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How to Write a 400-Word Reading Response: Sharing Space

Between Detail, Experience and Insight

When teachers assign a 400-word reading response, most students get stuck in two
places: how much to write in each part, and where the three required materials go.
Think of 400 words as a cake to divide: one opening sentence saying what you read,
about thirty words; the touching detail from the article, about one hundred; your own
experience, about one hundred and fifty; your insight, about eighty; one closing
sentence, thirty to fifty more. That adds up to roughly four hundred, and no part

crowds out another.

For the hundred-word detail, the trick is to write one moment, not the whole
story. Take the father supporting her waist: write him walking into the pool, his big
hand holding her waist, and exactly what he said — then stop. Do not restart from how
scared the author was or how many lessons she took; that is retelling the textbook,

which teachers dislike most. The test: does the paragraph contain one concrete action
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and one line of direct speech? If it does, the detail stands up.

Your own experience is the biggest share at about one hundred and fifty words,
and it should follow time and carry what it felt like. Use this order: how I started,
which day something changed, what I finally managed. For example: in the first lesson
I clung to the pool edge and would not let go; the coach had me kick while holding
the edge, his hand cushioning under my legs; in the second week my body suddenly felt
light and I swam five meters alone. Each sentence has its own job, and the reader
sees a clear line. The common failure is a diary list: what I learned on day one, day
two, day three — all schedule, no feeling. Cut the schedule, keep only the day the
change happened, and expand that day s body sensations: the sting of water in the

nose, the buzzing in the ears, the hollow feeling in the chest when you first float.

The eighty—word insight is where slogans creep in. Do not write I learned that
persistence is victory; write a judgement pushed out of one small event. If the story
is about the coach letting go quietly, the insight can be: learning to swim does not
happen suddenly on one day — someone held you up while you kicked for many days, and
on the day they let go you simply did not know it. That sentence grows out of the
story instead of being pasted on. Save one sentence each for the opening and closing:
the opening names the article and the part you liked best; the closing turns the
insight into something you say to yourself, like next time I am afraid of something,
I will try kicking a few times first. Write by this allocation and you will hardly

fail to fill four hundred words, nor miss any of the three materials.
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