
Journal Interview  Questions 
In your journal interview, I will ask you some or all of these questions.  You 
must be prepared to answer all of them, and how you answer will be 
representative of your work on the journal as a whole.   
 
This means that “but I did a better job on _________ that you didn’t ask 
about” is not an appropriate response.  You have the questions in advance, 

and are expected to be prepared to participate. 
 
Question 1: The Foundational Question (the rest of the journal conference relies 
on answering this one succinctly and well):  If you had to identify three critical reading 
skills in which you have grown (based on Foster, Perrine, Nabokov, Agassiz, and our class 
discussions) which would you choose? 
 
Questions 2-4: The Big Three: For each of the following questions, your answer 
should consist of your reflections combined with reading aloud excerpts from your journal 
that show your work “before” applying the skill, “learning” to apply the skill and 
“actively” applying the skill 

 
• How have you grown in ____________________ (the first skill you identified)? 

 
• How have you grown in ____________________ (the second skill you identified)? 

 
• How have you grown in ____________________ (the third skill you identified)?  

 
Questions 5-6: The Reflection Questions: For each of the following questions, it 
may be wise to use journal excerpts as supporting evidence, but there are not specific 
requirements governing what evidence you use. 
 

• Identify the critical reading success of which you are most proud. 
 

• Identify a critical reading skill in which you need to grow.  
 
Student Example 1  
One student suggests she has grown in her ability to do three things: 

1. Ask why an author did this instead of that 
2. Use pattern to understand texts 
3. Apply the resonance test for allusions to the Bible, mythology and other literature 
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Comment: Many students are concerned 
about not having read a certain Foster chapter 
recently.  But READING him is not the point.  
USING his ideas is the point.  We’ve done that 
all along—in EVERY SINGLE discussion.   
 
Imagine what you would do if I gave you a 
poem that talked about “rain” and “September”  
and “falling” and “cold.”  You’d interpret it as 
code for death and loss.  That’s something you 
learned from Foster. 
 



Then I ask her “how have you grown in your ability to use pattern in understanding texts?” 
 
She responds by describing her work with Of Mice and Men—she didn’t think about 
pattern then, and as a result couldn’t have applied the pattern of garden always being 
followed by fall.  She reads me an excerpt from her journal in which she wrote about how 
pretty the garden was, but didn’t say anything at all about what that beauty set up.  Then 
she reads me a left-side journaling comment she made, where she said, “Here I’m not even 
thinking about pattern at all—I’m just loving the description because it’s so vivid.  I should 
have been asking more about what that imagery was setting up for later.”   
 
Then she reads me a passage from her journal where she wrote about Looking for Alaska, 
where she was analyzing Pudge’s desire for a “Great Perhaps,” and wondering if his 
parents were functioning as the threshold guardians.  In her left hand side, she shares, she 
later wrote “I don’t know if they are threshold guardians or not, they don’t figure much 
into the book, but it’s clear that I was trying to apply the pattern here. 
 
Finally, she reads me a passage from her journal where she wrote about A Separate Peace.  
In it, she explores whether or not Gene really fits the typical hero’s journey, since what he 
did was so evil.  The excerpt she reads discusses not only what the adventure is, but how it 
plays out physically, emotionally and spiritually as well as why that’s a good match with 
the hero’s journey.   
 
She then explains how she sees this demonstrating her growth over time, and why the final 
application was so much stronger than when she began. 
 
This is a successful answer to one of the big three.  Notice that:  

1. The student reads aloud five separate journal entries—some from the right hand side 
and some from the left. 

2. It takes the student a significant amount of time to answer just one of the “big 
three”—and I may ask you to do all three. 

3. The student has clearly marked and prepared passages so that she can find them and 
use them in our conversation. 

4. The student takes the time to make connections between the passages so that it isn’t 
just random evidence, but a specifically supported point. 

5. She concludes with an explanation for how this shows growth—she doesn’t assume 
that the evidence does the job of thinking for her.   

 



Student Example Two 
When I ask “How did you grow in your first area?” A student might LITERALLY 
say: 
 

Learning to account for the details?  Well, I grew a lot. When I was writing about 
who the protagonist is in Antigone, I didn’t do a very good job of accounting for the 
details of the play.  I wrote a passionate defense of Antigone as the protagonist 
[looks down at journal and reads a whole paragraph aloud].  Later, I realized that 
there were no details at all in my interpretation—except for the title.  I went back 
and wrote in the left hand side about Creon as the protagonist, and I listed out eight 
reasons why based on specific passages in the text [looks down at journal and reads 
all eight reasons aloud].  As you can see, this was a productive experience because I 
actually went back and corrected my own thinking, using specific information from 
the text. 
 
I did a much better job with accounting for all the details when we were reading our 
independent dystopic novels.  I read Animal Farm.  I spent hours and hours writing 
out quotes that connected to the various subjects, and then wrote my explanations for 
how those quotes connected to the subject.  Like, here, I wrote down several quotes 
about happiness and then analyzed them [looks down at journal and reads quotes 
and then a paragraph of analysis explaining why those quotes connect to the subject 
of happiness].  As you can see, in my analysis, I accounted for every detail of each 
quote.  The one quote that didn’t seem to fit, I decided did not belong in the 
“happiness” category, and I wrote about that as well [reads from journal describing 
a decision that based on evidence the quote didn’t fit in the category she thought it 
did] . 
 
I think this shows my growth in accounting for the details because my first defense 
of Antigone as the protagonist used no details at all.  But I did go back and correct 
that work in my left hand side, and I came to a new conclusion—that Creon is the 
protagonist.  Finally, my work with the dystopic novel shows how far I’ve come 
because I made the decision to remove a quote from its category instead of trying to 
force it to fit when the details told me otherwise.  I made the decision all by myself 
as I was independently sorting through my quotes, too, which I think shows that I’ve 
been able to learn this skill really well. 
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Comment: The gray highlighted pieces in 
these examples are the MOST IMPORTANT 
parts of a journal interview.  
 
The point of a journal interview is to 
demonstrate a consistent work ethic in your 
journal over time.  The parts you read aloud 
are your evidence.   
 
No evidence?  No interview. 
 

Comment: Note this last section, where the 
student explains HOW the evidence 
demonstrates growth.  She doesn’t leave it up 
to me to figure that out.  She’s done the work. 
 



So what constitutes good journaling?   
1. Good Journaling puts critical reading skills into USE.  For example, pattern 

(Foster – 1st half of year), accounting for all the details (Nabokov-2nd half of year) 
or using the interpretation that requires the least amount of guess work outside of a 
text (staying in the flashlight, a la Perrine- 2nd half of year). If you need to revisit 
Foster or the essays to remind yourselves of the basics, that’s a not a bad idea. 

2. Good journaling is specific.  It answers questions with specific details, quotes and 
passages, and it includes interpretations of those passages.    

3. Good journaling is REGULAR.  You do the assignments as their given so your 
journal legitimately shows growth over time.’ 

4. Good journaling gets revisited.  There is a hefty left hand margin available.  That 
margin gets used to reassess evidence, add evidence, or change interpretations based 
on class discussions or further thinking.   

 
What I usually see in a successful journal interview: 

1. A journal full of writing in right and left hand sides. 
2. A lot of color-coded post-it notes sticking out of various places. 
3. Highlighting on the tabbed pages so the student can find what s/he is looking for 

quickly. 
4. Confidence and quick, succinct answers to my questions 
5. A running time of 10-12 minutes.  Those that go far shorter are likely not supplying 

much evidence.  Those who go far longer are likely not competently prepared for the 
interview. 

 
F.A.Q. 
Q.  What if my journal entries up until now have stunk and will not help me 

answer these questions? 
A.  You have four weeks left to get yourself in tip-top shape…and now you have plenty 

of “before” material.  I have to admit to being less sympathetic to this than I was 
first trimester, as I have given you feedback on what you specifically needed to do to 
succeed and I’ve given very consistent journal assignments. 

 
Q.   What if I’m still confused about something?   
A.   Ask in class if you think it will benefit others.  Or, if it’s more of an individual 

question or you want some time to work with me, sign up for a conference and we’ll 
talk.   
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Comment: This is something that you can 
do again (and best) at the end of the “first half” 
of the year.  In fact, going back and doing 
thinking about your own journaling is a great 
way to prepare for a journal conference.  All in 
all, the PREPARATION for a journal 
conference should take about 3-5 hours total.  
You can spread that out over several weeks if 
you need to. 
 
...Unless you haven’t done the journaling 
assignments, in which case you’ve got a 
trimester and a half of work to do in the next 
four weeks. 
 

Comment: It’s helpful if all your answers to 
question 1 are tabbed with one color, all your 
answers to question 2 are tabbed with another 
color and all your answers to question three are 
tabbed with a third color.  It makes it easy to 
find.   
 
In addition, students often number their tabs so 
they know which one to look at 1st, 2nd, 3rd, etc.  
Spending a lot of time flipping in your journal 
trying to find what you need isn’t a productive 
use of your limited interview time. 
 



Q.  What critical reading skills should we use? 
A.  The ones that are useful.  You have options: 
 
Option 1 - You can see the skills on a bulletin board in the classroom. 
They’re also on the LIVE UPDATED list of journal entries on the blog. 
 
Option 2 - Use these ideas (below) 

 
FIRST HALF OF THE YEAR 

! There’s Foster – he’s given us THREE of our skills, and lots of different ways 
to put those skills to use (and the bulletin board should help you with that): 
 

 
 
 
 
 

! In November we also usually add Reading like a writer (memoir unit) 
 

SECOND HALF OF THE YEAR 
! We talk a lot about Accounting for all the details (letting details determine 

our interpretations) – we do this all year, but Agassiz, Perrine and Nabokov 
discuss it, and our motif-tracking and concept mapping rely on a close, 
detailed reading of the text. 

! During the second half of the year we also talk a lot about using the most 
economical reading (staying in the flashlight) – Perrine 

 
THE WHOLE YEAR  

! We do a lot of reading for symbol, motif, theme—starts with Foster (above) 
but we build on it with motif tracking during third trimester 

! We also do a lot of reading for form or pattern (using the form to interpret 
the meaning of a text—e.g. a sestina, a tragedy, a sonnet) – Again, this starts 
with Foster, but we build on it 2nd and 3rd trimesters. 

! We’re often trying to ascertain the author’s intention in a particular text 
(identifying places where an author made a choice and using the text to figure 
out why an author made this choice instead of another, different choice) 
 

Memory Symbol Pattern 
Bible 
Shakespeare 
Mythology 

(and etc) 

Communion 
Violence 
Baptism 

(and etc) 

Quest 
Sonnet 
One Story 

 (and etc) 
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Comment: That’s right.  Foster has only 
given us THREE SKILLS, no matter how 
many chapters we read. 
 
“Reading for Violence” is NOT a critical 
reading skill.  The skill is READING FOR 
SYMBOL and Foster has given us lots of 
chapters about various symbols and motifs.  
 
Or the skill is READING FOR PATTERN, 
and Foster has offered a variety of patterns or 
the skill is READING FROM MEMORY, and 
Foster has offered us different sources for 
those memories. 
 



Q. What texts am I required to cover in 
the JANUARY conference? 
A. Great question! Make sure to use at 
least one example from each of the texts 
for which you had journal assignments. 
Typically, this includes: 

! Just (video) 
! School readings or other 

short essays, poems, texts 
! Of Mice and Men (novel) 
! Of Mice and men (film) 
! A Separate Peace 
! Looking for Alaska and/or 

The Disreputable History of  
Frankie Landau-Banks 

! Harry Potter and the Order 
of the Phoenix (film) and/or 
Dead Poet’s Society (film) 

! Memoir you chose 
! Antigone 
! “Letter from a Birmingham 

Jail” by MLK, Jr. 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Q. What texts am I required to cover in 
the MAY conference? 
A. Great question! Make sure to use at 
least one example from each of the texts 
for which you had journal assignments. 
Typically, this includes: 

! “By the Waters of Babylon” 
! “There Will Come Soft 

Rains” 
! “Harrison Burgeron” 
! Dystopia you chose (Animal 

Farm, Brave New World, 
1984 or The Handmaid’s 
Tale) 

! Fahrenheit 451 
! Poetry 
! Raisin in the Sun 
! Hamlet and/or Midsummer 

Night’s Dream 
! Shakespeare film (Hamlet or 

Much Ado About Nothing) 
! Slaughterhouse 5  
! Film review film—likely The 

Princess Bride 
 

 


