BOOK CRITIQUE: EVALUATIVE ESSAY

Refer to the help guide for a brief explanation of an evaluative essay (next page).   For this assignment you must write an essay reviewing the novel for this course.  You must evaluate a subject and provide supporting evidence for your conclusions.  To complete this assignment it will be necessary to focus on more than one dimension.

When writing your essay, assume you audience has not read the book.  This will require you to briefly describe the plot, setting, main characters, and conclusion.  

Draw on the insights you have gained from lectures, discussion, mentor sessions, methodological exercises, and your reading of the text.  The book provides insight into various aspects of community, minority life and culture, touches on issues of identity, perceptions of white class, attachment to place, human/family relationships, and the tradition of storytelling.

You might focus on how this novel deals with themes of community, identity, and inter-cultural conflict along with any other themes you identify that are pertinent to this course.  You should illustrate and evaluate how well the book portrays these themes.  Did the book further your understanding of these issues?  In what ways?  Are there parallels between the world portrayed by the author and the world you know?  Keep in mind the cultural perspective of the author when you make your evaluation.

You may organize your essay in any manner you wish (so long as you connect with the basic themes and concepts of this course), but you must include a thesis statement that contains your overall judgment of the book.  Use specific examples from the book to illustrate your point(s).

You will be graded on how well you integrate aspects of the novel with our other readings and discussion, how well you organize your essay, how well your support your thesis, and on basic issues of grammar, spelling, etc.

The heading of your essay must contain the title of the book, the author, publisher, and year published – see Hacker for correct bibliographic form.  The paper should be about 1500 – 2100 words (5-7 pages double spaced, 1-inch margins, and 12-point font).

Writing an Evaluative Essay (e.g. Book Critique) (Adapted from Reading Critically, Writing Well: A Reader and Guide, By Rise B. Axelrod and Charles R.Cooper, New York: St. Martin’s Press, 1987.)

Most everyday evaluations are casual, offhand expressions of taste.  We typically state what we like or dislike without any explanation.  Occasionally someone will ask the reason for our opinion and we can either say “I don’t know – I just know what I like,” or we can offer an explanation.  An explanation helps us discover the basis for our own judgment.  Writing evaluations builds confidence in our own ability to judge.  By supporting your opinions, you gain practice in systematic reasoning; learn to examine your own assumptions; discover what you think and why; and come to understand better your own values.  You learn to rely on your own judgment.

Basic Features of Evaluative Writing.

Just as an evaluation prompts readers to examine their own values, so too does it give writers the opportunity to convince others to accept their views. Evaluative essays generally include four basic features: an adequately described subject; a definitive judgment; a convincing argument; and pointed comparisons.

· An adequately described subject.  In general writers of evaluations provide only enough information to allow readers to understand and accept their judgment; they seldom include more information than is necessary to support their argument.  

· A definitive judgment. An evaluation asserts a judgment about the value of the subject.  The judgment is the mail point, or thesis, of the evaluation.  Although an evaluation may weigh the subject’s good and bad qualities in order to give a balanced appraisal, a well-written evaluation does not equivocate but states its judgment directly.

· A convincing argument. An evaluation cannot merely state its judgment but must present a convincing argument based on reasonable criteria with supporting evidence.  It may be necessary to define and defend the criteria (i.e. what makes a film good is that it is believable; or its special effects; or its plot; etc.).  The evaluative argument depends on the readers’ confidence in the writer’s expertise and fairness.  Writers show their authority by demonstrating their knowledge of the subject.  They demonstrate their judgment is fair by demonstrating they are impartial.

· Pointed comparisons.  Particular subjects are judged in terms of the general category to which they belong and are generally compared with other subjects of that category (i.e., other books, films, documents, etc.)

Critical Reading Questions.
1- Does the writer provide enough information about the subject?  What kind of information is presented?

2- What is the writer’s judgment?

3- What are the criteria on which the judgment is based?  How appropriate are they?

4- How well is the judgment supported?

5- If comparisons are used, what do they add to the argument?

6- How confident are you of the writer’s authority?  What impression do you have of the writer’s tone of the essay?

7- How effectively is the evaluation organized?

As you write.
· Ask yourself: How much do my readers know?  Will they share my criteria or will I have to argue my use of them? How much information about the subject do my readers need to understand my evaluation?

· Plan your organization. You may organize your essay around the evaluative criteria; weigh the good and points of the subject; focus on a single element in some depth; or some other scheme, but plan ahead.

· Make your introduction a focal point.  Get your thesis, your judgment, up front where your readers can find it.  Grab their attention.

· Avoid logical fallacies.  Is your argument based on personal taste rather than good evaluative criteria?  Is your criteria trivial, ignoring the important for the unimportant?  Have you made hasty generalizations?  Weak comparisons? Have you accepted the burden of proof rather than just stating your opinion?  Is your thinking too either/or – i.e., seeing just the good or the bad rather than lacking balance?  Did you set up a straw man, rebutting a weak argument and ignoring a stronger one?

