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The following tips and exercises provide opportunities for individual reflection and meaningful
collaboration before inviting students to help establish the norms and expectations that will
guide their interactions abroad. As a result, you will get to know them at a deeper level, and
students will begin to recognize this space as something different and exciting—a space where
they are known and they matter.

Journal Reflections
Why should you consider having your students utilize a journal? A journal is an
instrumental tool for helping students develop their ability to critically examine their surroundings
from multiple perspectives and to make informed judgments about what they see and hear.

● Many students find that writing or drawing in a journal helps them process ideas,
formulate questions, and retain information.

● Journals make learning visible by providing a safe, accessible space for students to
share thoughts, feelings, and uncertainties. In this way, journals are also an assessment
tool: you can use them to better understand what your students know, what they are
struggling to understand, and how their thinking has changed over time.

● Journals also help nurture classroom community and offer a way for you to build
relationships with your students through reading and commenting on their journals.

● Frequent journal writing also helps students become more fluent in expressing their
ideas in writing or speaking. Below, we describe some of the many ways you can use
journals as an effective learning tool in the classroom.

Journal Procedures
Here are a few questions to consider when using journals in the classroom:

1. What is your relationship with students' journals?
Students are entitled to know how you plan on reading their journals if you wish to do so.
Will you read everything they write? If they want to keep something private, is this
possible? If so, how do students indicate that they do not want you to read something?
Will their journals be graded? If so, by what criteria? (See more on grading journals
below.) It can be impossible to read everything students write in their journals; there is
just not enough time in the day. For this reason, you may decide that you will collect
students' journals once a week and only read a page or two—sometimes a page the
student selects and sometimes a page selected by the teacher. Other professors or
program coordinators may never collect students' journals but might glance at them
during class time/orientation or might ask students to incorporate quotes and ideas from
their journals into collected assignments. You can set limits on the degree to which you
have access to students' journals. Many professors and program coordinators establish
a rule that if students wish to keep information in their journals private, they should fold
the page over or remove the page entirely.
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2. What is appropriate content for journals?
It is easy for students to confuse a class journal with a diary or blog because these
formats allow for open-ended writing. You should clarify how the audience and purpose
for this writing are distinct from the audience and purpose for writing in a personal diary.
In most educational settings, the audience for journal writing is the author, the
professor/program coordinator, and, at times, peers. We believe that the purpose of
journal writing is to provide a space where students can connect their personal
experiences and opinions to the concepts and events they are studying in the
classroom. Therefore, some material that is appropriate to include in personal diaries
may not be appropriate to include in-class journals. To avoid uncomfortable situations,
many professors and program coordinators find it helpful to clarify topics that are not
suitable material for journal entries. Also, as mandatory reporters in most schools, you
should explain that you are required to take certain steps, such as informing a school
official, if students reveal information about possible harm to themselves or another
student. Students should be made aware of these rules, as well as other guidelines you
might have about appropriate journal writing content.

3. How will journals be evaluated?
Many students admit that they are less likely to share their true thoughts or express
questions when they are worried about a grade based on getting the "right" answer or
using proper grammar or spelling. We recommend that you don’t grade journals because
they are places where students are developing their thinking and writing, not
demonstrations of skill or content mastery. There are many other ways to provide
students with feedback on their journals, such as by writing comments or asking
questions. Students can even evaluate their journals for evidence of intellectual and
moral growth. For example, you might have students look through their journals to find
evidence of their ability to ask questions or to make connections between what was
happening in a country abroad and an event in their own life.

4. What forms of expression can be included in a journal?
Students learn and communicate best in different ways. The journal is an appropriate
space to respect different learning styles. Some students may wish to sketch their ideas,
for example, rather than record thoughts in words. Other students may feel most
comfortable responding in concept webs and lists, as opposed to prose. When you
introduce the journal to students, you might brainstorm different ways that they might use
it to express their thoughts.

5. How can journals be used to help students build vocabulary?
Throughout a unit, students both encounter new vocabulary and develop a more
sophisticated understanding of concepts that might already be familiar to them. Journals
can be used as a place to help students build their vocabulary through the construction
of "working definitions." The phrase "working definition" implies that our understanding of
concepts evolves as we are confronted with new information and experiences. Students'
definitions of words such as "identity" or "belonging" should be richer at the end of the
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unit than they are on day one. We suggest that you use the journal, or perhaps a special
section of the journal, as a space where students can record, review, and refine their
definitions of important terms referred to in this unit.’’

6. How should journal content be publicly shared?
Students are often best able to express themselves when they believe that their journal
is a private space. We suggest that information in students' journals never be publicly
shared without the consent of the writer. At the same time, we encourage you to provide
multiple opportunities for students to voluntarily share ideas and questions they have
recorded in their journals. Some students may feel more comfortable reading directly
from their journals than speaking "off the cuff" in group discussions.

Activity Suggestion #1: The 5 R’s of Change Abroad

Discovering new and different cultures while abroad is one of the most exciting parts of travel.
However, sometimes adjusting to new routines and ways of living can be very difficult to
navigate initially. Thinking ahead will better prepare students to navigate such challenges.

Have your students reflect on each of the 5 Rs of Change for their situation. What are the
changes they expect to face as they move between cultures? Encourage students to try being
as specific as possible as they participate in this exercise.

Activity Suggestion #2: Identity & Our Community
This activity uses names to help students consider the relationship between their identities and
their communities. When we meet someone new, our name is usually the first piece of
information about ourselves that we share. It is often one of the first markers of our identity that
others learn. To begin, students reflect on their relationship with their names before considering
the many ways in which a community, especially a classroom community, can impact an
individual’s sense of identity and belonging. Finally, they will discuss what specific actions
everyone can take to foster an inclusive and welcoming classroom space.

Guiding Questions
1. How do our names relate to our identities?
2. What is important to know about each other to learn together this year?

Learning Objectives
Students will start to examine the sometimes conflicting factors that makeup identity and discuss
ways that they can participate in creating a welcoming classroom community for all.

Connection Questions

1. What words or phrases does Jennifer Wang use to describe her identity? What words or
phrases does she use to describe her attitude toward her identity?
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2. What does Wang mean when she says “the ‘Jennifer’ clashing with the ‘Wang,’ the
‘Wang’ fighting with the ‘Jennifer’”? What examples does she provide to support this
description of her name?

3. What might your name tell others about your identity? What stories about you or your
family might your name reflect? What about your identity is simplified, hidden, or
confused by your name?

Drawing Connections:
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Jennifer Wang asks several questions about the terms Chinese and American. How would you
answer the questions she poses for herself? Record your responses in a journal and share your
thoughts with your peers. What do your responses have in common? What new questions do
they raise? Is Wang Chinese? American? Is she a combination of the two? Why does she
describe the combination of the two as “unholy”? To what extent is Wang’s struggle to define her
identity unique? To what extent is it a struggle that other Americans share?

Activity Suggestion #3: Self-Reflection on Identity
Identity charts are a graphic tool that can help students consider the many factors that shape
who we are as individuals and as communities. Use identity charts to deepen students’
understanding of themselves, groups, nations, and historical and literary figures. Sharing their
identity charts with peers can help students build relationships and break down stereotypes. In
this way, identity charts can be used as an effective community-building tool.

1. Exploring the question, “Who Am I?”

Before creating identity charts, you might have the group brainstorm categories we each
consider when thinking about the question, “Who am I?”—categories such as our role in
a family (e.g., daughter, sister, mother), our hobbies, and interests (e.g., guitar player,
football fan), our background (e.g., religion, race, nationality, hometown, place of birth),
and our physical characteristics. If it doesn't come up in discussion as you generate your
group list of categories, prompt students with questions that help them think about the
following ideas:

1. Some aspects of our identities are consistent over our lives; others change as we
gain skills and have different roles in life.

2. Some aspects of our identities feel very central to who we are no matter where
we are; others might feel more like background or depend on the situation.

3. Some identities are labels that others put on us, While others see us as having
that identity, we don't.

It is often helpful to show students a completed identity chart before they create one of
their own (see example section below).

Alternatively, you could begin this activity by having students create identity charts for
themselves. If you plan to have them share their identity charts with a partner or in
groups, they must know in advance. Any students who don't feel comfortable sharing
their identity charts can elaborate on one or two facets of their identity but keep their
charts private. After discussing their charts, students can create a list of the categories
they have used to describe themselves and then apply this same list of categories as a
guide when creating identity charts for other people or groups.

2. Create Identity Charts for an Individual, Group, or Nation
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First, ask students to write the name of the character, figure, group, or nation in the
center of a piece of paper. Then students can look through text(s) for evidence that helps
them answer the question, “Who is this person/group?” Encourage students to include
quotations from the text(s) on their identity charts, as well as their interpretations of the
character or figure based on their reading. Students can complete identity charts
individually or in small groups. Alternatively, students could contribute ideas to a class
version of an identity chart that you keep on the classroom wall.

3. Starburst Identity Chart
Use the Starburst Identity Chart activity in the student workbook to help students
visualize the difference between factors that they feel make up their identities (arrows
pointing out from the center) versus labels that others place on them (arrows pointing
into the center). Because we may agree with some ways that the outside world views us
and disagree with others, there may be some overlapping ideas between the two sets of
arrows. Students can also use examples from texts to create Starburst Identity Charts for
characters and historical figures to help express the complexity of their identities.

Starburst Identity Chart Reflect Questions:
● What is the most important part of your identity? What is a story that explains its

significance to you?
● What is one thing that you want other students in the class to know about your

identity, and why?
● What is one way that how you think about yourself is different from how others

might describe you?
● Who is a historical or fictional figure that you identify with or admire, and why?

Activity Suggestion #4: “Don’t Misunderstand Me!”
After unpacking self-culture/identity as well as how we form judgments and perceive others,
have the students take a few moments to reflect on previous experiences or future scenarios
where they may be misunderstood by a fellow peer, a parent/family, or even an educator. What
are the truth about them and this moment of misunderstanding?

This is a confidence-building activity to show students that no matter how others may perceive
them, they hold the truth about who they are. Remind students that there is nowhere in the
world 100% free of ignorant people. Whatever happens, don’t let the possibility of discrimination
prevent them from experiencing the life-changing benefits of living abroad.
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