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Eight Self—Check Questions for the Extraordinary—in—the—
Ordinary Reading Response, Simple Enough for a Fourth

Grader

After finishing an Extraordinary—in—-the-Ordinary reading response, check it
yourself against eight questions instead of waiting for the teacher’s red pen. Each

question comes with a test and a fix.
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One: did you pick too big an event for your own teacher? Test: if you wrote ’the
teacher walked me home’ or ’the teacher tutored me,” that is a big event, and big
events resist the ordinary. Fix: swap the event. Swap it for something that barely
counts as an event — erasing the board before class, writing the date, squaring up
the back row of desks.

Two: did the small event collapse into one sentence? Test: ’The teacher squares
our desks every day is one sentence, and one sentence cannot carry an essay. Fix:
ask yourself three questions before writing — when does she square them? How? Has

anyone ever noticed? Write the three answers and the sentence becomes a paragraph.

Three: did big words get pasted on? Test: search the essay for great, devotion,
candle, gardener, silent sacrifice. One hit means paste. Fix: delete them and see if
the paragraph still stands. If it collapses, it was propped up by big words; fill the
hole with details.

Four: is the moving detail from the text actually moving? Test: if you quoted
“the teacher graded homework late at night,’ that detail is worn out — half the
class will write it. Fix: replace it with something only this text has: the way the
teacher holds chalk, what sits on the podium, the sentence she repeats at every

dismissal.

Five: did the reflection grow out of the events, or is it bolted on? Test: cover
the two event paragraphs and read only the reflection. If it stands alone, it 1is
bolted on. Fix: rewrite it so its first sentence touches one of the two small events.
For example: 'That new box of chalk on the podium and the words in the corner of the

text’ s blackboard are the same kind of thing.’

Six: are all three materials present? Check in order: the moving detail from the
text, the small event about your teacher, the reflection. The reflection is what goes
missing most often — the story ends and the essay stops with it, with no line about

what it made you think.

Seven: does the opening still say 'Today I read... and was deeply moved ? If so,
delete it. Fix: open straight inside a detail, such as ’That line of vocabulary in
the corner of the text’s blackboard was written for over one hundred and seventy

days.’

Eight: is the length right? Test: over five hundred characters usually means
retelling — compress the retelling under one hundred. Under three hundred usually

means the small event is still one sentence — go back to question two.

Run the eight and you will usually fix four or five spots. Keep one final
standard: after reading, can the reader say what the teacher’s small deed was and

where the extraordinary lies? If they can, the essay is done.
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