English Language Development 

Assessments from previous school years. These scores were not included in the study but rather 

served to provide the researcher with a general understanding of each student’s language 

background.  

      Post data analysis. For the post intervention data, all students responded to the 2009 

writing prompt because the classroom teacher had assigned the 2010 prompt as an in-class 

assessment just a couple of weeks prior to the conclusion of the study. This prompt was selected 

so that results from the implementation of the intervention could be related to potential 

implications for writing performance on the state exam.   

Intervention Strategies 

  The dialogue journals between the four students in the experimental group and the researcher 

were the only interventions implemented for the purpose of this study. The classroom teacher 

was the primary provider of literacy instruction for both the control group and the experimental 
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group. These students also received additional assistive services as a result of the English as a 

Second Language Program.  

  The students worked with the researcher about three times a week for an hour each session, 

although at times this arrangement conflicted with pullout ESL services causing the students to 

leave early. During these writing sessions, the students would write about anything they wanted 

to, respond to a letter from the researcher, respond to something they had read from Dear Mr. 

Henshaw or form a written response to a question or prompt developed by the researcher. During 

the first month of this study, the students were mainly focused on how much they had to write 

and constantly asked how long the entries needed to be. The researcher suggested that the entries 

be about a paragraph or two, although the students could write as much as they needed to fully 

explain themselves. Later in the study, the students would proudly show others how much they 

had written with comments like, “look I wrote 18 lines!” The students were always welcome to 

share their writing aloud with the other students however this was not obligatory. The students 

could also write letters to each other, which they did occasionally.  

Week One 

  During the first week, the researcher introduced the concept of dialogue journals. The 

researcher only met with the students once this week. Students were told that they could write 

about anything they wanted to, but also that sometimes there would be a specific topic to write 

on. The researcher introduced the book, Dear Mr. Henshaw and the group read the first eight 

pages aloud together and each student received a book to take home. In the first few pages, the 

main character introduces himself to the reader. Consequently, most of the students chose to 

write a journal entry introducing themselves. The students were also given time to decorate their 
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journals with markers and stickers. The researcher found that this helped develop a sense of pride 

and ownership of their writing from the very beginning of the study. 

Week Two 

  During Week Two, the researcher responded to each of the students’ entries with a letter. If 

the students asked questions, the researcher answered them. The students were also asked if they 

had any Halloween plans. The researcher met with the students three times throughout the week 

in one-hour sessions. This week, most of the students wrote about Halloween. The students 

continued reading the novel as a group. Beginning with page 16, the main character begins 

responding to a list of personal questions asked by Mr. Henshaw. The students were asked to 

respond to the questions, “What is your family like?” and “Where do you live?” (Cleary, 1983, p. 

16-20).  

Week Three 

  The students were given a list of what each journal entry should include in order to better 

understand the expectations (see Appendix E). The researcher also discussed descriptive writing 

with the students, explaining that they could use each of the senses to better describe a place or a 

situation. The students continued reading as a group and responded to the next few questions from 

the book. The researcher pointed out that when the main character answered Mr. Henshaw’s 

letters, he didn’t just say “yes” or “no” but rather fully described his answer in paragraph form. 

The students noticed that the novel’s narrator had begun editing his writing, and initiating a 

discussion on how each student could edit his or her journal entries as well. Each student received 

another letter from the researcher in response to his or her entry. 

Week Four  

     Due to schedule complications and assemblies, the group only met once this week. The 
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students were reminded to write in their journals daily, and were given the option to respond to a 

question from the novel or to write on a topic of their choosing. The researcher gave the students 

bookmarks and assigned them to read to page 50 in the novel independently. This could be done 

at home or when they completed one of the group writing assignments. 

Week Five 

  In addition to responding to letters from the researcher and choosing their own topics, the 

students responded to a situation from the novel. Most of the students wrote about their favorite 

places or what they like to do in their free time. The researcher asked the students to write about 

what they would do if someone stole their lunches just like a bully stole the main character’s 

lunch.  

Week Six 

  Due to Thanksgiving vacation, the researcher only met with the students one time this week. 

The researcher gave the students new letters and the students responded to them. The students 

kept their journals to write in over the break and were asked to continue reading from the novel.  

Week Seven 

  This week the students began by describing what they did over the Thanksgiving break. They 

practiced writing with sensory details to create imagery. The students were asked to read to page 

80 of the novel. At this point in the book, the main character feels very disappointed. The 

students were asked to write about a time when they felt disappointed and a time when they felt 

excited. The researcher responded to the students’ journals twice this week. 

Week Eight 

  This week the students went on a field trip to a nursing home. The researcher asked the 

students to write about this experience. The researcher gave the students new letters and left the 
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journals with them to write in over the winter break. The researcher reminded the students to 

write daily in their journals about anything they wanted to and instructed them to finish Dear Mr. 

Henshaw over the break. 

Week Nine 

  Only one of the students had written consistently over the winter break. The others had only 

written occasionally. The researcher responded to each entry they had written while away. This 

week the students mainly wrote about their vacations and holiday celebrations.  

Week Ten 

  The students were asked to write personal reactions to the novel describing what they liked 

and what they disliked. The students were also asked to compare themselves to the main 

character of the story. The researchers responded to the students’ letters. The students missed a 

day from school due to snow, so many of the students also chose to write about what they did on 

their day off. 

Week Eleven 

  The students missed another week of school due to inclement weather. Many of the students 

wrote about the snow. The researcher responded to the students’ letters. This week the students 

also wrote letters to one another.  

Week Twelve 

  This week the students decided to write letters to their favorite authors as the main character 

had done in Dear Mr. Henshaw. They modeled their letters after his. The students turned in 

rough drafts to the researcher who explained to each student corrections that needed to be made. 

The students decorated their final drafts and the researcher mailed the letters. The students were 

more animated about this writing assignment than they had been about any other. The rough 
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drafts of these letters were included in the researcher’s analysis although corrected final drafts 

were actually mailed to the authors. The researcher and the students corresponded in final letters, 

concluding the study.  
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Results 

  The purpose of this section is to provide an analysis of the data collected during the study 

designed to answer the research question, “How does the use of dialogue journals with English 

Language Learners affect students’ writing?” The subjects for this study consisted of eight 

fourth-grade English Language Learners. The subjects were divided equally into a control group 

and an experimental group. Over the course of this study, the subjects in the experimental group 

participated in interactive written journals with the researcher. The students met an average of 

three times per week for one-hour sessions to practice writing. The study took place over the 

course of 12 weeks. The subjects studied the novel, Dear Mr. Henshaw because it shows how an 

11-year-old boy progressed in writing through the use of letters and a personal journal.  

Baseline Data 

  The baseline data were established using pre-intervention writing samples that were 

evaluated with the 6+1 Writing Traits rubric (see Appendix F). All subjects participated in this 

part of the study.  The students were given released writing prompts from the 2009 and 2010 

ACTAAP Benchmark test for 4
th

 graders. The researcher analyzed the students’ writing 

quantitatively by comparing the numeric scores of each writing sample as well as qualitatively 

through the use of anecdotal records. The results of the writing prompt administered before the 

implementation of the dialogue journals indicated that the English Language Learners in this 

class collectively wrote on an acceptable or below acceptable level.  

  Pre-intervention results. All of the students participated in a writing assessment 

administered before the implementation of the intervention. The students’ scores are divided into 

the traits measured by the rubric and averaged for both the experimental group and the control 

group (see Figure 4). 
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Figure 4. Pre-intervention mean scores, separated by trait 

  After administering the selected writing prompts to eight English Language Learners, the 

researcher selected Students 1, 2, 3, and 4 to participate in the experimental group. Initially, the 

researcher divided the control and experimental groups evenly based on scores from the rubric 

and recommendations from the classroom teacher. However, due to students moving during the 

course of the study, the actual control group was at a higher level than the experimental group. 

Two students from the control group did not participate in the initial writing prompt. 

Consequently, writing samples from the study began were selected to serve as the pre-

intervention data for these students. The control group consisted of Students 5, 6, 7, and 8. The 

following table is a summary of observations made by the researcher regarding the students’ 

initial writing performance.  

Table 1: Initial observations of student writing 

Student 1  No clear sense of purpose 

 Run-on sentences 
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 Few transitions 

 Poor use of conventions/mechanics 

 Little punctuation 

 Not well paced 

 Lacking details 

 Strong personal voice 

Student 2  Poor use of mechanics 

 Creative ideas yet lacks introduction and a clear purpose  

 Awkward pacing 

 No real sentence sense 

 Lacks punctuation and transitions 

Student 3  Biggest problem is clarity 

 Good ideas and presentation, however organization and sentence sense 

problems make understanding difficult 

 Poor conventions and mechanics 

 Strong personal voice 

Student 4  Written in Spanish, no English 

 Circular writing with no sentence sense or purpose 

 Heavy conventional errors 

 No real details 

 Impersonal 

Student 5  Overall good 



DIALOGUE JOURNALS WITH ENGLISH LANGUAGE LEARNERS                                  31 

 Focused ideas 

 Logical sequencing 

 Many details 

 Ok sentence fluency, some rough areas 

 Lacks editing 

Student 6  No real focus 

 Ideas are somewhat unclear 

 Some routine details 

 Generally good word choice and use of conventions 

Student 7  Unclear purpose 

 Many details yet the reader is still left with questions 

 Strong writer’s voice 

 Fluency, organization and conventions are ok 

Student 8  Lacks sentence sense and organization 

 Solid ideas 

 Personal details 

 Poor organization and sentence fluency 

 Difficult to connect the ideas at times 

 

During Intervention 

  Throughout the implementation of the dialogue journals as an intervention strategy, data 

were collected in the form of anecdotal records gathered from the students’ journal entries. The 

following are observations the researcher made throughout the dialogue journal process: 
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Weeks 1-2 

  At the beginning of the study, most of the students started out writing about themselves, their 

families and their pets. Student 1’s writing during that first month did not show as much marked 

improvement as some of the other students. He started out just writing short, choppy, factual 

sentences (see Appendix G).  

   Student 2’s initial entries started out disjointed and unclear. Although the reader could 

understand the idea, the sentence structure, word choice and conventions errors made the piece 

difficult to understand. In her first entry on October 22, she wrote, “That my dog that her name is 

Pollie…When I hit her mouth with spank she started to bites. with her sharp tooth…My brother 

call her that and Polly. Bonnie is my sweast girl in my life. She poop her own bathroom…” (see 

Appendix H). When describing Halloween, Student 2 describes the events sequentially yet 

without elaborating (see Appendix I). Student 2 had trouble making subjects and verbs agree as 

well as showing possession.  

  Student 3’s writing started out choppy with many errors in mechanics and little exploration 

of detail. For example, in her first journal entry, she wrote, “I am 11 year old. I like music…I 

realy miss my gardma she diy. I am realy nice at people” (see Appendix J). She relies on short 

factual sentences. However, when writing about something that bothered her, Student 3 goes into 

much more detail and writes with clear emotion (see Appendix K). 

  Student 4 started out just copying from the novel rather than writing his own thoughts. 

However, as the study progressed he began to write more and more. The researcher responded to 

Student 4 in English and Spanish. This was so that Student 4 would fully understand and be able 

to participate in the written conversations yet he would also be able to see the letters in English. 
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In an early letter to the researcher, Student 4 wrote that one of his favorite things to do was to 

write with the researcher because the researcher knew English and Spanish (see Appendix L).  

Weeks 3-5 

  During this time, Student 1 began showing improvement. Some of his journal entries turned 

into paragraphs accompanied by drawings, although these often still lacked focus or punctuation 

(see Appendix M). Student 1 did not seem to enjoy writing as much as the other students, 

however he did seem to like writing about football and about California, his favorite place. 

  Student 2’s writing began to show introductory sentences and inclusion of sensory details 

and similes. When describing Disney World, she wrote, “It have lot of stuff. Like that there are 

belonged from the movie that they are at Disney Channel. It look like there are slide, rodercoster, 

water fall. It feel like it fun like a playing the world. It smell like a orange like a fruit. It sound 

like scream like a girl.” She also began to show self-monitoring skills by crossing out phrases 

she knew were incorrect and re-writing them (see Appendix N). This was done without input or 

suggestions from the researcher. 

  Student 3’s writing was still a little disjointed at times, however she did begin to show self-

monitoring strategies (see Appendix O). Generally, her writing began to show more focus on 

single ideas and providing details for a single topic (see Appendix P). 

  When Student 4 began writing about his family or his home in Mexico, his writing became 

much more descriptive and detailed. By this time, he began replacing certain Spanish words with 

their English equivalents, such as the word “my.” In one entry he wrote entirely in English, “My 

dog is so important” (see Appendix Q). 

Weeks 6-9 

       Student 1’s writing progressed somewhat during this period. His entries generally focused 
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on one topic however at times the writing seemed very rambling and distracted (see Appendix 

R). Student 1 continued writing in run-on sentences without punctuation or pacing. Student 1 did 

not write over the winter break. 

  Student 2’s writing showed marked improvement during this time with more coherent 

descriptions. When describing her Thanksgiving, she wrote, “I went my sister house and she 30-

years old and I went to my Grandma and my Grandpa house. My sister house smell like orange. 

It taste like a beautiful turkey like a chicken. It look like there a red, dark red rose. It sound like 

chomp when they eat the turkey” (see Appendix S). Later, she began making up titles for her 

entries and continued to use more details and imagery and self-monitor her writing. Her entries 

became more personal. She still struggled with using auxiliary verbs and prepositions correctly. 

Student 2 continued writing regularly over the winter break while some of the other participants 

did not. 

  Student 3 began to show a lot of improvement as well. Her sentences varied in structure, 

flowed much more smoothly and were well paced (see Appendix T). Her writing also displayed 

less mechanical errors. Student 3 began to show a more narrative, personal style of writing in her 

journal entries. Student 3 wrote a few times over the break, although not consistently.  

  Student 4 wrote with much more detail. Although he still wrote in run-on sentences without 

punctuation, he began to develop a more narrative voice. He wrote, “On Thanksgiving Day it 

was my family that made all the food and when it was nighttime all of my family arrived and we 

all passed the night together and afterwards we ate dinner and afterwards we watched a 

movie…
1
” (see Appendix U). His writing continued to become more personal and he continued 

to incorporate random English words or phrases into his journal entries (see Appendix V).   

                                                 
1
 This text has been translated from Spanish to English. 
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Weeks 10-12 

  Due to weather constraints, the students only wrote with the researcher a few times during 

these last few weeks. The students wrote to each other as well as to their favorite authors. Many 

of their letters showed marked improvement. Towards the end of January, Student 1 began 

showing self-monitoring skills when writing comparisons between himself and the character 

from Dear Mr. Henshaw (see Appendix W).  

  Student 2’s writings continued to progress during this time. She began to include brief 

introductory and concluding sentences (see Appendix X).  Her sensory descriptions began to 

relate more to the subject as well. For example, she wrote, “When I was a younger kid, my 

parents, me, my sister, and my brother lived in Texas. Texas looks like a lot of apartments and 

houses. It was a warm and sunny place… I came outside and it sounded like a very fun day. 

Because I could hear kids playing” (see Appendix Y). 

  During these weeks, Student 3’s journal entries often began with introductory or topical 

sentences. She continued to struggle with using verbs in past tenses and word order (see 

Appendix Z). Towards the end of January, Student 3 began to use “would” instead of “will” in 

hypothetical or conditional situations (see Appendix AA) Her sentence sense and fluency also 

continued to improve (see Appendix BB). 

  Student 4’s journal entries began to include more English, especially when writing about his 

family (see Appendix CC). Throughout the month of December, the entries included random 

English words in mostly Spanish paragraphs. In January, Student 4 began to write almost entirely 

in English with some help from the researcher.  

  All of the students seemed to really enjoy writing to their favorite authors at the end of the 

study. They seemed to pay more attention to this assignment than to others and as a result, these 
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letters turned out really well. Overall, the subjects showed much greater fluency and organization 

when writing these letters (See Appendix DD-GG). For example, Student 1’s letter was well 

structured. Student 2’s letter showed a clear thought process and showcased her writer’s voice. 

Student 3’s author letter was very well organized and contained only a few errors. With some 

help, Student 4 was able to successfully write questions to his favorite author and a couple of 

comments about his favorite book.  

Post Intervention Data 

  The posttest used was the Released 2009 ACTAAP writing prompt. This was administered to 

all the participants. Figure 5 shows the mean scores of the experimental group and the control 

group for each trait. 

Figure 5. Pre and post-intervention mean scores, separated by trait. 

 In order to determine the impact of the use of dialogue journals on the writing 

performance of a group of 4th grade English Language Learners, the pre and post-intervention 

assessment means for each trait were compared. The results were analyzed using a paired-

samples t-test with an alpha level set at .05. Table 2 illustrates the results obtained from the t-test 
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comparison of pre and post-intervention assessment data for the writing prompts. The t-test was 

conducted for the control group and the experimental group to be able to compare improvements 

made during the course of the intervention. The analysis of the experimental group’s data 

revealed a significant difference between the pre and post-intervention assessments, t(6)=2.447; t 

Stat: 3.925; p0.00775. The mean of the pre-intervention assessment was 2.25 and the mean of the 

post-intervention assessment was 3.0714.  

 

Table 2: Results obtained from the experimental group t-test for the 2010 ACTAAP Released 

Writing Prompt 4
th

 Grade Assessment 

Pre-Assessment Post-Assessment 

N Mean  N Mean   t  t Stat   p  

7 2.25  7 3.0714   2.447  3.925         0.00775_ 

Maximum points possible = 5       p < .05 

 

 The analysis of the control group’s data did not reveal a significant difference between 

the pre and post intervention assessments, t(6)=2.447, t Stat: 1, p0.35591. The mean of the pre-

intervention assessment was 3. The mean of the post intervention assessment was 3.107. 

Table 3: Results obtained from the control group t-test for the 2010 ACTAAP Released 

Writing Prompt 4
th

 Grade Assessment 

Pre-Assessment Post-Assessment 

N Mean  N Mean   t  t Stat   p  

7   3  7 3.107     2.447    1         0.35591 

Maximum points possible = 5       p < .05 
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 Additional t-tests were conducted to determine the significance of the differences 

between the control group and the experimental group’s scores from both the pre-intervention 

assessment and the post intervention assessment. Table 4 illustrates the results obtained from the 

comparison of the pre-intervention assessment scores. This analysis revealed that the 

experimental group’s scores were significantly lower than the control group’s scores; t(6)=2.447; 

t Stat: 3.674,  p0.01040. The mean of the control group’s pre-assessment scores was 3 and the 

mean of the experimental group’s pre-assessment scores was 2.25.  

 

Table 4: Comparison of Pre-assessment scores for the experimental and control groups 

Control group   Experimental group 

N Mean  N Mean   t  t Stat   p  

7   3  7  2.25        2.447  3.674         0.01040 

Maximum points possible = 5       p < .05 

 Table 5 illustrates the results obtained from the comparison of the post-intervention 

assessment scores. This analysis revealed that the experimental and control groups’ scores were 

not significantly different; t(6)=2.447; t Stat: 0.2401,  p0.81817. The mean of the control group’s 

pre-assessment scores was 3.1071 and the mean of the experimental group’s pre-assessment 

scores was 3.0714.  

Table 5: Comparison of post-assessment scores for the experimental and control groups 

Control group   Experimental group 

N Mean  N Mean   t  t Stat   p  

7 3.1071  7 3.0714   2.447  0.2401         0.81817_ 

Maximum points possible = 5       p < .05 



DIALOGUE JOURNALS WITH ENGLISH LANGUAGE LEARNERS                                  39 

 

 This section has presented an analysis of all data collected for the purpose of measuring 

the effects of dialogue journals on the writing performance of 4
th

 grade English Language 

Learners. The next section provides a discussion of the results, conclusions that can be drawn, 

limitations imposed on the research and implications for further study.  
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Discussion 

 Through practicing writing on a regular basis, students learning English as a second 

language are able to make steady improvements with regard to the quality and fluency of their 

writing. The typical amount of time devoted to writing in the elementary classroom is adequate 

for native English speakers to develop the skills needed to succeed on the state writing exam. 

Native English Speakers are generally able to express their thoughts and ideas in writing more 

quickly and effectively than those who experience a language barrier as well. However, English 

Language Learners enter the classroom with greater needs regarding language and literacy 

instruction (Peyton, 1993).  

 From the results of standardized tests and reports such as The Nation’s Report Card, 

educators are finding that the current methods of teaching writing and language are insufficient 

to achieve success with English Language Learners (Salahu-Din et al, 2008). These students 

need something more. Dialogue journals provide regular writing practice in low-stress forum 

where students are able to express themselves freely as well as see models of quality writing. 

This is a useful strategy for improving English Language Learners’ writing fluency and allows 

for the transfer of these skills into other areas of writing.  

Review of Results 

  Based on the results of this study, the researcher concluded that dialogue journals serve 

as an effective intervention to improve the writing for English Language Learners. Over the 

course of 12 weeks, the implementation of dialogue journals produced significant improvements 

in the writing of four, 4
th

 grade ELL students. This study found that the students that participated 

in the dialogue journals showed significant improvements overall on Benchmark style writing at 

the end of the 12-week study. Through evaluation of the students’ pre and post intervention 
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writing with the 6+1 Writing Traits rubric and analyzing the overall results with t-tests, the 

researcher found that the dialogue journals significantly affected writing improvement. The 

results of the t-tests show that the students that participated in the journals improved significantly 

whereas the students that did not receive this form of regular writing practice failed to show 

significant improvement in their overall scores.  

 Additionally, through examination of the students’ writing with regard to the traits 

measured by the 6+1 Writing Traits rubric throughout the entire course of the study, the 

researcher noted specific areas in which the students improved. For example, the students on 

average made the greatest improvements in the areas of organization, conventions and sentence 

fluency. At the end of the study, the students were able to focus their writing on a single topic or 

idea and organize their ideas around introductory and concluding sentences. Through practice 

and seeing grammatically correct writing modeled by the researcher, each student improved his 

or her use of conventions as well, even though specific corrections were never made. 

Conclusions 

 Based on these results, the researcher concluded that dialogue journals are an effective 

strategy for improving the overall writing of 4
th

 grade English Language Learners. These results 

are similar to the results of Peyton’s (1993) study, which concluded that the dialogue journals 

built stronger relationships between the students and the person who responded to their writing 

that allowed for individualized instruction. Peyton (1993) also found that the students’ wrote 

with more detail and description, and that through feedback and writing adjusted to just beyond 

each student’s level, the students wrote more fluently.  
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Limitations 

 As with any research investigation that occurs in an elementary school setting, there were 

factors over which the researcher had no control that may have affected the results of this study. 

One limitation that may have positively affected this study is natural student maturation. As is 

common with early adolescents, it is likely that the students that participated in the study 

matured greatly both emotionally and academically from October through February, when this 

study occurred. It is also possible that the students that participated in the dialogue journals 

showed greater improvements at the end of the study because they started out on a generally 

lower level than the students in the control group.  

 Other factors that should be taken into consideration are scheduling factors. The 

researcher met with the participants during the last hour of the school day. It is often harder for 

students to focus academically at the end of the school day and there were many days in which 

the students’ writing time was interrupted or replaced by school assemblies or special testing. 

Additionally, several weeks were interrupted during the winter months due to inclement weather. 

During this time, the students did not write consistently or receive feedback from the researcher 

as often. Due to scheduling limitations and the fact that the study was not conducted by the 

classroom teacher, the students only wrote in the dialogue journals over the course of 12 weeks. 

A longer or more integrated study might have produced greater results for the students’ writing. 

 Additionally, the instrument used to assess the students before and after the intervention 

may have negatively limited the results. The prompt selected came directly from the state 

standardized test, specifically for the purpose of being able to relate the results to potential 

performance on this test. However, the prompts from this test generally require students to write 

narratively over hypothetical situations such as finding a magic carpet. Students tend to produce 
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higher quality writing when writing expository pieces they can relate to or support with personal 

experiences. The results from initial and final expository writing samples may have shown 

improvements that were more significant.  

Implications 

 The results of this study imply that dialogue journals can be used effectively to improve 

the writing of elementary English Language Learners. Each of the students that participated in 

the dialogue journals throughout the entire study showed marked improvement in the overall 

quality of his or her writing, specifically in the areas of organization of ideas, use of conventions, 

and sentence fluency. This indicates that similar improvements may be gained if this intervention 

were to be used with English Language Learners in other classrooms. Dialogue journals can be 

used as a strategy to build writing fluency for English Language Learners in other elementary 

school classrooms. This strategy can be used with other fourth grade students as well as with 

older and younger students.  

Recommendations 

 The results of this study can be used for further research on how to maximize the writing 

improvements of English Language Learners. This study can be replicated with older or younger 

students to judge the strategy’s effectiveness with a variety of age groups. Furthermore, 

implementing dialogue journals with a larger sample size would likely yield stronger 

conclusions.  

 Based on the results of this study, the researcher recommends that teachers incorporate 

dialogue journals into their classrooms as a way to improve writing for English Language 

Learners. Because of the limited time in the classroom schedule, ELLs don’t always receive as 

much writing instruction as they need to make real improvements. Utilizing dialogue journals 
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throughout the school year provides the students with regular practice and feedback along with 

examples of quality writing. Due to the prevalence of interruptions that occur at the end of the 

school day, it is recommended that teachers select a less hectic time during the day to give the 

students the opportunity to write. This should be built into the schedule just like any other 

regularly occurring classroom activity and should occur in conjunction with formal language and 

literacy instruction. Due to the unstructured and individualized nature of the dialogue journals, 

teachers can implement this strategy with the entire class, ensuring additional writing practice for 

both native and non-native English speakers.  

Summary 

 In summary, the researcher found that dialogue journals served as an effective 

intervention strategy for improving writing for this group of 4th grade English Language 

Learners. Over the course of 12 weeks, the implementation of dialogue journals produced 

significant improvements in the writing of four, 4
th

 grade ELL students. The findings of this and 

other studies indicate that similar improvements may be gained if this intervention were to be 

used in other classrooms. Due to the use of dialogue journals, students participating in this study 

showed significant improvement in the areas of ideas, organization, voice, sentence fluency and 

conventions whereas the group of ELLs that did not write regularly in the dialogue journals did 

not improve significantly.  

 



DIALOGUE JOURNALS WITH ENGLISH LANGUAGE LEARNERS                                  45 

References 

Alberta Education (2007). English as a Second Language: Guide to Implementation. 

Kindergarten to Grade 9. Alberta Education. Retrieved from EBSCOhost. 

Arkansas Department of Education (2011). Statewide information system reports. Retrieved from  

https://adedata.arkansas.gov/statewide/  

Ballantyne, K.G., Sanderman, A.R., Levy, J. (2008). Educating English language learners: 

Building teacher capacity. Washington, DC: National Clearinghouse for English 

Language Acquisition. Available: http://www.ncela.gwu.edu/practice/mainstream_ 

 teachers.htm  

Cleary, B. (1983) Dear Mr. Henshaw. New York: William Morrow and Company, Inc. 

Brown, A. (1996). Teaching reading and writing to ESL learners (K-8). An ERIC-Based 

Resource Document for Teachers. Retrieved from ERIC database. 

Education Northwest (n.d.). About 6=1 trait writing. Retrieved from 

http://educationnorthwest.org/resource/949 

Francis, D., Rivera, M., Lesaux, N., Kieffer, M., & Rivera, H. (2006). Practical guidelines for 

the education of English language learners. Book 1: Research-based recommendations 

for instruction and academic interventions. Portsmouth, NH: RMC Research 

Corporation, Center on Instruction. Available: www.centeroninstruction.org/files/ELL1-

Interventions.pdf 

McCurdy, M., Skinner, C., Watson, S., & Shriver, M. (2008). Examining the effects of a 

comprehensive writing program on the writing performance of middle school students 

with learning disabilities in written expression. School Psychology Quarterly, 23(4), 571-

586. 



DIALOGUE JOURNALS WITH ENGLISH LANGUAGE LEARNERS                                  46 

Miller, J. (2007). Inscribing identity: insights for teaching from ESL students' journals. TESL 

ECanada Journal, 25(1), Retrieved from The Free Library. 

Nassaji, H. & Cumming, A. (2000). What’s in a ZPD? A case study of a young ESL student… 

Language Teaching Research, 4(2), 95-121. 

NCELA. (2010, July). Arkansas EL growth, 1997/1998-2007/2008. Retrieved from 

http://www.ncela.gwu.edu/files/uploads/20/Arkansas_G_0708.pdf 

Ortiz, T., Pagan, M. (2009). Closing the ELL achievement gap: A leader’s guide to making 

schools effective for culturally and linguistically diverse students. Rexford, NY: 

International Center for Leadership in Education 

Peyton, J. K. (1990). Dialogue Journal Writing: Effective Student Teacher Communication. In A. 

Padillo, H. Fairchild  & C. Valdez (Eds.) Bilingual Education: Issues and Strategies. 

Newbury Park: SAGE Publications. 

Peyton, J. K. (1993). Dialogue Journals: Interactive Writing To Develop Language and Literacy. 

ERIC Digest. Retrieved from ERIC database. 

Salahu-Din, D., Persky, H., and Miller, J. (2008). The Nation’s Report Card: Writing 2007 

(NCES 2008–468). National Center for Education Statistics, Institute of Education 

Sciences, U.S. Department of Education, Washington, D.C. 

Springdale Public Schools (2010). “District profile: 2010-2011”. Available: 

http://springdale.schoolfusion.us/modules/groups/homepagefiles/cms/917093/File/Distric

t%20Profiles/District%20Profile%2020102011.pdf?sessionid=e55ccc7a435d8ecf19b2a4

11e1653d72 



DIALOGUE JOURNALS WITH ENGLISH LANGUAGE LEARNERS                                  47 

Werderich, D. (2002). Individualized responses: Using journal letters as a vehicle for 

differentiated reading instruction. Journal of Adolescent & Adult Literacy, 45(8), 746-54. 

Retrieved from ERIC database. 



DIALOGUE JOURNALS WITH ENGLISH LANGUAGE LEARNERS                                  48 

Appendices

Appendix A 

October 13, 2010 

MEMORANDUM 

TO: Kaitlyn Datzman 

 Marcia Imbeau   

FROM: Ro Windwalker 

 IRB Coordinator 

RE: New Protocol Approval 

IRB Protocol #: 10-09-117 

Protocol Title: Using Dialogue Journals to Improve Writing for English Language 

Learners 

Review Type:  EXEMPT  EXPEDITED  FULL IRB 

Approved Project Period: Start Date: 10/12/2010  Expiration Date:  10/07/2011 

Your protocol has been approved by the IRB.  Protocols are approved for a maximum period of 

one year.  If you wish to continue the project past the approved project period (see above), you 

must submit a request, using the form Continuing Review for IRB Approved Projects, prior to the 

expiration date.  This form is available from the IRB Coordinator or on the Compliance website 

(http://www.uark.edu/admin/rsspinfo/compliance/index.html).  As a courtesy, you will be sent a 

reminder two months in advance of that date.  However, failure to receive a reminder does not 

negate your obligation to make the request in sufficient time for review and approval.   Federal 

regulations prohibit retroactive approval of continuation. Failure to receive approval to continue 

the project prior to the expiration date will result in Termination of the protocol approval.  The 

IRB Coordinator can give you guidance on submission times. 

If you wish to make any modifications in the approved protocol, you must seek approval prior to 

implementing those changes.   All modifications should be requested in writing (email is 

acceptable) and must provide sufficient detail to assess the impact of the change. 

If you have questions or need any assistance from the IRB, please contact me at 120 Ozark 

Hall, 5-2208, or irb@uark.edu
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Appendix B 

Dear participant, 

 

  Thank you for choosing to participate in this study on “Using Dialogue Journals to Improve 

Writing for English Language Learners.” My name is Kaitlyn Datzman and I am an 

undergraduate majoring in Childhood Education. I will be conducting all the research for this 

study.  The purpose of this research is to determine if the use of dialogue journals with English 

Language Learners is an effective way to improve writing skills. Dialogue journals are journals 

in which each student writes to the teacher and the teacher writes back. For English Language 

Learners, fluency in writing may be slow to develop if students aren’t practicing daily and 

receiving regular feedback from the teacher. It is my theory that by writing in daily dialogue 

journals with a teacher and reviewing letters and journal entries that model quality writing (i.e. 

through the letters from the teacher and/or novels written in letter form), the writing abilities of 

English Language Learners will significantly improve. I wish to prove that this sort of daily 

practice will increase English Language Learners’ confidence, comfort, and fluency, therefore 

improving the overall quality of writing more quickly than through the typical in-class writing 

assignments. 

 

At the beginning of this study, you will be placed into one of two groups. All students will 

complete a brief writing assignment to be evaluated with a rubric. You may be in the group that 

will participate in a 12-week experiment to determine if dialogue journals are an effective tool 

for improving writing quality for English Language Learners. If you are in this group, you will 

write letters to me each day, and at the end of each week, I will respond with a letter to you. I 

will meet with you and the other students from this group 2-3 times a week to work on writing. 

During these times, we will also study the novel, Dear Mr. Henshaw, by Beverly Cleary. At the 

end of the 12 weeks, all students will complete another writing assignment.  

 

There are no anticipated risks for this study, however all students will benefit from the additional 

writing practice and feedback. Other possible benefits include potentially increased confidence, 

comfort, and fluency in writing and overall improved writing quality.  

 

Once again, I thank you for participating in this study and I look forward to working with you. 

 

Sincerely, 

 

 

Kaitlyn Datzman 
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Appendix C 

Informed Consent 

 

Title:  Using Dialogue Journals to Improve Writing for English Language Learners 

 

Researcher:        Administrator: 

 Kaitlyn Datzman, Undergraduate Student                                   Ro Windwalker, 

Compliance Coordinator 

 Marcia Imbeau, Ph.D., Faculty Advisor    Research and 

Sponsored Programs 

 University of Arkansas      Research Compliance  

 College of Education and Health Professions                 University of 

Arkansas 

 Department of Curriculum and Instruction    120 Ozark Hall 

  PEAH 308       Fayetteville, AR 

72701 

Fayetteville, AR 72701      (479) 575- 

2208 

(479) 575-3570       irb@uark.edu 

 

Description: The present study will investigate the use of dialogue journals in improving the 

English writing quality of English Language Learners. You will be assigned to one of two groups 

and will complete a brief writing assignment. You may be assigned to a group that will 

participate in a 12-week writing improvement study. Students in this group will work on 

dialogue journals with the researcher. A dialogue journal is simply a journal in which you will 

write letters to the researcher each day, and each week receive a letter back. If you are in this 

group, you will also participate in a reading/writing unit over the novel, Dear Mr. Henshaw, by 

Beverly Cleary. All students will complete an additional writing assignment at the end of the 12-

week period.  

 

Risks and Benefits: The benefits include contributing to the knowledge base of the effects of 

dialogue journals on student writing quality as well as receiving additional writing practice and 

feedback. Other potential benefits include increased confidence, comfort, and fluency in writing 

as well as overall improved writing quality. There are no anticipated risks to participating in this 

study. 

Voluntary Participation: Your participation in this research study is completely voluntary.  Your 

grades will not be directly affected by participation in this study. 

 

Confidentiality: You will be assigned a code name that will be used when the results (including 

writing samples) of this research are submitted. Only the researcher will know your name, but 

will not divulge it to anyone. All information will be held in the strictest of confidence.  

 

Right to Withdraw: You are free to refuse to participate in this research and to withdraw from 

this study at any time. Your decision to withdraw will bring no penalty to you. 
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Appendix C2 

Informed Consent: To be completed by the student: 

 I, _______________________________, have read the description, including the purpose of the 

study, the  

            (Please print) 

procedures to be used, the potential risks and benefits, the confidentiality, as well as the option to 

withdraw from the study at any time, and I believe I understand what is involved. My signature 

below indicates that I freely agree to participate in this experimental study and that I have 

received a copy of this agreement from the researcher. 

_______________________________________                              ___________________ 

        Signature                                                                                                                 Date 

To be completed by the student’s parent or legal guardian: 

I, ____________________________ , have read the description including the purpose of the 

study, the procedures to  

 (Please print) 

be used, the potential risks and benefits, the confidentiality, as well as the option to withdraw 

from the study at any time. I believe I understand what is involved. My signature below indicates 

that I freely give my student permission to participate in this experimental study.  

___________________________________________                _____________________ 

                Signature                      Date 
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Appendix D1 
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Appendix D2 
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Appendix E 

    All About the Dialogue Journals 

 

You are to write one journal entry every day. We will also write during class, however your 

homework each day is to complete your journal entry. All entries must be completed before 

our in-class work time. 

 

You may write about anything you want to. Sometimes you will also have a specific topic or 

question to respond to. Please respond to these topics fully. After you write that entry, you 

may write another one with a topic of your choice. 

 

What you should include in every entry: 

 

 

Date 

 

Indented first line 

 

Write a minimum of 8 full lines. You may always write more if you’d like!!! 

 

If given a topic or asked a specific question, be sure to include the answer in your entry. 

 

A capital letter should start every sentence 

 

Every sentence should end with a period, question mark or exclamation point. 

 

Powerful, descriptive and purposeful words- use words that communicate exactly what it is 

you want to say. Use words that make your sentences more active and interesting. 

 

 

Before you finish: 

 

Re-read your journal entry.  

 

Did you fully answer and explain all the questions? 

 

Did you complete all your thoughts and ideas? 

 

If given a question or a topic, does your response match the question? 

 

Check for spelling and punctuation mistakes. These entries are not expected to be perfect 

and however it is important to re-read your work and fix careless mistakes. 

 

When in doubt, write, write, write!!!  
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Appendix F1 
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Appendix F2 
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Appendix G 
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Appendix H 
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Appendix I 
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Appendix J 
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Appendix K 
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Appendix L 

 

Translation: “what would you do if you had two of your favorite books and you read one book 

and you liked the other more than the one that you are reading” The student then proceeded to 

copy from Dear Mr. Henshaw. 
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Appendix M 
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Appendix N 
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Appendix O 
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Appendix P 
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Appendix Q 
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Appendix R 
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Appendix S 
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Appendix T 
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Appendix U 

 

Translation: “On Thanksgiving day I did it even better my family made all the food and when it 

was night all my family arrived and we spent the night together and afterwards we ate and 

afterwards we watched a movie and afterwards they left and the other day in the morning they 

came to eat lunch and when we were eating lunch they opened the garage so that the smoke 

would leave and my sister the smallest one went out of the garage and after the neighbors talked 

to the police and the police came to my house and afterwards her dad went out and afterwards 

the also and afterwards the police asked him her name and then her dad gave them her name and 

then the police left and afterwards we went inside and afterwards we went to sleep and this was 

the end” 
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Appendix V 

 

Translation: “When I felt excited was because I said that at last I was going to see my sisters and 

dad and mom and sister and brother and my niece the smallest one and my nephew and Jaqueline 

and Estefani and my aunts and uncles but what I was most excited about was that I was going to 

see my I dad and I mom” 
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Appendix W 
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Appendix X 
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Appendix Y 
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Appendix Z 
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Appendix AA 
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Appendix BB 
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Appendix CC

 

 

Translation: One thing that you don’t know about me the thing you don’t know about me is that I 

am not from Arkansas I am from Mexico…
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Appendix DD 

Student 1 Author Letter: 
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Appendix EE 

Student 2 Author Letter: 
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Appendix FF 

Student 3 Author Letter: 
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Appendix GG 

Student 4 Author Letter: 

 


