
ENG 4200 
About: Reading Responses 
Due dates:  

T 9/19: 3 new responses 
T 10/17: 2 new & 1 revised responses 
T 11/7: 2 new & 1 revised responses 
Th 12/7: portfolio of 4 responses (1 new & 3 revised; 1 from each paired-novel unit; 2 
responses to contemporary and 2 responses to eighteenth-century novels) 

 
Throughout the course of the semester, you will write reading responses to the assigned readings. 
What is a reading response? An observation that becomes a provocative but tenable claim about 
an assigned reading that you work up into a short, compelling essay (approximately no less than 
350 and no more than 500 words, including a works cited. These limits are strict.)  
 
Different instructors will have different requirements for a reading response. Here are mine: 
 
Every reading response must  

• have a provocative but tenable claim based on an observation about either:  
o a) a primary text (example: The Castle of Otranto) 
o b) a specific key term/concept discussed by a literary theorist or critic (example: 

the “gothic”),  
OR 

o c) a historical or cultural development relevant to a primary text and/or a key term 
(example: the eighteenth-century debate about good taste).  

o A reading response should focus on either a, b, or c –  but it would not be unusual 
for the essay to conclude with a follow-up claim that falls in one or either of the 
other categories. 

• be devoted to and organized around providing convincing evidence for the provocative 
but tenable claim by not only drawing on your own logic/analysis/insight but also by  

o providing a quick close reading that explicates one relevant, quoted passage from 
an assigned text in order to illustrate the essay’s claim 

• include one extra but important detail not covered or introduced by either class 
discussions or assigned readings, such as: 

o a surprising fact 
o a quote from an unassigned text 
o an idea in another discipline (such as science or psychology) 

• be written in short, active sentences (try to keep most of your sentences under 25 words 
in length) in an informative, but reader-friendly, style. 

• make use of a consistent citation style and works cited page that makes it possible for 
your reader to easily find your citations and sources for themselves.  

 
 
 
 
 
 



 
Here’s a handy checklist for you to use:  
 
My reading response focuses on either a, b, or c.  Which one:   
My reading response includes a quote from an assigned novel in the course:  
I have checked to make sure that the grammar and punctuation used to incorporate the 
quotation are absolutely correct.  

 

My reading response explains how this quote illustrates my main claim.  
I’ve double-checked all of my sentences and confirmed that they are all clearly related 
to my main claim; my key terms are consistent.  

 

My reading response includes one extra detail that I discovered on my own.  
I’ve counted all the words in each of my sentences and can confirm that most of my 
sentences are less than 25 words long.  

 

I’ve looked at every sentence, and I can identify the subject and the verb. I can confirm 
that my verbs are (almost always) active and my subjects are always clear. 

 

I have used a citation style and provided a works cited page that are consistent. My 
reader can easily find my quotes and sources for herself using these. 

 

 
At the each of each paired-novel unit, you will turn in three reading responses. The first time you 
turn in reading responses (T 9/19), all three will be responses you wrote while we were reading 
The Castle of Otranto and Mr. Splitfoot. At least one of these responses must be about The 
Castle of Otranto. 
 
The next time you turn in your responses (T 10/17), you will turn in two new responses you 
wrote while reading The Female Quixote and The Marriage Plot (write one response for each 
novel), and one revised response (your choice) from the series you wrote (and already turned in) 
for The Castle of Otranto and/or Mr. Splitfoot.  
 
The third time you turn in your responses (T 11/7), you will turn in two new responses you wrote 
while reading Oroonoko and The Underground Railroad (write one response for each novel), 
and one revised response (your choice) from the series you wrote (and already turned in) for The 
Female Quixote and/or The Marriage Plot. 
 
The fourth and final time you turn in your responses (Th 12/7), you will turn in one new but 
polished response you wrote while reading Roxana or Amy and Isabelle, as well as three revised 
responses: one from each previous paired-novel unit. The four responses in your portfolio 
should be equally divided between eighteenth-century and contemporary novels (2 each). 
 
Depending on what final project you pursue, you can incorporate writing from a certain number 
of reading responses into your final project.  

• Research essays can make use of writing from 1 reading response 
• Creative nonfiction essays or critical essays can make use of writing from 2 reading 

responses 
• Novelettes can make use of writing from 3 reading responses 
• For proposed projects:  

o 2,500-3,000 word projects (writing from 1 response) 



o 5,000-7,500 word projects (writing from 2 responses) 
o 10,000-12,5000 word projects (writing from 3 responses) 

 
Grading criteria:  
 
Your reading response grade is 25% of your final grade, but that 25% is divided into two 
components: 
 
15% of that 25% will be based on the reading responses you turn in on T 9/19, T 10/17, and T 
11/7. Each set of reading responses will count for 5% of the 25% total reading response grade.  
 
The grading criteria for each time you turn in a set of 3 responses is as follows: 
 

 
 

                                                                      Criteria:       

yes, 
clearly, 
always: 

not quite, 
or no:  

1. Each reading response is clearly focused on a, b, OR c. .25 .1 or 0 
2. Each reading response includes a quote from an assigned text. .25 .1 or 0 
3. Mechanics of quote incorporation are correct in all responses. .25 .1 or 0 
4. All reading responses explicate quote, explaining its relevance to main claim. .25 .1 or 0 
5. Key terms are consistent in each response; evidence is convincing. .25 .1 or 0 
6. All reading responses include one extra detail. .25 .1 or 0 
7. Sentences are generally compact and to the point in each response. .25 .1 or 0 
8. Almost every sentence uses active voice; sentence-subjects always clear. .25 .1 or 0 

                                                                            Completion:   
All 3 responses turned in; each 350-500 words; works cited complete for each 3 0 

 
Individual Response Score Sheet: 

Response 1 yes not 
quite 

no Response 2 yes not 
quite 

no Response 3 yes not 
quite  

no 

1. focus    1. focus    1. focus    
2. quote    2. quote    2. quote    
3. mechanics    3. mechanics    3. mechanics    
4. explicate    4. explicate    4. explicate    
5. evidence    5. evidence    5. evidence    
6. extra detail    6. extra detail    6. extra detail    
7. short    7. short    7. short    
8. active/clear    8. active/clear    8. active/clear    

 
You’ll see that this system is set up to reward you for simply completing the assignment. By just 
turning in three responses, 350-500 words each, each with a works cited, you’re guaranteed to 
get 3 out of 5 possible points every time you turn in a set of reading responses. Of course, this 
reward system is only activated when you complete the whole entire assignment. There’s no 
partial points available for this component of your grade. 
 



Because the system is designed to reward you just for doing the assignment in the first place, the 
rest of the criteria is pretty stridently assessed: you either clearly met the criteria, you didn’t meet 
it at all, or you only just sort of met it or only met it sometimes. Every time you get your score 
sheet for your reading responses, however, you can adjust course and raise your grade on the 
next round – especially with the response that you decide to revise from the previous round. 
 
When you turn in four reading responses at the end of the semester, you will gather them into a 
portfolio of three revised responses and one new response that you feel represent your best work.  
 
You should provide a cover sheet for your portfolio, based on the template provided below. And 
you should be sure to staple your portfolio before handing it in (please don’t put it in a folder or 
plastic cover, though). 
 
Your portfolio will count for 10% of the 25% of your reading response grade, and it will be 
assessed holistically according to the following score sheet. Passages that appear in italics are 
new criteria that will be applied when assessing the portfolio.  
 
Criteria for Portfolio: pts: 
Portfolio is professionally presented and includes four complete responses: one from each 
paired-novel unit. Two responses focus on an eighteenth-century novel; two response focus on 
a contemporary novel. 

 

The reading responses are clearly focused on key texts, terms, and/or concepts. The responses 
demonstrate a versatility and variety of expertise and interests. 

 

The reading responses use well-chosen quotes from novels and incorporate quoted passages 
with panache into the writer’s own sentence structure and overall argument. Moreover, the 
reading responses explain the quotes, illustrating how they prove the response’s main claims, 
often drawing out nuances of meaning that might escape the average reader. 

 

The reading responses include extra details that are exciting, interesting, and clearly relevant 
to the claims made in the response. 

 

The reading responses are stylistically compelling; the voice is fresh and the perspective 
unique. The sentences are direct and precise; they use active voice, appropriate terminology or 
vocabulary, and they are short and reader-friendly 

 

TOTAL (out of 10):  
 

If component… assessment: points: 
is missing or not demonstrated failing 0.0 
needs sustained & extensive revision/work/attention  problematic 0.5 
needs moderate revision/work/attention  good 1.0 
is extremely promising; needs little revision work/attention very strong 1.5 
is among very best; nearly flawless excellent 2.0 

 
 
 
 
 
 



Frequently Asked Questions: 
 
What if I am absent on the day reading responses are due? 

These are important assignments in the class; you need to arrange for a classmate to turn 
in your responses or otherwise ensure that your responses are in my mailbox in the 
department’s main office by the end of the class period. I will not accept reading 
responses via email. I will only make exceptions to this policy for documented 
emergencies that will require me to get in touch with Student Services on your behalf. 

 
Can I turn in my reading responses before they’re due? 

No. 
 
Will you read drafts of my reading responses?  

I will read pieces (a couple of tricky sentences or a tricky paragraph) of your drafts in 
order to respond to specific questions you have about your tone, style, claim, and/or 
evidence. Send me a paragraph via email and include the questions you have. If after the 
first round of grading responses, you’re disappointed or struggling, then we’ll discuss 
sharing drafts before you turn them in.  

 
Will you offer any extra credit on this assignment? 

No.  
 
Gah! I forgot to type my name/print my response/staple my response/there’s a typo in the very 
first sentence, what do I do? 

Don’t forget to do these things and proofread! Run to the nearest lab on campus and sort 
it out so that you don’t let how a piece of paper looks say more about you as a student 
than it should.   

 
I’m really disappointed in my grade. Will you reconsider? 

Please use the online form (linked to on the syllabus) to schedule an appointment during 
my office hours. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 



ENG 4200 Fall 2017 
First Name Last Name 
Portfolio of Reading Responses 
 
1. “Title You Create” (Reading Response to First Name Last Name, Title of Novel) 
 
2. “Title You Create” (Reading Response to First Name Last Name, Title of Novel) 
 
3. “Title You Create” (Reading Response to First Name Last Name, Title of Novel) 
 
4. “Title You Create” (Reading Response to First Name Last Name, Title of Novel) 
 


