Guide to writing reaction essays
1. You should begin to think about writing your paper(s) as you do the assigned readings. Take some notes. This will help with discussion in class even if you don’t plan to write on that week’s readings – that is jot a few notes while you are reading to help you recall what you read for class discussions and to make it easier to write the essay when you sit down to do it. 

2. Spend about 60% of the paper summarizing the main points of the authors. If the readings are related, what common themes are there? If the readings are completely unrelated you can focus on one or only on those that are related. You may also focus in depth on one particular reading that interests you or you think is particularly important. (You may also find it easier to focus on one day’s readings rather than the entire week. The choice is up to you so long as you write a coherent paper.)

3. In your analysis of the work(s) you are free (encouraged) to give your opinion and analysis. Don’t feel that the first 60% of the paper has to be a summary followed by your reaction. Integrate the two if it makes more sense. 

4. In the “reaction” part of the essay, I’m looking for your analysis of the reading. What was your opinion of it? Is it interesting? Useful? Why/Why not? Does the author present a reasonable case? Is s/he successful in what s/he set out to do? Is it an important reading? Does it have relevance and importance to the real world? How? Give some specific examples (e.g. Is George W. Bush a realist? Was the invasion of Iraq in 2003 a just war?) There are no hard and fast rules about what you should talk about. You may simply want to critique the reading. Perhaps you think it is poorly reasoned. It is up to you. However, do not simply write things such as “This was a good article. The author did a good job explaining realism.” When appropriate I will provide some guidance on things you may want to discuss. As we progress each week, I expect to see course themes and ideas integrated into the readings.

5. What does “lightly graded” mean? I will not grade these as if they are mini-research papers. I am looking to see if you did the reading and put some thought into what they are about in the context of this course. If it appears you have done that, your grade will be a 10. If it appears that you really haven’t done the reading or made no attempt to write a reaction, your score will be no higher than 5, and if it is particularly egregious, I won’t grade it and you’ll have to write on another week. The moral is, you have plenty of choice in which weeks you write about, so do a good job.
6. Do not summarize by using excessive quotes from the readings. In fact, do not quote anything longer than a few words. This is to say, do not attempt to construct a summary that looks like this:

Walt says that, “realism was the dominant theoretical tradition throughout the Cold War. It depicts international affairs as a struggle for power among self-interested states and is generally pessimistic about the prospects for eliminating conflict and war.” He notes that, “Realism dominated in the Cold War years because it provided simple but powerful explanations for war, alliances, imperialism, obstacles to cooperation, and other international phenomena, and because its emphasis on competition was consistent with the central features of the American-Soviet rivalry.”
7. Related to #4, know and understand what plagiarism is. Just because these essays ask you react to an author’s work does not mean you can copy text from them without indicating that you did not write it. It seems that a good number of students do not understand what constitutes plagiarism. Acquaint yourself (www.plagiarism.org). There is no excuse for this and those caught doing it (intentional or not) will receive an F in the course.
8. All short essays are due on the Thursday of the week’s readings you are writing about to me via email by noon. Noon means noon, not 12:05pm, or 4:30pm. No late assignments will be accepted. If you are late, you’ll have to write on another week. No exceptions. You may not write about a week’s readings if you were absent for either of those days of class. At least one essay must be completed by February 1.
9. These papers should be around 2-4 pages double-spaced. The length will depend somewhat on the number and length of the readings involved. Again, I am looking more for quality of writing and analysis than a specific length. Use 1-inch margins all around and a regular font like Times New Roman. Submit email submissions as Word documents. 

10. If you have any questions, you should discuss them with me after class on the Wednesday before you intend to submit your essay. Remember the total of these essays count for 40 percent of your final grade.
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