Reader’s Letter
Dear ______________________,
Your reading letters are going to be a place for you, me, and your friends to consider books, reading, authors, and writing. You’ll think about your books in informal essays directed to me and friends, and we’ll write back to you about your ideas and observations. 

Each letter essay should be at least two pages long and written as a personal, critical response to one book – in other words, not a series of paragraphs about a series of books, but a long look at one that intrigues you. You should write a letter-essay to me or a friend every three weeks. We’ll correspond in cycles; you’ll write two letter-essays to me, then two to a friend of your choosing.


Before you write, think about which book would be the most enjoyable to revisit as a fan. What book that you abandoned – or remained hopeful about to the bitter end – would be most enjoyable to revisit in a slam? Once you’ve decided, return to the book. Skim it, and select at least one passage you think is significant, in terms of how you reacted to the book’s theme, problem, character development, or plot, or even the author’s writing style. Choose a chunk of text that you think shows something essential or profound. In your letter-essay, quote – copy – the passage you chose, and write about what you think it shows about the book, the author, or your response to either.
What else might you do in a letter-essay? Tell about your experience as a reader of the book. Describe what you noticed about how the author wrote. Tell what you think the themes might be. Tell what surprised you. Pose you wondering – your questions about the author, the characters the structure, the voice, and yourself as a reader. Try the sentence openers (shown after this) I provided to help get you thinking and writing. Be aware that a good letter-essay is one that teaches you something you didn’t realize about your book, or yourself as a person/reader, before you wrote it.

Once you’ve written your letter, hand deliver it to me. Date your letter-essays in the upper right-hand corner and use a conventional greeting (Dear _____,) and closing (Your Friend, or Sincerely) Always cite the name of the author of the book and its title. Indicate the title by capitalizing and underlining it – for example, The Outsiders by S.E. Hinton.


I am excited to read your first letter-essays and chance to learn from you, learn about you, and help you learn more about the power and pleasures of books.











Sincerely,











Mr. Gloria
My Example of a Well Written Reader’s Letter
Dear Readers, 


Deb Caletti is a new favorite young adult author of mine. Althought the title doesn’t fit the story, Wild Roses is still a 9. To begin with, the problem interesting and different: Cassie Morgan’s mother, a cellist, leaves Cassie’s father for Dino, a world-famous violinist and composer, and marries him. Dino is eccentric in the extreme, if not psychotic. And Cassie falls in love with Dino’s student, Ian.  There are two climaxes, and the resolution, although a kind of happy ending, is also the source of one of my arguments about the novel, which is definitely contemporary realism.

I’d compare Caletti to Sarah Dessen, because of her character development. Cassie resembles Dessen’s girl main characters in that she’s smart, articulate, literate, contemplative, passionate, and funny. The narrative voice is first person, and Cassie’s voice is smart, observant, and appealing. Here’s an example:


I was going through life in a fog, an expression that was true in every sense. I felt like I was watching and not really participating like my life source had called in sick and was wrapped up in a quilt somewhere, zonked on cold medicine. And the fog was a literal truth, too – for those days it lay around me in wispy streams, around the water and on the lawn in the morning, as if the clouds had pushed the wrong elevator button. That’s what fog is anyway – lazy clouds. Clouds without ambition. The fog was eerie and beautiful, soft and thoughtful, and it usually lifted in the afternoon to an annoying display of sun that made the October orange colors so bright they hurt your eyes. Everything glistened with dew, and it was vibrantly cold out. I didn’t want that, the cold that made you want to put on a big coat and do something useful and happy, like rake leaves. I wanted the rain again, or just the fog, looking miserable and spooky. 
I went through the motions at school, caring even less that usual about the fact that Kileigh Jensen highlighted her hair or that rumors were flying about what Courtney did with Trevor Woodhouse, which everyone knew anyway by taking one look at them. The things that I might have laughed at, the fact that Sarah Fraizer wore enough makeup for her and two of her closest friends, for example . . . 

I think this is an effective mix of self-awareness, sensory description, and humor. It’s typical of the voice and persona that Caletti invents for Cassie. I like her dialogue. A lot of it comes out of left field, especially the voices of Nannie, Cassie’s senile but crafty grandmother, and Bunny and Chuck, two overweight, New Age bikers without bikes who ride around in a rusted out Datsun, call Cassie “Lassie,” and wonder why they can’t get jobs in their chosen field, which is massage therapy.


Much of the plot development felt convincing to me: the details of Cassie’s parents’ divorce and custody arrangement; the description of how Dino spirals down into depression and paranoia when he stops taking the psychotropic drugs that impede his creativity; and the love affair between Cassie and Ian, which not only rings true but also has a curtain drawn across it by Cassie/Caletti in a way that’s more romantic than the usual details of physical relationships in most YA fiction.


I do have plot issues: as part of Cassie’s character development, Caletti gives her an interest /expertise in astronomy, but the two times we see Cassie with a telescope, she’s viewing the moon and Mars – obvious choices, and with no details or vocabulary to convince us that Cassie is serious. Why even include that in the story?


And then there are the mothers. Cassie’s doesn’t pay attention to her, but this isn’t presented as a problem from the perspective of a sensitive teenage girl. And Ian’s mother’s financial security seems to hinge on her teenaged son becoming a world-famous concert violinist. Since she’s able-bodied, I don’t get it.  It feels as if Caletti might have spent more time thinking through these relationships and motivations. 


As for its theme, I think Wild Roses is about the power of love – love of others and of self. Caletti has Cassie discover that even though love causes pain, she has to “let it in, but hold on” to herself in the process (p. 294). The concluding section, in which Cassie comes to this understanding, is especially well written. I’m looking forward to whatever else Deb Caletti writes next.











Sincerely,











Mr. Gloria

Writing About Reading: Some Openers

I was surprised when/angry about/satisfied with/moved by/incredulous at/…

I like the way the author

I noticed how the author

I don’t get why the author

If I were the author I would have

I’d compare this author to

This book reminded me of

The main character

The character development

The narrative voice

The structure of this book

The climax of the plot

The resolution of the main character’s problem

The genre of this book

I’d say a theme of this book is 

I wish that

I didn’t agree with

I understood

I couldn’t understand

Why did

This is how I read this book

I rated this one ___ because

And always: I was struck by/ interested in/convince by this passage: “…”

It shows … about this author’s writing.
