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A topical analysis of the dialogus journals written

by seven of one university faculty member's students of English es e
foreign language (EFL) is pressented. Examination of the first ten
sntries in the journals revealed five general topic categories:
academic, personal, cultural, intarpersonal, and gensral interest.
The ten samples are provided. It is concluded that no cleer pattern

of topic exists in the 8

les, probably because the journals are a

personal, individual activity that students use to meet individual
needs. Ona fact noted was that tha studants with the highest
percentaga of personel topics wera not only Latin Americens but also
the only graduate students of the semple. Further research in the

meesurable benefits of the use of dialogua journals is racommended. A

chart of topic frequency is appended. (MSE)
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WHAT DO UNIVERSITY EFL STUDENTS WRITE ABOUT IN DIALOGUE JOURNALS?"

Christine Meloni
George Washington University
.
In the preceding article, Kreeft suggests dialogue jJournal writing as a
way in which "to create a learner-centered enviromment for language
learning.” It is this strong emphasis on the learner that appeals to me most.

I have enjoye¢ keeping dialogue journals with my EFL. students at George
Washington University for several semesters, I have learned a great deal
about my“students that I would not have learned otherwise. One reason 1s that
this activity increases tremendously the amount of time spent individually
with each student. Also many students feel more secure when writing
confidentially than when speaking in class.

It has been interesting to see the ways in which my students use their
Journals to expreas themselves freely. I am particularly interested in
discovering the problems and concerns they want to communicate to me.

I have begun a toplcal analysis of their dialogue journals, In my study

I am lookipg at the following questions:

(1) What do students write about when given this unique opportunity to write
freely on any topie? (2) How can these topics be categorized? (3) Do
topics from certain categories appear more frequently that others? (4) Are

" there differences in the nature of topics among various groups (i.e. male-

female, geographical area, level of English language proficiency, major field,
and age)?

* This is a revised version of a paper presented at the Fourth Annual WATESOL
Convention, 1983,

Ms. Meloni 18 an academic c¢oordinator and instructor in the English for
International Students program at George Washington University, Washington,
D.C. She has served WATESOL in many capacities, most recently as the 198384
president.
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Subjects
I have begun my study with a preliminary analysis of the dialogue

Journals of seven male students, all engineering majors enrolled in EFL 50, an
advanced composition course equivalent to freshman composition for native
speakers of English. The subjects are from Lebanon, Morocco, Korea, Malaysia,
Cyprus, El Salvador, and Mexico.

Data

The topics in the first ten entries of the seven Journals have been
analyzed and categoriZe. The following broad categories have been
established based on the data. These categories will undoubtedly need to be
refined further as the study proceeds.

Topic Categories
(1) Academio - topies related to student's present and past academic life.

(2) Personal - topios related to student's own life such as family,
hobbies, sports, profession, individual problems

(3) Cultural - topics related to student's native culture or to U.S.
culture,

(4) Inter= topios related to student's present and past academic life.
personal

(5) General = topics of interest to student but not directly related to
him/her.

Sample Topic Entries
In order to illustrate the meaning of each category and to give the

reader a glimpse into the Journals, sample topic entries are given below.
(These samples have not been corrected in any way.)

Sample I
,Nationality: ®€1 Salvadoran
Category: Acadexnic

In this opportunity I would like to tell you something about my
first expeciences with the MIDTERMS in GWU. In asome oourses the
exams are aocording to the material that has been developed in
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_0lass, but in other oourses the exams demands more attention by part
of the students since they are oriented to survey the oapabilities
for interpretation of each student. This last kind of exams are

very difficult and scmetimes the results are not 30 good as student
Any way, I belleve that the learning is always well

hopes to get.
served and this type of exams as many other tools designed to
measure the progress of pupils are well designed and oriented.

* Sample II

Nationality: Mexican
Category: Academic

1Y
I'm going to ohange the subject. I'm happy because I have
for my thesis, It 1s

started the information researoh
The purpose of my thesis 18 to design a kind of

fascinating!
program for the best use of Mexican energy resouroces in order to

ready the development (not development in the normal sense, but an
increase in the quality of life of the Mexican population} of the

country.
It has been resulting very hard to find some information, but I
am learning very much about my own country.

Sample III

Nationality: Lebanese
Category: Personal
At the end of June, I going back to Lebanon to spend ay summer
vacation. Lebanon is a very beautiful oountry, especiallv in sumper
time.
The first thing I'm going to do is to stay with my mom about

one month, then to go with ay brother Elie to the mountains for
We have a small house built on a hill, from where we could

hunting.
see the shore, Beirut and Juniysh. 30 we could spend at least 7
days, and then go baok home, where I could meet my friends and have

fun. We have many things to do near the sea. We oould dive, swim,
or go fishing. But at the end of August, I'm going to leave Lebanon
and come baok to G.W. to continue my studies., So I wish that my

plans and ay dreams Will ocme true.
Sample IV
Nationality: Malaysian
Category: Personal
Living in a country far from home 13 not easy for me and for
everybody. We have to take ocare of our self. For m2, I live on the
I never get out

12th Street, that place 13 a quite dangerous place.
I came hsre to study and to get some

of my house during the night.
experience. Besides being a "book worm® we also must take care of

our health and not always eat junk food. I oome here also to enjoy
my self.
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Sample V

Nationality: Labanese
Category: Cultural

In Lebanon, the symbol on our National Flag has a cedar inside.

In Lebanon, we had several massacres and wars since (400 B.C.) in
(1840 -« 1860 ~ 1958)+ The red color shows the blood of the Lebanese
people whiie defending their homes. The white color shows the color
of their heart. The people of Lebanon have never hated anybody
(enemy or not). I'm talking about real Lebanese., The cedar is our
aymbol which show more than one thing because the mountains were the
natural refuge for the Lebanese, 30 wefve put the cedar aymbol
because there are many cedars there.
Sample VI -
Nationality: Cypriot :
Catogory: Cultural . -

Now going back to the generation gap in my country, I’d like to
say that younger generation has nore extreme 1id2as than the
olderts, By this I mean that the new generation after it saw all T
the aistakes made by the older generation and having iu mind what's
happening today, can get decision which may help in finding
solutions in the political problem. It's true that young Cypriot
people are very active politically and sometimes are very fanatic.

But I believe that they have good reason to be like this.

Sample VII )

Nationality: Moroocoan —

Category: Cultural -
Moroccan people are nediterrannean, 30 we have strong
communications between u3. As all mediterrannean do, we talk with
"the hands" and very .oud and the speech comes directly from the
heart. Our communication 1s more based on feelings than

formalities, and we are not afraid of socializing. Reapect is very .
important for a good communication with Moroccan even if the

relationship is informal.

Sample VIII
Nationality: Korean
Category: Interpersonal

I want to make American friends, but I have no time. I spend
most of time in library about 9-10 hours every day. So I have no
time to spend with American atudent or foreign atudent. Espeoially,
this is the first semeater which I take ny major field, so I spent
all the time to study my major.

Sample IX

Nationality: M>-occan Y
Category: Inte., ersonal
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I have many American friends but just two of them are very good
friend. Many Americans are astonished when they see that Mor'.ccan
people are not as they think. ... 1t is hard to imagine that I can
listen to very good music and know a lot of things in many areas.
After "passing® the first test, they start reviewing their point of
vue about me. But, after, they have my test to see if they are an
open mind people.

4
Sample X
Nationality: Cypriot
Category: General

One of the most disturbing phenomena of the 20th century were
U+FeOs There are so many theories which are talking about them, but
none 1ls completely rizht. Scientists are still trying to identify
those obJects 1in order to give a solution on the wmystery.
Characteristic of these objJects 1is their shape, which appears to be
different each time. In addition they appear very strange shape =
given the impression of high technological maohines made of human
beings on 20th ceniury. According to Soviet scientist when they
oome on Earth their purpose is to explore planeta, as we did going
to Venus and moon. If their purpose is to make friends on Earth, it
will be their best achievement ever did because the choose right
place and right beings. People on Earth need also friends f{rom
other planats or. other solar systems.

Results of Analysis
When we look at the results given in Table I, no olear pattern seems to

energe yet and perhaps never will. Dialogue Journal writing is a very
personal, individual activity and perhaps we do not want to find patterns.
Studenta will use the dialogue Jjournals in different ways to meet their
individual needs.

(See Table, pg._20)

-

All of the subjects share three characteristios: they are (1) male, (2)
enrolled in EFL 50, and (3) majoring in engineering. On the basis of these
data, however, we cannot make any generalizationa about males, about students
at this level of English language proficienoy, or about engineering students.

It is interesting to note that the students with the highest percentage
of personal toplos were both Latin Americans. They were also the only
graduate studenta. These might indicate patterns, but more data are needed
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to establish thenm,

Concluaions

It is c¢lear that a great deal of research still needs to bde carried out
in this area of topical analysis and in several other areas related to
dialogue Journal writing, I feel, however, along with my friends and
colleagues Kreeft and Gutstein, who are also currently involved in dialogue
Journal research, that it is important to begin to go beyond the instinctive
reactions of the teachers wh.) are using dialogue Jjournals in their classrooms
and to document the benefits of this activity in a more precise wai. This
paper is a step in this direction,

-19- 7
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TABLE I: Number and Percentage of Topics per Category. )
NATIONALITY ACADEMIC PERSONAL CULTURAL INTER-PER GENERAL TOTAL
Lebanon 2 [] 3 ] 1] 13

(15%) (31%) (25%) (31%) (0%)
Morocco 1 1 & L) q 16

(6%) (6%) (38%) (25%) (25%)
Korea 0 0 3 — 0 7 10

(0%) (0%) (30%) (0%) (70%) .
Malaysia 10 9 6 2 0 27

(37%) (33%) (22%) (7%) (0%)
Cyprus 0 0 b [ 1 12

(0%) (0%) (33%) (33%) (33%)
E1l Salvador y 7 2 0 1 4

(29%) (50%) {14%) (0%) (7%)
Mexico 11 g 1 0 0 20

(55%) (40%) (5%) (0%) (0%)
Total 28 29 25 4 16 112

(25%) (26%) (22%) (13%) (14%)
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