
English 11 Honors 
Unit I: Readings in Existentialism 

Existential Response Paper  

 
Existentialism is a complicated set of ideas that make up an 
attitude, a lens through which we see the world.  Beyond 
identifying how these ideas take shape in stories like ―The Wall,‖ 
and No Exit, we will also work to locate them in texts that we 
choose ourselves.  This investigation will be in the form of a brief 
essay that we will call a response paper. 
 
A response paper is a claim-driven, single-page essay that allows us 
to apply the ideas and terminology from class to a text of our 
choice.  For this assignment, that text will be a single, 30-minute 
episode of a TV show.  Naturally, these ideas can be applied in a 
variety of ways, but if you’re struggling to find something, consider shows that use simple storylines to address some 
of existentialism’s most pressing issues: freedom, authenticity, and identity.  Consider shows with characters who try 
to reinvent themselves, or who try to impress others by pretending to be someone they’re not.  Shows designed for 
a young adult audience are a great place to start.  For more guidance, see the sample RPs posted online. 
 

General Guidelines 

 Formatting 
Typed, 10, 11or 12 pt. font, single or double spaced. Margin width is variable, but please remember that this is not a contest to see how 
many words can fit on a page. 

 Thesis  
Clear, one-part.  Boldly state a clear idea at the start of the essay, and support it in the body paragraphs.  This is NOT an 
essay that requires an evolving thesis, though later paragraphs may build upon ideas from earlier paragraphs.   

 Content 
Use the appropriate language and concepts to analyze the text.  This may include key quotes from your TV show or from 
readings in class, but paraphrasing evidence is fine too.  Either way, citation is essential if you’re using outside sources.  
MLA rules apply. 

 Organization 
Assemble the essay in a logical, concise, and natural way, making strong use of paragraph form to support the claim. 

 Mechanics 
This essay will not be taken through a formal writing process, but your submission should be completely free of formal and 
mechanical errors. Proofread carefully. 

 Intro 
A lengthy introduction is not necessary for an effective response.  If you need to trim the essay to stay within the length 
requirement, just present your response to the prompt and start explaining your position.   

 Conclusion 
Recaps main idea, makes a more interesting claim about what the show seems to be about and what it is actually about.  For 
more information on what this looks like, see examples posted online. 
 

Pro Tips 
 Concision is a skill; practice it when crafting your analysis.  The more details you can use to support your 

claim, the better.  Assume the reader is familiar with your text and concisely address as many details as you can.   
Sentences like this one – "By including X, Y, and Z, the program encourages the viewer to think Q about R." –
will allow you to analyze a great deal of the evidence in a relatively small amount of space. 

 Analytical Language; consider the words you’re using while analyzing.  Instead of saying X means Y, explore 
language like illustrates, highlights, suggests, establishes, frames, encourages viewers to consider, and crystalizes.    

 



Assignment 
For this response paper, select a single episode of a TV show and analyze it using the existential ideas and 
terminology discussed in class (a TV show is my suggestion, however, other mediums can be used—talk to me if 
you have questions regarding your selection).  Terms you may want to include can be found in the ―Key Figures‖ 
handout.  Use only those terms that you feel are necessary for a meaningful discussion of the show.  A superior 
response paper will not be one simply crammed with terminology.  Instead, your goal is to apply the terms as part of 
a larger, more critical analysis. 
 
Directly stated, the prompt may be something like this:  Examining a TV show from an existential perspective 
allows viewers to gain a richer understanding of what its story is really about.  So what it is really about? 
Consider what the central characters are struggling with.  You might also consider the program’s intended audience 
(children, teens, families, mature audiences), and the language used by the characters to establish and enhance their 
dilemmas.  
    _______________________________________ 
 
Response Paper Grading Rubric / 50pts 
 

 
 
 

A 

10 pts ea. 

 Clear, insightful claim that addresses the prompt. 

 Use of existential ideas and terminology leads to a critical, nuanced understanding of the 
philosophical issues embedded in the text 

 Rich analysis of supporting evidence, linked to the claim; covers most of the text’s essential 
components. 

 Thoughtful organization clearly guides the discussion and allows for a rich exploration of the 
text. 

 Clear prose throughout. 

 
 
 

B 
9 pts. Ea. 

 Clear claim that addresses the prompt. 

 Use of existential ideas and terminology leads to a better understanding of the philosophical 
issues embedded in the text 

 Strong analysis of supporting evidence, linked to the claim; covers many of the text’s 
essential components. 

 Thoughtful organization clearly guides the discussion. 

 Clear prose throughout the majority of the response. 

 
 
 

C 
8 pts ea. 

 Claim addresses the prompt, but the initial statement may not be clear enough or may come 
later than it should  

 Use of existential ideas and terminology leads to a somewhat deeper understanding of the 
philosophical issues embedded in the text, though more can be done to demonstrate 
understanding 

 Engages some supporting evidence; analysis may be vague at times, may be inconsistent / 
contradictory, or may include too much summary. 

 Organization is acceptable but could be more precise. 

 Generally clear prose, but with fairly frequent grammatical errors. 

 
 
 

D 
7 pts ea. 

 

 Response attempts to address the prompt, but claim needs to be clearer or may be conflicted 
in some way. 

 Use of existential ideas and terminology is almost entirely absent, and/or analysis reflects 
little understanding of the philosophical issues embedded in the text. 

 Engages minimal supporting evidence; minimal / vague analysis, or excessive summarizing. 

 Organization is not strong enough. 

 Frequent grammatical errors are a distraction and may interfere with meaning. 

 


