Extra: Here's an example essay, written by a composition student in Mississippi. It isn't perfect, but it's a good example of an evaluation that meets the criteria. Pay particular attention to the writer’s awareness of her audience and the specific evidence she uses to substantiate her criteria.
Sometimes the Best Teachers Are the Ones with the Most Questions, Not the Most Answers
Certainly every teenager comes across a favorite teacher in his or her career in school. Sometimes it’s the teacher who makes you laugh, other times it could be the teacher who reached out and showed she cared. Often, though, our favorite teachers are the ones who convince us that learning is both valuable and exciting, who believe that we have something worthwhile to say, and who find creative ways to encourage us to develop into ourselves, whoever that might turn out to be. These teachers are certainly not the easiest ones, but, for me, the work I put into their classes is always worth the effort.

This list may sound like a tall order for any public high school teacher to fill. Especially with large classes, an unending workload, and thankless pay, it is understandable why so many teachers in the public school system find little time for creativity in the classroom or personal investment in their students. In spite of these odds, some teachers still seem to make a difference. My eleventh-grade English teacher, Mrs. Reynolds, is one such teacher.

I vividly remember the first day in her honors English class. A short, squat woman with tousled chestnut hair and sparkling eyes, Mrs. Reynolds explained to us that through reading, we would learn about our world. Through writing, we would learn who we were. By learning to write about what we read, she said softly and convincingly, we would learn to think for ourselves. These were radical words to say to a group of 16-year-olds. Our other English classes had communicated quite the opposite message: we were to listen to what the teacher taught us and reproduce her interpretations of the books we read on tests and in our essays. We, as ninth or tenth graders, were not capable of forming our own thoughts about the complex novels we read, according to the stances these teachers adopted; we needed someone else to tell us what to think. From day one, the way Mrs. Reynolds taught us flew in the face of such logic. What did the scarlet A on Hester Prynne’s chest really stand for? We had to figure it out on our own. If Josh thought it stood for “angel” because Hester became the symbol for women who helped others in spite of her circumstances, as long as he could point to places in the text that proved him right, Mrs. Reynolds didn’t argue. And if Leticia thought the real meaning of the A was “artist,” and that Nathaniel Hawthorne secretly identified with the woman he marched out on the scaffold to humiliate, well, that was perfectly acceptable too, as long as she proved her case.

This insistence on multiple interpretations not only taught each of us that our interpretation was as valid as anyone else’s, it also taught us the complicated and multifaceted nature of truth. If there was more than one right answer for what the A meant, then each of us had to think hard about what we thought and admit the possibility that we could be wrong. Another way in which Mrs. Reynolds encouraged a healthy spirit of plurality among us was to have us debate one another in class. She would assign two groups opposing sides of an issue, and we would have to defend our side, even if we didn’t agree. To emphasize the importance of considering all sides before making up our minds, after we had passionately defended one point of view, she would swap sides on us, making us defend the complete opposite perspective. I learned to think carefully about everything I believed—from religion to politics—not just because we discussed such matters in class, but because she convinced me that the only way to really know what I believed was to question my beliefs from as many perspectives as I could think of. 

Some teachers and parents might think that such insistence on differing points of view is dangerous to teenagers. After all, what if students begin to question all of the authority figures in their lives, from teachers and parents to the President and the Pope? Mrs. Reynolds would say that in order to encourage teenagers to develop into responsible human beings, adults should not be afraid of doubt and questions. She would say that if adults really believed in the power of truth, they would also believe that truth could stand up to all the doubting and questioning we could throw at it.  

In order to encourage this kind of critical thinking and learning, Mrs. Reynolds resorted to all sorts of creative teaching methods. I particularly remember when we studied Jane Eyre by Charlotte Bronte. Mrs. Reynolds entered the class that day wearing a crazy black wig, a long, tattered red dress, and contacts that tinted her eyes a scary shade of red. Instead of any explanation, she simply shouted at us. “Who am I?” she roared. When we didn’t answer, she screamed even louder. “Where am I?” She looked every bit the crazy woman locked in Mr. Rochester’s attic, and when we answered correctly, she left the room. When she returned, her dress was the same, but her wig was gone, and her eyes had returned to normal. She looked very sad and implored the class quietly, “Can you tell me where I am?” She launched into a speech explaining that the last thing she remembered was being on a ship and leaving the Caribbean home she loved. This speech served as the introduction to Jean Rhys’s novel, Wide Sargasso Sea, in which Mr. Rochester’s wife tells her side of the story. Obviously, Mrs. Reynolds’ teaching of the two texts impacted me—I still remember both novels vividly, and I haven’t read either one since that year—but it also reinforced the critical thinking skills she believed were so important: in order to understand a story, we had to look at it from more than one side.

I could go on and on, telling you stories of the way Mrs. Reynolds taught me to think for myself, to love reading and writing, and to use my thinking, reading, and writing skills to begin to form an identity. She responded to everything I wrote for her with thoughtful questions and suggestions for how to sharpen my thoughts, communicating that what I had to say was valuable. She chose books for us to read that opened up new worlds and cultures, that exposed us to difference. Sure, her tests were unbelievably hard—if you hadn’t read the books carefully, you couldn’t possibly write an essay proving your interpretation—and she graded our writing with the expectations of many college professors. But coupled with her creative and engaging teaching, the difficulty level of the class seemed to make it more fun because it was such a challenge, and making an A was such a reward. If you want to skate your way through high school, learning only the bare minimum to get by, then Mrs. Reynolds’ class is not for you. On the other hand, if you’re interested in really learning something about how to use reading and writing to figure out who you are and how you fit into the world, honors English with Judy Reynolds would be an excellent class to start you on that journey. Plus, you’re bound to have a lot of fun along the way.
