Possible Pre-Draft Assignments: Close Reading Essay

UWS instructors are required to assign at least two pre-drafts for the close reading essay.  It is recommended that one pre-draft assignment focus primarily on close reading techniques and another focus on a specific “element of the academic essay,” in this case, constructing a thesis.  Though I offer potential variations on these assignments in a few cases, they have been left somewhat vague in order to allow instructors to creatively adapt them to their own courses in more specific ways.

Pre-draft assignments should not be self-contained.  In addition to using them as building blocks for the close reading essay, instructors are encouraged to use pre-draft assignments as foundations for in class exercises.  In most cases, I relate these assignments to exercises that can be performed either in class or on Webct message boards (or both).

Assignment #1: Notes on a Source Text (with Reflection)

Ask students to take a page or two of notes while reading or viewing the text (or a portion of the text) they will be using for their close reading essay.  Once they have taken their notes students should read them over looking for patterns, tensions, or questions that emerged in what they noticed.  Ask them to write a one page reflection addressing an issue of significance that emerged in their note taking.  This assignment provides students with a technique for practicing close reading while encouraging them to take notes on course texts and to reflect on their own note-taking strategies.
Assignment #2: Mini-Close Reading Assignment

Choose several difficult passages in the text(s) you will use for your close reading assignment (possibly moments that generated puzzlement or disagreement in class discussion) and ask students to write a 1-2 page close reading that takes a position on the meaning of one of those passages.  You might choose five or six passages and assign groups of three or four students to each passage, a foundation for group work in the following class.  

Another possibility would be to ask students to locate a puzzling or meaningful passage for themselves.  Like the assignment above, the goal of this assignment is to provide students with a hands-on strategy for approaching close reading.  If you decide to ask students to choose a passage on their own, be sure to provide some guidelines for what makes a good passage for close reading.  I recommend asking them to identify a question or tension in the text—the technique most likely to produce strong thesis statements—that they identify explicitly at the beginning of their pre-draft assignment and explore in 1-2 pages of focused writing.
Assignment #3: Thesis Writing Exercise


After reviewing Gordon Harvey’s criteria for a strong thesis statement in class, ask students to compose two thesis statements that adhere to Harvey’s criteria, meaning that they 1) get at the heart of the text, 2) are limited enough in scope to be arguable within page limits and with available evidence, and 3) are true but contestable.  You can then use some of these thesis statements as examples that further your initial thesis lesson during group discussion in the following class.  You may even want to ask students to submit their thesis statements to you electronically beforehand or post them of Webct so that you can pick the most useful ones (good, bad, and middling).  Though you should choose a variety of examples, I often find that most useful student theses to present for class discussion are those that are potentially very strong, but currently very weak.
Assignment #4: Peer Critique of Introductory Paragraph (Thesis)

After reviewing Gordon Harvey’s criteria for a strong thesis statement in class (see Assignment #3, above), ask students to write an introductory paragraph for their close reading essay and bring several copies to class.  In small groups, students should 1) identify the thesis in the intro and 2) assess how well it fulfills Harvey’s three criteria.  In order to save class time, this assignment can also be done on Webct (especially good for classes that meet only once a week).  Have students post their introductory paragraphs and assign two students to respond to each post in the same manner they would in small groups in class.  In addition to emphasizing the importance of peer feedback, this assignment allows the instructor access to each student’s thesis before the close reading essay is written, allowing him or her to troubleshoot off track assignments before the student composes an entire draft.
