Guidelines for Weekly Analytical Responses

How to frame your analysis:

Within the first two or three sentences, define your argument.  Normally, this argument will be a response to a question posed in a prompt.

Draw evidence from the reading (with cited quotations, cited paraphrases, or other cited references).

Come up with 2-4 instances that support your main argument and give thorough evidence and explanation to flesh out these instances and their importance.

Make sure that your analysis is a full page in length and no more than one sheet printed.  Despite the pervasive and ongoing student rumor, length does matter.

You may respond to a specific prompt from the professor or choose your own topic.

Purpose:

To keep you current with the reading

To help you understand the reading’s content

To help you understand the readings’ relationships to each other, to other literature you have read in this course and in other contexts, and to the overall course goals 

To encourage you to think actively about the act of reading and about the object of your attention

To give you practice writing critically and reflectively about issues of literary representation

To allow you to rehearse ideas for exams and papers and to receive critical and supportive feedback on those ideas from the professor

To help you identify, through the professor’s directed inquiries, what experts in the field see as important issues to consider regarding the reading

To help you understand that there is a legitimate pedagogical distinction between free interpretation of a text and informed interpretation of a text and to help you identify where that distinction lies (i.e. saying it doesn’t make it so)

Procedures:

Type your responses on a computer.  Save your documents.

Put your name on the BACK of the journal, not the front.  Include the date.

Make two copies; keep one in a notebook at home.

Evaluation:

Responses that show an excellent or extraordinary grasp of the question and follow the instructions on the reverse side of this page will receive a plus.

Responses that show a good or adequate grasp of the question will receive a check.  Responses that do not follow the instructions on the reverse side of this page (for instance, not making it clear what your argument is within the first several sentences, or not sustaining a single argument throughout the paper, etc.) will receive a check in most cases, even if the student’s apparent grasp of the question is better than good.

Responses receiving minuses are generally either not the required length or do not respond to the question.  However, there are sometimes other circumstances that merit a minus, such as a lack of understanding of key concepts.

Zeroes are usually reserved for responses that were never turned in, but may be used in cases where assigning a minus would be too generous.

How these assignments fit into your overall course grade:

As a general guideline, students who complete 90-100% of their responses will not see a negative impact on their overall course grade due to a series of checks rather than pluses.  It is most important to complete these assignments consistently and to use them consistently to think constructively and critically; it is second most important to earn high evaluations on them.

Students who complete 90-100% of their responses but who earn over 50% minuses on them will probably see a negative impact on their overall course grade.

I do not assign percentages to the plus, check, and minus until the end of the semester.  The percentages assigned at that time reflect the overall comprehension of the class as a whole in each category (plus, check, minus), balanced against past classes at the same level.  

In general, pluses reflect a percentage between 88% and 100%; they are usually assigned a 95% at the end of the semester, even if an individual paper merited only an 88%.  In general, checks reflect a percentage between 75% and 87%; they are usually assigned a score of between 80% and 85% at the end of the semester.  However, in some rare cases, they will be assigned a score of 75%.  A student receiving 12 checks will always receive an overall course grade based on the average of the exams and participation:  such a record will NEVER lower the student’s grade, even if a 75% is assigned to checks in general.  Minuses are always assigned a 55%, reflecting that some mental and physical work was done and that the paper turned in thus distinguished itself from a zero (no work).  There is no guarantee that a student receiving many minuses (or many plusses!) will pass the course, but it is more likely that s/he will pass the course if all the responses have been turned in.

Remember that each individual response is worth about 2% of your overall grade for the course.  I recommend that you do not “sweat the small stuff” but look at these responses in terms of the big picture:  are you using them to help you to learn, to improve, and to do better on your exams?

