English 11: Outside Reading Assignment

Although you occasionally will have class time to work on the outside reading assignment, for the most part you will be reading and responding to your books on your own time. You can read whatever holds your interest. Take a look at the school library, my classroom library, or the King County Library System. KCLS also posts lists of interesting books on their website at www.kcls.org. The OR assignment has several components:

1. You must read at least 500 pages every semester, in addition to the assigned texts.

2. In your notebook every week, you will write a thoughtful, 300-word response to your book. These weekly responses must do more than merely describe what happens in the story or what the book is about. They must do more than simply declare whether the book is exciting or boring. Instead, these responses must focus on what you think about the story and why you think that way (See Table 1). Or, they must focus on what you think about the characters and why you think that way. Or, what you think about the writing style and why you think that way. Or, what you think about the author's purpose and why you think that way. The whole purpose is to explain your thinking—to think about your own reactions to the book. As you explain your thoughts and reactions, you will provide details, examples, and quotes to support them. Be sure to include page citations for future reference.

3. Once every semester, you will write a formal book review of one of the books you have read during the semester. The weekly responses will help you remember significant parts of your book, as well as your reactions to those parts, as you write your formal book reviews. The book reviews must be two to three pages long, but more on them later.

Why is this assignment important? Research in reading comprehension has demonstrated that the best readers are those who think about their thinking as they read. They think metacognitively (See Table 1). By consistently questioning your reactions to a book as you read it, your ability to think and understand is dramatically improved. These weekly responses, therefore, can improve your reading ability by developing your powers of metacognitive thinking.

Writing book reviews is important because it is a genre different from the usual essays that you write in English classes. Most of you will not be writing literary analyses or five-paragraph essays after you graduate from high school, so it is essential that you learn how to figure out the rules for the writing genres that you will encounter after high school. For example, if your boss sends you an email and asks you to respond, you will want to understand what good business emails should look like and sound like, so you can write one. If you become an engineer, you will need to write good research reports. What makes a research report good? It is a matter of understanding your audience and the expectations it has. Figuring out what people expect in a good book review and then writing a review that suits your audience will help you become a more skillful writer in whatever occupation you choose after high school.

Table 1. How Metacognitive Thinking Relates to a Specific Passage from a Book.
PASSAGE FROM A BOOK:

Dick and Jane see. Dick and Jane see the ball.
YOUR THINKING ABOUT IT:

“This story is awfully boring.”
YOUR THINKING ABOUT YOUR THINKING

(METACOGNITIVE THINKING TO BE USED IN RESPONSES):

“This story is boring because the action is minimal and the descriptions are poor. I would prefer to see more action and description, such as a description of the ball and why Dick and Jane are looking at it. And why does the author repeat phrases so much, adding one phrase to the sentence at a time?  Dick and Jane see…see the ball…see the ball rolling…”

The last frame contains the type of writing you should be doing for the weekly responses. Do not simply write that Dick and Jane see the ball. Tell me what you think about the story and why you think it. Support your ideas with specific examples from the book.  Ask the book some questions and look for the answers as you read.

