Writing a Response to Literature

Hints & Tips

1. Explore the meaning or theme of the work.

a. Theme is the statement that the story makes about the human condition relative to the subject of a story. It is NOT a cliché.
i. Subject – growing up in America as a child of foreign parents

ii. Story – tells about a young man in southern California as he struggles to fit in with his non-foreign friends and finally joins a gang of other second-generation kids

iii. Theme – Americans often consider children of foreign born parents as foreign and members of the parents’ culture consider these children as foreign, too. That makes such a child an outsider in both cultures which makes “fitting in” almost impossible.
b. Theme is revealed by the other elements in the story – the characters, the setting, the plot (action), the imagery and symbols, and the style of the writing.

c. Thematic statements will vary. There is not just a single theme in a given story.

2. Ask questions that may help identify the theme:

a. Does a set of related events, decisions, behavior, or symbols seem noteworthy? What might they mean?

b. What do the characters feel strongly about? What is important to them?

c. What values are revealed by their responses?

d. What happens in the story that changes the main character’s actions or beliefs? Could a universal statement be made about this?

e. What aspects of plot and character challenge, entertain, or disgust readers? What do these aspects seem to say about being human?

3. Include the following elements in a response to literature paper:

a. A clear and appropriate presentation of the subject  

i. identify the title and author and date first published

ii. provide a brief (not detailed) overview of the plot, characters, and possibly the setting

b. An interesting and clearly stated interpretation of the meaning

i. Include this in the thesis and then develop it in the body paragraphs

ii. Should be from an interesting perspective – unique 

iii. Should be arguable – based on your opinion

iv. Be specific and clear – don’t generalize or exaggerate 

c. Thesis statement

i. Should identify the interpretation and name specific reasons supporting the interpretation

ii. Should name the title of the story

iii. Sample thesis: 

“Araby” tells the story of a young man being initiated into the world of adults. At the carnival, he comes to realize the difference between his self-delusion and the hypocrisy and vanity of the adult view of life.

d. Argue for the plausibility of the interpretation using convincing support
i. Examples from the story to illustrate the elements the interpretation is based on

ii. Explanations of how the specific passages are interpreted to support the interpretation

iii. Possibly include critical analysis to support the interpretation of passages

iv. Remember that not all readers will interpret the story the same way, so be sure to explain in detail how the passages work together to support the thesis

