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The Four—-Step Reading Response: Quote, Comment, Connect,

Conclude

After reading an essay about summer or a stream, the four—step method tells you
exactly how to open a reading response, what goes in the middle, and where to land at
the end. The four steps are quote, comment, connect, and conclude. Each step becomes
one paragraph, so the whole piece has four paragraphs, and the word count splits

neatly without turning into a running account.

Step one is the quote. In two or three sentences, name the article you read, then
quote or briefly retell one scene that made you pause. Keep the quote short, no more
than one sixth of the whole piece. A useful opening pattern: The article describes

~, and when I read that line I stopped and read it twice. When choosing the scene,

pick one with sound or movement, such as a fish flashing white in the current or a
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bare foot slipping on a stone. Small details like these give you material for the
steps that follow.

Step two is the comment. Say what you think about the scene you just quoted; two
or three sentences are enough. Answer two small questions: why does this scene touch
readers, and what would you have done in that moment? For example: I think the author
wrote this so carefully because he really went into the water himself. The biggest
trap here is retelling. Repeating the scene is not a comment; offering your own

judgment is.

Step three is the connection, the longest paragraph, about half the whole piece.
Jump from the scene in the article to your own trip to a stream. Start with one
bridge sentence: Reading that part reminded me of last summer when I . Tell your
own experience in order, with a beginning, a middle, and an end, and leave one detail
that echoes the article. If the article writes about the sound of water, you write
about the sound of water too; if it writes about stones, you write about stones. That

echo makes the piece feel like one whole, not two unrelated stories glued together.

Step four is the conclusion. Return to the article and close with one sentence of
your own insight. The insight should grow out of what you already wrote: if your
paragraph is about catching no fish, the ending can say that some joy lives in the
few minutes of waiting for the fish to bite. Do not suddenly rise to protecting the
planet or loving nature; if it was not written before, it should not appear at the

end.

Split the words across the four paragraphs: about one hundred for the quote, one
hundred fifty for the comment, three hundred for the connection, and fifty to one
hundred for the conclusion, which adds up to around six hundred words. When you
finish, check the three required materials: one scene from the article, one stream

trip of your own, and one insight of your own. If any is missing, go back and add it.
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A Sample Response Annotated Paragraph by Paragraph

Below is a sample reading response, written as if the article read was called
Summer by the Stream, followed by paragraph—-by—paragraph notes. The sample has four

paragraphs, matching the four steps exactly.

Paragraph one of the sample: In Summer by the Stream there is a part I read
twice: the author steps into the stream barefoot, slips on a round stone under his
foot, nearly falls, then just sits down in the water and lets it rise to his knees.
Note: this paragraph does three things, names the article, locks onto one concrete
scene, and says how many times the writer read it. The scene has sound and movement,
and the round stone and the water at the knee plant threads for later. One thing to
improve: after naming the article, add half a sentence about what the whole article

is about, so readers who never read it can follow.

Paragraph two of the sample: The author dared to sit in the water because he did
not mind looking clumsy in front of others. When we write compositions we usually
only say the stream is beautiful, and never dare to write about falling or losing a
shoe in the water, so our pieces read like postcards instead of real events. Note:
this is the comment paragraph. It does not retell the scene; it offers a judgment:

the article is good because it dares to write clumsiness. The judgment then reaches
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over into composition writing, which gives the comment some range. Notice it holds to
one single point instead of spreading three at once; one point per paragraph, argued

through.

Paragraph three of the sample: Last summer I went back to my grandparents
village, and my cousin took me to the stream at the village edge. I left my sandals
on the bank, and three steps into the water my foot slid and I landed hard in the
stream, cold rushing from my back up to my neck. My cousin laughed so hard he sat
down on a stone, and I wiped my face and realized I wanted to laugh too. We soaked in
that stream until dark, and I caught two small shrimp and carried them home in a
bottle cap. Note: this is the connection paragraph. It follows the order of getting
in, slipping, laughing, and staying until dark, so the event has a beginning, a
middle, and an end. The slip echoes the slip quoted in paragraph one, which ties the
piece together. The shrimp and the bottle cap beat any sentence that says we had a
great time. One improvement: after wiping the face, add one line of thought, such as
I only wanted to stand up fast then, and only later understood that the fall was
worth writing about; the thought adds a layer to the event.

Paragraph four of the sample: Now whenever homework bores me, I hear that
afternoon of water sounds again. Some summers are not on the calendar; they are in
the stream. Note: the ending returns to feeling and closes in one sentence, and the
water sound ties back to the water running through the piece. It does not shout about
loving nature; the insight grew out of paragraph three. This sentence can stay as it
is, or add half a sentence returning to the article: the author put his summer into

the stream, and I have put mine here too, so both ends hold the article.

Use the notes to check your own draft: can you say, one line per paragraph, what
each of your four paragraphs does; is there an echoing detail; does your closing
insight grow out of your own body text. If you can answer all three questions, your

response stands.
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Five Common Flaws in Reading Responses and How to Fix
Them

The red pen marks on reading responses repeat themselves, and five flaws cover
most of them. Each flaw below comes with a typical sick sentence and a fix; revising

against this list is faster than rewriting.

Flaw one: summary instead of quotation. Sick sentence: The article first
describes the stream, then writes about the author swimming in it, and finally his
leaving. That is a book report, not a quote. Fix: delete the summary and keep one
scene, speaking through objects from the article, like the round stone or the shrimp
in the bottle cap. The test is simple: does this paragraph contain one picture that

exists in the article itself? If not, rewrite it.

Flaw two: empty praise. Sick sentence: This part is so well written and deeply
moving. It never says where the goodness is or why it moves anyone. Fix: replace so
well written with one concrete judgment, such as the author dares to write himself
sitting in the water looking clumsy, and that is the good part. If no judgment comes,
ask: if I may praise only one spot in this passage, which spot? That spot is the

judgment.
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Flaw three: the personal story becomes a running account. Sick sentence: We
arrived in the morning, played in the water, caught fish, ate lunch, and went home in
the afternoon, what a happy day. It records the whole day and highlights nothing.
Fix: keep one event and slow down the one or two most special minutes of that day,
writing details like a shaking hand, cold water, the whiskers of a shrimp moving;
pass over all other time in one sentence. If the word count falls short, lengthen

those minutes, do not add new time slots.

Flaw four: a soaring ending. Sick sentence: We must protect every stream and save
the earth starting from ourselves. The body only wrote about playing and catching
fish, so the slogan fits nothing. Fix: replace the slogan with one sentence grown
from the body text. If the body wrote about shrimp, the ending can say the two shrimp
lived three days in my fish tank at home, and my summer lived three days too. Test it
by deleting the ending and rereading the body: an ending that does not connect is a

soaring one.

Flaw five: nothing echoes. The article writes about the sound of water, your
story writes about flying a kite, and the two halves never meet. Fix: before writing
your own experience, return to the quoted scene and pick one of its objects or its
sound, then let the same thing appear in your story too. The echo does not need

identical words, just the same kind of detail.

After writing, walk through this checklist: does the quote paragraph hold one
picture from the article; does the comment paragraph hold one judgment of yours; does
the story paragraph slow down for one or two minutes; would the body still stand if
the ending sentence were deleted; do the article and your story share one object or
sound. Five check marks mean the piece needs no more work; an empty box means fix

that box only.
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