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Critical Review of a Short Story: 
Preparations for a Literary Paper
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For your Literary Criticism assignment, please choose a short story by a well-known writer whose work has generated substantial literary criticism.  Then follow these guidelines:

 1. Go to a library or a good bookstore to find a collection of short stories (new or second hand) that speaks to you, photocopy the text on which you will base your Literary Criticism, and submit a copy in your Appendix.  Do not present an original or a primary source text that came from the Internet.  Some stories are only one half to one page long (called “short short stories”), while others can go up to many pages.  For this assignment, select a short story with a minimum of one page and a minimum of two main characters at the center of the story.  

 2. Read and study that story carefully with the help of a highlighter, making comments in the margin and your notebook, collecting your first impressions, thoughts, feelings, associations, etc.   Because of the theme of PERSONALITY this semester, please center your observation on the PERSONALITY of the characters and how personality can powerfully impact their thoughts and feelings, their actions and reactions, their reading and misreading of each other, etc.  Remember, this theme of personalities and how it impacts people’s lives in many ways will culminate in your Research Paper on the connection between YOUR personality and YOUR career choice/s or goal/s.

 3. Check out from the English shelf of the Reserve Section of the DCCC Library a first-class small paperback called Texts and Contexts: Writing About Literature with Critical Theory by Steven Lynn.  The first chapter of this book will give you a fine overview of some of the main components of literary criticism, and provide detailed examples in each of the subsequent chapters.  Carefully read the introduction to “Reader-Response Criticism” (5-8) and “Psychological Criticism” (14-18) as well as the actual chapters on those two genres of criticism (chapters 3 and 6).  The use of this book in your paper is mandatory.  You must include at least one quotation and one summary or paraphrase from Lynn's work to get a passing grade.

 4. Talk with a reference librarian, and look at literary handbooks as well as EBSCO and especially JSTOR (password at the library), two systems that will allow you to search for articles that have all been vetted—no junk or el cheapo articles, nothing commercial, but genuine literary articles that could help you in your analysis.  Search for terms like “psychological criticism” and “reader-response criticism” and anything that relates literary criticism to personality type, the MBTI, etc.  

 5. Make sure to include websites with a comprehensive list of literary terminology and definitions, including <http://web.cn.edu/kwheeler/lit_terms.html>.  The more diligently and systematically you search, the greater the chance that you will find some of the best materials possible.  Running an Advanced Search on google.com can also yield a lot of information on your author or perhaps even on the specific poem or story.  Once there, go to the DOMAIN section and simply type in .edu [= dot edu] and you will be able to cut out all of the commercial sites [.com], increasing your chances of finding materials that come from educational or academic websites.

 6. When you have finished your preparatory work (reading and annotating a poem or short story and the sampling of literary theories), start drafting your paper on a computer by following these three categories, each approximately 250-330 words (for a total of 750 to 1000 words), double spaced, using Arial 10 (not Times New Roman 12, the usual default):

 6.1. A brief summary of the short story itself.  Include both author’s name and short story title.

 6.2. A short psychological analysis of the short story that relates to character or personality of the two main protagonists in the story—not the personality of the author. 

 6.3. Your personal response to the short story, i.e. [that is], your thoughts, feelings, associations, etc.

 7. Please follow the MLA format 100%, including a page with the Works Cited section that is numbered consecutively on the top right hand side of the page: the bibliographic reference to the short story, any articles from any book or journal or web site you have chosen, and any other sources you might have used.  Use a minimum of the following four sources:

 7.1. the story itself,

 7.2. a literary analysis of your chosen story (if you cannot find a literary analysis of the story you chose, you must pick another story that meets these criteria)
 7.3.  the Lynn book, and
 7.4.  a more general paper on the connection between personality and literature or writing.

 8. Include the following materials in the Appendix of your paper to demonstrate that you have followed the MLA format correctly:

 8.1.  a photocopy of your short story and the front and back of the title page of the original source (anthology, etc.);

 8.2.  A photocopy of any pages from which you quoted or which you might have paraphrased, together with a copy of the title page of that book or the first page if it is an article so that your readers can always see the source;

 8.3.  a printout of any web pages that you used as a source, together with the relevant URL (=universal resource locater or web address); and

 8.4.  photocopies of any other materials you have used, for example, a short entry in a literary handbook or dictionary on your author.

 9. Thoroughly study and apply to your writing the Essay and Research Checklist.  After that, completely fill out the following Trackers and include them with your essay in your portfolio: 

 9.1.  Sentence Tracker
 9.2.  Language Tracker
 10. Please run a spell check, then proofread carefully, and, if possible, show your literary project to at least one knowledgeable person.  You can also ask a tutor at the DCCC Writing Center on the fourth floor.  As soon as you have done all the Trackers, send your essay to the MyCompLab tutors and incorporate their feedback into your rewrite ASAP.

 11. In your portfolio, please include your feedback from the MyCompLab tutor and the two Trackers, and staple everything in your Appendix together so that your essay will sit on the left side of your folder and the documentation on the right.  For the relevant class color see syllabus.   

 12. For a sample Literary Criticism see the handouts—two student papers demonstrating a high level of literary awareness and adherence to the MLA format.  Feel encouraged to follow in their footsteps by reading widely, by brainstorming thoroughly, and by pushing your Literary Criticism through many rewrites. 

 13.  Last, but not least, please start this project as early as possible and become an even more aware reader and writer than before.  With the successful completion of this project and the research paper which follows, you will graduate from this class and should be able to take any course that requires research writing at any college or university in the US and overseas.  

 14.  If you have any questions or comments, feel free to contact me in class, at my office during office hours, or via e-mail at any time.  
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