What Educators Are Saying About
Keri Smith and Wreck This Journal

Welcome to your
Wreck This Journal
classroom packet!
“I am a middle school librarian and want to use a couple of your ideas with my kids…You are
now at the top of my creative guru list! My personal opinion is that if we taught children how to
think creatively it would solve our education woes!”
“I happened upon your book Wreck This Journal, fell in love with it, and used many ideas
for my students.”

“My students are traditionally ESL students, recent immigrants, or disadvantaged American born
minorities. Wreck This Journal jumped out as holding so many learning possibilities to involve our
group with hands-on, fun, and non-traditional activities.”
“I stumbled upon Wreck This Journal last week while diligently searching for books for my sixth
grade [special ed.] students. I am always looking for creative teaching tools to use within the
classroom...I want to use your book!”

What Students and Their Parents
Are Saying About Keri Smith and Wreck This Journal

Inside you’ll find:

“You have helped me in the process of opening my eyes in the world that we live in and making
me realize things I never realized before. You have helped me discover my creative side, and think
and discover and learn.”

A letter to students from author Keri Smith
• Sample prompts from Wreck This Journal to
“Wreck This Journal is so amazing! Whenever I got mad I would take my anger out on the book
share with students
instead of my little brother.”
Classroom
questions
“I'm a •
fine
art major, and thediscussion
art department sometimes
feels so suffocating that I fear for my and
my friends’ creativity…Your definition of creativity makes me want to try the scariest things possible.”
• Suggested classroom activities
“My twelve-year-old son picked up the book the other night and read through it cover to cover. This
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readingSmith
is difficult for him, and he usually gets bored by
interview
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“I am
Wreck This Journal would be the item.”

anything he doesn’t find tremendously engaging. He asked for his own copy right away.”

“My ten-year-old son asked if I would buy him Wreck This Journal. I kept saying, ‘Hold on, which
book? Does it have batteries?’ (Because usually his books include calculators, stickers, pop ups.) I
bought him the book and when we got home, he spent hours on the pages—spitting, ripping,
scribbling, poking holes...”

and more!
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Your partner in destruction,

Keri Smith
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Discussion Questions
General questions…
What does it mean to create something?
What things have you created in the past?
What does it mean to wreck something?
What are some definitions for the word wreck?
What are some synonyms for the word wreck?
What things have you wrecked in the past?
Is it easier for you to create or to wreck? Why?
Do you think creating and wrecking can be the same thing? How?

The creative process…
What are the properties of a blank page or blank canvas?
What do you think when you see a blank page or canvas? Are you excited?
Scared or intimidated? Bored? Neutral? Why?
How do you get your creative juices going?
What is creative/writer’s block? How do you get over it?
Can the idea of wrecking something help you with creative/writer’s block? How?
What is revision? How do you tackle it?
Can the idea of wrecking something help you with revision? How?
What is a journal?
Do you keep a journal? How is this book like or unlike your journal?

If you have the book…
In Wreck This Journal, there’s a list of things that you need, including
“happenstance” and “gumption.” What are “happenstance” and “gumption”?
Why do you think you need them to wreck a book?
There’s a statement in Wreck This Journal that says, “To create is to destroy.”
What do you think that means?
Wreck This Journal is “Dedicated to perfectionists all over the world.”
What is a perfectionist? Are you a perfectionist?
Why might a perfectionist like or dislike some of the activities in the book?

classroom activities
• Start a class copy of Wreck This Journal. Keep it in a space where students can
pick it up and add to it, wrecking the book together. Lend the book out to other
classes to see what they come up with. Ask guests to take a hand at wrecking a
page or two. Schedule dates for each student to take the journal home overnight.
Bring the journal on class fieldtrips.
• Pass around a giant sheet of paper and encourage each student to wreck it in some
way. The challenge? There still has to be something to pass on when they’re done.
• Encourage kids to start a picture or a piece of writing. Then, encourage them
to completely destroy it or wreck it. Talk about how it feels… Is it liberating,
frustrating, something else? Why?
• Brainstorm a list of more ways to wreck things, and apply some to the book or a
blank journal.
• Encourage your students to research journaling and diary keeping, from some
of the earliest diary keepers (The Book of Margery Kempe and Samuel Pepys)
and famous diary keepers (Anne Frank) to today’s versions (Twitter, Facebook,
Tumblr). How has the form evolved over time?
• Encourage students to share their creative results. Send pictures of your wrecked
journals to PerigeeBooks@us.penguingroup.com.

What gave you the idea for Wreck This Journal?
I actually created the journal for myself. I was contemplating
why, when I started out as an artist, I was unable to do any
consistent journal work, and several years later, I was filling
journal after journal, unable to stop. What had changed? The
answer, I believe, was that at first I approached the journal as a perfectionist,
worried about making it look good. Later on, after questioning my methods,
I challenged myself to treat the journal as a place where anything goes. An
experiment in the truest sense of the word.
Our culture teaches us that perfection is most desirable and that imperfect
things are less desirable. Over time we create a set of standards to reach this
perfection, standards that none of us can possibly live up to. And when we
don’t live up to them, we have a tendency to beat ourselves up or become
critical (which can lead to depression). The goal for me became to question
those standards: Were they real?
I used to become frustrated when I would make a mistake or when a drawing
didn’t turn out the way I had intended. Now, I know this is a natural part of
creating. With Wreck This Journal, I wanted to consider what would happen
if I approached creation from the perspective that imperfections aren’t just
beautiful but actually necessary to make my work unique.
This is where the need to treat everything as an experiment came in. When kids
create things, they treat everything as part of the exploration process (not a
means to an end). Children see creation as more of a journey—“What if I add
blue to the page?”—whereas adults place value on the final product.
Through my research into my journaling process and standards, I was
introduced to the ideas of John Cage, who incorporated in his work the
concept of indeterminacy, a process by which the artist gives control over to
some other means (decisions are determined by chance operations, such as
dice, I Ching, or randomness). I became interested in this concept as a way for
[me] to let go and not control my own work.
I put it into practice. At first I played around with not controlling the medium
as much, letting ink wander and roll around the page, adding water, dropping
things. Then it evolved into letting work become altered by outside influences,
weather, etc. More recently, I’ve been incorporating happenstance, finding
objects out in the world. All of these exercises were used in Wreck This
Journal, and I continue to work with them on a daily basis.
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An Interview with Keri Smith

An Interview with Keri Smith
Did you always want to be a writer?
In many ways I don’t really consider myself a writer. I started as an illustrator,
but now I see myself more as a purveyor of ideas. I like to distill things and
present them in new formats. I don’t like to limit myself to one medium, and I
remain open to working with all kinds of different mediums.

Where do you get your ideas for books?
As Anaïs Nin said, “in the midst of living.” They happen when I am not
necessarily trying to come up with ideas, often presenting themselves to me
when I am least expecting it.

What do you hope people will gain from Wreck This Journal?
I think the beauty of Wreck This Journal is that people bring themselves to it
and end up creating something that reflects their own journey. I hope that they
will experience a feeling of letting go during the process of creative destruction,
which can often lead to a bit of giddiness. I truly believe that when you begin
to challenge yourself to try new things on a small level, it eventually translates
into bigger things in your daily life. Wreck can help you go a bit deeper in you
own self-awareness, if you let it.
Often the pages we are most afraid of doing can tell us a bit about where our
personal fears lie. For example, many people are really good at the addition
pages (“Collect fruit stickers here”), but tend to avoid the subtraction pages
(“Poke holes in this page” or “Lose this page”). One is not better than the other,
but it can be interesting to note which pages you dislike or avoid completely.
That is probably the place you most need to go in order to experience the
greatest “letting go.”

What is your favorite prompt in the book?
My favorite prompt is one of the new ones in the expanded edition (“Hide this
page in your neighbor’s yard”), because it turns the destruction experience into
a covert operation. I also really enjoy “Drop the journal,” because it has the
most chance of total ruin.

An Interview with Keri Smith
What has surprised you most about creating
Wreck This Journal?
The public response to it, and the sharing of the pages. Wreck was meant to be a
personal project, something you could work on by yourself for yourself. I was
surprised when lots of people started sharing their pages on social networking
sites (Flickr, Facebook, Tumblr, etc.). Then groups adopted it as a tool for
overcoming perfectionism. Wreck This Journal began to take on a life of its
own, completely outside of its “role” as a book. Now it is a conversation, a
part of a journey, an experiment, a personal challenge, a shared challenge, a
dare, a secret, a way of altering daily life.

What is the best piece of writing or creativity advice
you’ve ever been given?
Do something else. The subconscious mind is always working on things for
you and will often present things to you when you are doing something else.
Walking is particularly good for this. My grade twelve history teacher (who I
still am in contact with) told me to go for a long walk for more than an hour
to let the ideas flow and to stop thinking. I wrote down a quote recently by
the author Annie Proulx, “Walking induces a trancelike state that allows the
mind freedom and ease and encourages exploration of odd possibilities and
improbable connections.”
I also find procrastination highly effective. When I am supposed to be working
on a project I get my best ideas for new projects.
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