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A 400-Word Reading Response: The Hand That Let Go
Without a Sound

Reading ’ I Learned to Swim’', the scene that made me stop is the moment the father
steps into the pool. As a little girl the author clung to the pool edge, crying,
refusing to let go. Her father neither scolded her nor lectured her. He simply took
off his shoes, walked into the water, held her waist with his big hand and said:
don’ t be afraid, I’ve got you. She shut her eyes and blew bubbles under water, one
string after another, and when she opened them again she found she had swum three
meters on her own. The father’s hand had let go at some point without a sound, and he

stood at the edge, smiling and clapping for her.

I read this part several times. What moves me most is the silent letting go. The
father supported her for days, and only released when she could truly swim — and he
released so quietly that she was never frightened. Growing up seems to work the same
way: the hand holding you up lets go while you are not paying attention, and by the
time you notice, you have already swum some distance. The father let go silently

because what he was waiting for was not courage but strength — the hand should leave
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only once she could float by herself.

It reminds me of the month I learned to swim. I was afraid of water too. In the
first lesson I hugged the pool edge and cried. The coach did not rush me. He had me
practise kicking while holding the edge, and his hand stayed under my legs the whole
time. Through the first week that hand was always there. One day in the second week,
kick by kick, my body felt lighter, as if it were floating by itself. The coach
called out: swim to the other side on your own. I held my breath and swam five
meters, and when I lifted my head he was already waiting on the far side. His hand
had let go long before, and I had not known it at all. That day after getting out, my
fingers were pruned white from the water, yet my heart was light, and on the way home

I told my mother: I swam to the other side all by myself.

The author in the article was held up by her father; I was held up by my coach.
What this article taught me is not a swimming stroke but a reassuring sentence: being
afraid of water is not a disaster, and being afraid of anything is not a disaster.
Someone will hold you up at the start, and they will let go quietly at exactly the
right moment. All you have to do is keep kicking, and one day you will find that you

can already swim.
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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

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:
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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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The Five Most Common Flaws in a Reading Response: Fix

Them Against This Sample

Using the 400-word sample The Afraid-of-Water Me Can Swim Too as a reference, the
five most common flaws can be laid out one by one. For each flaw, first look at how
you usually write, then at how the sample writes, and swap in the better pattern when

revising.

Flaw one: the opening copies the title. The usual version reads: today I read the
article I Learned to Swim and benefited greatly. The sample opens straight into a
scene: the moment that stopped me was the father entering the pool — the author
crying at the edge, the father taking off his shoes and walking in. One clause names
the article, then the writing lands on a concrete scene, and the reader knows at once
which part you are writing about. The fix: delete benefited greatly and replace it

with a moment that made you stop.

Flaw two: the touching detail turns into a long retelling. Some writers spend two
hundred characters on the author’s whole journey from fear to skill, leaving two
lines for themselves. The sample keeps a single moment: the big hand at her waist,
the words don’t be afraid, I’ve got you, and opening her eyes to find she has swum
three meters — under one hundred characters. The fix: count the actions in your
detail paragraph; if there are more than three, cut down to the one that moved you

most, then add one line of direct speech from a character in the article.

Flaw three: your own experience is a single sentence. The usual line is I also
learned to swim, so I really relate. It has no picture and looks the same in
everyone s hands. The sample writes a whole month: crying at the pool edge in the
first lesson, the coach’s hand cushioning under my legs, the body feeling light in
week two as I swam five meters, looking up to find the coach waiting on the far side.
Time, place and body sensation are all present. The fix: add three things to the

experience paragraph — one specific day, one body sensation, one result.

Flaw four: the insight shouts slogans. Lines like persistence is victory or
failure is the mother of success fit any article, which means they say nothing. The
sample’ s insight is: the hand holding you up lets go while you are unaware, and by
the time you notice you have already swum some distance. That sentence suits only
this essay about learning to swim. The fix: ask whether your insight could be moved
word for word after another article. If it can, rewrite it — start from an action in

the story, such as letting go, kicking, or blowing bubbles.

Flaw five: the closing shouts empty words. I must learn from the author’s
fearless spirit is the emptiest ending there is. The sample ends with a sentence said

to oneself: being afraid of anything is not a disaster — keep kicking, and one day
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you will find you can already swim. The fix: let the ending speak to yourself in the
first or second person, and bring back an action from the body of the essay so the

ending and opening lock together.

After writing, tick the five checks: does the opening hold a picture; is the
detail a single moment; does the experience carry a day, a sensation and a result;
does the insight suit only this article; does the ending speak to yourself. Pass all

five and the reading response will not be bad.
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