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TOUCHSTONE STRATEGY #5

JOURNALING

Monitor everyone’s learning through a math journal linked to readings in the course.

B
y asking all of my students (in approximately 130 

courses taught) to keep a math journal, I have come 

to realize how invaluable the journal is both to me 

as teacher and to students. New teachers inform me about: 

1) how they came to define math and 2) the pedagogical 

approaches their teachers (nursery – high school) used to 

teach them math. With that information, I feel I have a better 

awareness about how to meet their individual needs as 

learners. Though I see my students only once a week, I have 

an ongoing connection with them through their journals.

I listen hard for emotional breakthroughs in each entry and 

support and honor their writing, showing respect and giving 

assurances so they hear humanity from a math teacher. I am 

aware that I may be the first math teacher who has respond-

ed to their process work with human emotion. (This is what 

my students have told me many times!) In their journals, 

new teachers vent and decry the painful memories of teach-

ers who hurt them. I respond with appreciation of their pain, 

but I don’t stop there. I honor their expressed feelings, but 

also offer them new stretching experiences as well. Their 

writing often sounds like they are yelling at their former 

teachers for never exposing them to relationship thinking 

in math class. I let them express disheartened feelings for 

those teachers who forced them to copy the teacher’s or the 

book’s process. I try to point out that those teachers were 

not necessarily cruel.  They only knew what they themselves 

had been taught. We teach only what we know and only 

what we ourselves can do. In the face of anger, I try to bring 

some sense of empathy for their former teachers who are 

often portrayed as ogres. 

I offer them alternative, positive math learning experiences. 

As my students solve problems, they will have fellow 

learners sitting with them  in groups and at tables who may 

help them write and express their new process of thinking 

about math. We play with math manipulatives, I offer them 

structured games, I invite collaboration through problem-

solving groups. I work hard to assure people that expression 

of their anger towards their old teachers can help them 

heal over time (Melnick, 1992). That may take a while, 

but some good will come of it if they allow themselves to 

enjoy the learning process now. (I have to admit that some 

participants use the bulk of their journal to write about their 

own catharsis and nothing much about learning to teach.  

This may sound counterproductive, but if that is what they 

need to rid themselves of the pain inflicted on them by their 

elementary math teachers, the journal allows them the 

space to do it.)

While participating in a class built on progressive, construc-

tivist practices in math, my students find themselves new-

ly free to make mistakes. They tell me what it feels like to 

learn in a safe environment, perhaps for the first time. That 

is a norm that our Bank Street Math for Teachers classes 

are built upon. It must be so, if you really aim for emotional 

changes to take place.  Every one of these teachers will be 

influencing young children’s mathematical self-perceptions 

for years to come. Their influence on children each year 

will be immense. I invite them to change their views, rath-

er than maintain negative feelings regarding mathematics 

teaching and learning. The regular math journaling process 

in this course is a venue for reflecting about what they think 

and what they feel while attending Math for Teachers (with 
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feedback continually given by the teacher and assistant 

teacher). The journal can provide the glue to hold people 

“to the fire” of change. The math journal can help people re-

frame their views about what math teaching and learning 

can be. I find asking teachers to keep a math learning jour-

nal can serve as a potent change impetus. It can be useful 

to anyone at any age and at any time in their professional 

development.  

On moving from being  “not smart” to a valued thinker:

In my first journal for this class, I wrote that I had classified 
myself as “not smart” regarding math because I felt I was 
unable to grasp the concepts that we were learning in math 
class. I wrote that this feeling followed me each year, and 
before I even entered into a new math class, I already had 
that feeling of inevitable failure. One of the first times I 
actually felt smart in a math class was while I was explaining 
to my group this semester how I conceptualized our 
perplexing problem. I felt that what I was saying made sense 
and was not “stupid,” and I felt my thoughts were valuable.  
I realized one aspect that contributed to this positive 
experience was that our professors did not make us feel that 
we were in a time-crunch and that we could take as much 
time as we needed. I also realized the importance of creating 
a classroom atmosphere where students feel comfortable 
with their ideas and supported by their classmates and 
professors. Another aspect of this experience was that I was 
able to use materials to explain myself—in this case, colored 
blocks. Using materials allowed me to visualize what was 
going on in my mind. —Katherine

On the power of the journaling process:

I remember writing my first journal for Math for Teachers in 
January. As I was writing it, I was thinking “do I really need to 
take this course as a requirement?!  How will it help me?” As 
it turned out, EDUC 540 was memorable not only because 
it challenged me, but because I realized a lot about teaching 
along the way, as well. In your teacher comments regarding 
my first journal, there was a comment about the fun in our 
classroom over the course of the semester dissipating. It 
was explained to me to not give up when it gets hard and to 
stick with it. When Hal wrote this to me, I was apprehensive 
that the class may get a lot harder and challenge me. Over 
the next few months, the class did surely change from the 
beginning. We started off with just math games and, over 
time, the class changed into some lectures, teamwork, and 
other different types of challenges. —Erica

On connecting math to joy:

My second goal — to not be afraid of math, and to not be 
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overly concerned with being right — was thankfully handled 
within my comfort zone of stop-motion animation. Feeling 
stripped of any creativity, I do not think I would have felt at 
ease enough to even begin a mathematical career. The tactical 
tools, the number talks, and the inclusive articles, all put my 
nerves at bay. Sitting in a group with my dear friend Pam 
as well! Our minds work so differently, and both of us were 
curious and delighted at how the other thinks without having 
to justify our thoughts. That was beautiful and lucky for me. 
Having the tools, the teachers, the friends, and the curiosity 
made this class an honest to goodness life changer. I would 
now consider math a skill I own. I would love to continue 
to animate math lessons and deepen my understanding of 
math. Math is a lesson that is everywhere, within every meal, 
every baking project, and every art project, I never knew I was 
instinctively mathematical. Thank you. I thank you. —Kirsten

On how math doesn’t have to be stressful:

First of all, this class allowed me to experience for the first 
time in my life that math does not have to be stressful. Even 
if presented with a challenging problem, that does not mean 
it has to be an experience filled with anxiety. The words: 
“math problem” can actually be associated with positive 
feelings! —Katherine

On getting teary eyed at the end of the course:

After class on April 25, I felt very inspired. When Hal put the 
long division problem on the board (47,387 divided by 7), 
my first thought was “Oh dear lord.” But then I remembered 
– we’ve worked with numbers like this before. In fact, we’ve 
been playing with all these numbers all semester!  Suddenly, I 
found the 7s that I could identify. I counted down and got my 
answer. Whoa! In just a few short months, by playing games 
and making math accessible for all, I was able to take apart 
a huge number that I would have immediately dismissed 
otherwise. This made me a little teary – I’m a mathematician! 

What?!?!?  —Kelley

Students come to own their learning by cementing 

their feelings when writing in their journals. We hear an 

impassioned sense of ownership emerging in the voices of 

teachers learning in a mathematics methods course built 

upon constructivist teaching practice” (Melnick, 1992). As a 

student named Eileen, who’s quoted in my dissertation, said, 

“What you feel after each week in class is different. You don’t 

remember things if you don’t write it down. It was not only 

because you (the professor) wanted us to write, but because 

I wanted to remember the feeling. I mean this journal was 

going to be mine and it was going to help me and I wanted to 

remember… more than I was concerned about whether you 

liked it or not. It was here to help me!!!” 

The math journal has the potential to weave the entire course 

together. Through writing, people usually connect their 

experience to their emotional response of that experience. 

In math class, the amygdala (the fight or flight part of the 

brain) is regularly activated. Students are then expected 

to connect their feelings to the intellectual (class readings, 

the lectures, videos watched, articles discussed in groups, 

etc.) If they do not make those emotional/ intellectual 

connections, it is my job to ask the next intellectually 

challenging question that pushes the student past where 

she or he might be into a new place of understanding. If 

ready, they will bite. If not ready, they will argue. Good! 

The Common Core Math Standard # 3: “Construct viable 

arguments and critique the reasoning of others,” will have 

been supremely activated. You will have done your job well. 

(See CCSS Standards for Mathematical Practice)

 

 

http://www.corestandards.org/Math/Practice/



