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Commonplace Book

“There is then creative reading as well as creative writing,” – Ralph Waldo Emerson
“To have great poets there must be great audiences too.” – Walt Whitman
Commonplace books have a long tradition in literate societies, serving as spaces for readers to copy down and respond to interesting passages they come across in their reading. You will keep your own commonplace book for this class, completing various entries throughout the semester and revising some selections at the end of the semester. Three times this semester, you will hand in a commonplace entry on a topic of your choice. The entry you hand in must correspond to the day’s reading, that is, you cannot hand in a response based on an assignment from a previous class. Some advice: don’t put these off until the last minute – if you come across a reading or an idea you like, do an entry for it.  
Pick a quotation from the day’s reading that catches your attention and relates to your main idea– two to four sentences/lines will do. Put the quotation you have selected on the top of your paper. Use your response to explain your idea and it matters – why it sticks out, how it addresses an important theme/symbol/idea, how it illustrates something important about character, plot, literary technique, or important issue in the text.

An “A” entry does/has the following elements:

1) A clear and coherent thesis statement/main idea that appears in the first paragraph. A reader should be able to easily identify this sentence and say “THIS is what this paper is about.” A good response is not a summary. I have read these texts and do not need a summary of them. You should make some observation about the text, explain what you think about it, and then tell me why you think that (specifically, what in the text causes you to think whatever you do about it?). Also feel free to make connections to other texts we have read.
Remember you don’t have to have all the answers in these entries. You don’t have to have a set argument that you are going to make and definitively prove. (Although it is great if you do!)  Instead, you can use your entry to discuss a question the reading brings up for you or a potential argument you might want to make.  

2) Textual evidence to support each point and move your argument along. Every claim you make should be supported with evidence from the text. Quoting from the text is the best way to show you understand it and know how to use it. Feel free to paraphrase as well. Use MLA citation style. You do not need any full and formal documentation beyond simply including a page number.
a. Make sure this evidence is integrated into your overall argument. Do not simply drop in quotations without any analysis (explaining how they advance your main idea).  

b. Avoid quoting extremely long passages, especially without analysis.

3) A coherent, clear structure. Each paragraph should:
a. Move the argument or main idea along.

b. Have a strong topic sentence.

c. Move to the next section with clear transitions.  

4) A conclusion. Again, you don’t have to have a set argument, but your piece should have some sort of conclusion that wraps things up, even if all you do is raise more questions.
5) Proper formatting. This includes:
a. A quotation at the top of your entry.

b. A standard (12 point) font and one-inch margins all around. 

c. No spelling or grammatical mistakes.
d. Appropriate length: About 600-750 words (no extra spaces between paragraphs, at least 2 full pages). I will not count the space at the top of your entry where you include your name, the date, etc. towards the length requirement. I start counting where you start writing your actual response.
Important Dates:

First entry due by Thursday, September 13
Second entry due by Thursday, October 25

Third entry due by Thursday, November 15
*Remember: You can hand a response in any day you choose. Just be sure you have completed one by each deadline.

Discussion Leaders

With a partner, each of you will work take a turn leading a portion of class discussion (around 20 minutes).  How you choose to fill this time is up to you. What you don’t want to do is talk at the class the whole time – don’t think of this as a traditional presentation. You are discussion facilitators. You want to bring up ideas and topics but let the class do most of the talking.

Here are some options:

· Pick important, interesting, confusing, or provocative quotations from the text, and have us discuss them and their possible meanings/implications.

· Present important biographical, critical, or historical information about the author, and come up with questions about how that information adds to our understanding of the text (or complicates it). Remember not to lecture the class with information—keep the presentation part brief (less than 5 minutes) and move onto discussion.
· Divide the class into groups, giving each group a specific issue about the text to discuss. You might give each group, for instance, a list of questions to answer. Then bring the groups back together to have them discuss what they came up with.  

· Divide the class into groups and have the groups take opposing sides on issues about the text. Have the groups come up with evidence to support their points of view and debate with the opposition. 

· Come up with a list of interesting discussion questions for the class to consider and talk about.

· Assign some sort of brief creative writing to the class and have students share some of what they wrote. For instance, have them rewrite a passage from the text from another character’s point of view or with a different plot twist or ending.

· Before class, read a review of the text or a critical article. Summarize the review or article for the class and lead a discussion on why you agree or disagree with the claims it makes.

Before your presentation (by the Friday before a Tuesday presentation or by the Tuesday before a Thursday presentation), you and your partner must meet with me or email me to talk about your plans for leading the discussion. This meeting will be factored into your grade for this assignment, so don’t skip it.  

Remember, these are supposed to be informal and fun, so relax!

