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Dialectic means “the art or practice of arriving at the truth by using conversation involving question and answer. The 

dialectical journal is a double-entry note taking system that serves as a “conversation” between reader and text. Through 

this “conversation” you develop a deeper understanding of the text by reflecting on and synthesizing the concepts and 

ideas the author discusses. One component of your summer reading assignment is to complete a dialectical journal for 

each of the novels you choose to read from the summer reading list. These journals will help you process what you are 

reading and prepare for group discussions when you begin classes in the fall.  

Procedure: 
• Purchase a spiral bound notebook or composition book for each journal.   

• Draw a line down the middle of the page so you have two columns for your notes  

• Label the left column Text and the right column Response  

• In the Text column cite passages from the text and include page numbers. Passages you cite should be those you 

find:  

o Provide important details about characters, plot, themes, etc.  

o Effective or creative in style or use of literary devices.  

o Remind you of events or lessons from your own life.  

o Are particularly interesting or potentially significant.  

o Illustrate some type of pattern, motif, or symbol. 

o Cause surprise or confusion in plot or language. 

o Create some type of shift.  

• In the Response column reflect upon the passages you have cited. Your reflections should be specific and 

detailed, and should demonstrate a deeper level of meaning and understanding beyond the literal text.  

• Do not simply summarize plot. Responses include:  

o Questions – asking about something that is unclear in the passage.  

o Connections – discussing similarities between the text and your own life. 

o Predictions – using information from the text to anticipate what is to come later.  

o Clarification – providing answers to questions you had earlier in the text or confirming/disaffirming a 
prediction. 

o Reflection – thinking deeply about what the passage means. This level of discussion concerns the world 

outside of the text: conclusions you can draw about the nature of man or the world, why things are the 
way they are, etc.  

o Evaluation – making judgements about what is said in the text.  

 

 NOTE: you can create a google document for this Dialectical Journal, and submit it to your 11th grade teacher either 

printed or electronically (make sure to consult with your teacher on this matters before submission) 

Things to Keep in Mind: 
• Each reflection you make in the Response column must be at least 50 words and include a word count  

• Make your journal entries as you read or immediately after finishing a chapter.  

o You may want to mark passages in the text with sticky notes (if you have borrowed the text) or with pen 
or pencil (if you own the text)  

• Regularly reread previous journal entries and go back to the text as necessary. 

• Respond in your journal to previous comments, predictions, or questions you have noted.  

• Text citations are direct quotes from the text – you are writing down word for word what the text says. Your 

citations are not just dialogue.  

• Basic responses:   

o Raise questions about beliefs and values implied in the text.  
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o Provide your own personal reactions to the text. 

o Describe language, ideas, or actions in the text.  

o Describe how the text reminds you of your own experiences: 
o Describe how the text makes you think or feel  

o Discuss your agreement/disagreement with the text (author or characters)  

 Higher level responses:  
o Provide analysis of the text’s use of literary devices (tone, structure, style, imagery, etc.). 

o Discuss connections between different characters or events (similarities/differences). 

o Discuss connections to different texts (other novels, films, songs, etc.). 
o Analyze language, ideas, or actions in the text  

o Discuss how different characters might perceive the same events or feel about situations, ideas, concepts in    

    the text  

o Analyze how the passage impacts the story as a whole  

 Sample Dialectical Journal Entries for “The Things They Carried” by Tim O’Brien  

 TEXT   RESPONSE  
“—they carried like freight trains; they carried it 

on their backs and shoulders—and for all the 

ambiguities of Vietnam, all the mysteries and 

unknowns, there was at least the single abiding 

certainty that they would never be at a loss for 

things to carry” (16)  

 O’Brien provides excellent visual 

details of what each soldier in 

Vietnam would carry for day-to-day 

fighting. His simile— “they carried 

like freight trains”—makes you feel 

the physical weight of what soldiers 

have to carry for simple survival. 

When you combine the emotional 

weight of loved ones at home, the 

fear of death, and the responsibility 

for the men you fight with, with this 

physical weight, you start to 

understand what soldiers in Vietnam 

dealt with every day. This quote 

sums up the confusion that the men 

felt about the reasons they were 

fighting the war, and how they clung 

to the only certainty - things they 

had to carry - in a confusing world 

where normal rules were suspended. 

(120)  

Great entry - This response is insightful—the student tries to understand, through O’Brien’s use of 

language, the emotional weight of a soldier.  
  

TEXT  RESPONSE  

“They were called legs or grunts.” (3)  What does “grunts” mean in this context? (7)  

Unacceptable entry- Good question but still needs further analysis. The response does not meet the 

minimum response length. Describe what you think the word means and why, then provide a dictionary definition for 
the word. Why does O’Brien use the word? You may answer your question in the entry or just provide some analysis 
and then answer the question in a later entry.  


