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ON READING NOTES

Reading notes are informal reflection papers, less organized than an essay, more like a paper in process.  They are not meant to be polished final essays, but more like an initial paper draft—raw ideas in unpolished form (not just bullet points).  This is an informal exercise to help you think through the week’s reading, and to engage the ideas in the text.  Punctuation and grammar are secondary to content for this assignment (as long as it’s readable).  You don’t have to have a well-organized introduction, or conclusion.  Just start writing:    

In your own words, what are the primary ideas the author is trying to convey?  

How does the author support and develop this argument?  What kinds of arguments 


does s/he use?  What evidence does s/he draw on? 

Is the argument convincing to you?  Why or why not?

What problems do you see that might emerge as a consequence of this argument? 

How might you change/adapt/shift the argument differently? 

Aim for one full page of  TYPED single-spaced text in a 12 pt Times or Palatino font.  You may choose one or two specific quotes from the reading as a starting point.  Sometimes it’s helpful to think of yourself explaining the reading to a friend—what were the main points, and was it a convincing piece of scholarship?  Sometimes it’s helpful to start with something that really bothers you—write about why it bothers you, and see where that leads.  


This is not a journal or a personal opinion paper—it is a scholarly engagement with the course reading, and a basic reading/critical thinking skill that will serve you well throughout your college career.  You are welcome to use first person “I” statements, but be sure to back up your statements by drawing on the text.   You may also draw on personal experience, as long as you make it relevant, and bring it back to the text.  Often, “I don’t like this” is a fruitful starting point for analyzing why a text fails to persuade. 


If there are three different articles on a given day, do not feel compelled to say something about each one.  Write about whichever one really grabs your attention, or contrast two of them.  Or write about a single theme or idea that emerges across the different articles. 

Some pitfalls to watch out for:  “This hasn’t been my experience, so therefore it doesn’t matter,” “This experience is more mystical, more authentic than my own,” “I’m not a member of this group so I can’t judge”

This page is a sample format for an informal paper in one of my classes.  “Informal paper” means reading notes, an extra credit writeup, or anything other than formal essays.  This is single spaced with one-inch margins all the way around the page.  The student’s name is at the very top of the page on the right, along with description of the paper, the class, and the date. Please ALWAYS date your work.  Notice that this is in a plain 12 point font--Times New Roman, Palatino or Arial are fine.  This page is single spaced, mostly to save paper.  Printing problems are NOT an excuse for late papers—if a paper’s late, it’s late, but at least it will still get partial credit. 
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