
 

Composition Project: Writing an Evaluation or Review 
 

By David Bruce, Ohio University 
 

 
This is a royalty-free document;  

neither David Bruce nor any of his students will make a dime from it. 
 
 
 
 

Table of Contents 
 
Introduction 1 
 
Description of the Project 2 
 
Guidelines for Writing Evaluations/Reviews  3 
 
Peer Review Sheet for Criticism (Evaluations/Reviews) 5 
 
Appendixes: Examples of Evaluations/Reviews 7 
 

Tori Blaznek: “Casa Nueva: Restaurant Review” 8 

Chris Clary: “Grand Theft Auto IV Review” 11 

Mary Matia: “O’Betty’s: The Food of Champions” 16 

David Bruce: “Lloyd Alexander’s Book of Three” 19 
 
David Bruce: “Jerry Spinelli’s Maniac Magee” 23 
 

Works by David Bruce 27 
 

 



 1 

Introduction 
 
This free pdf download describes a composition assignment that I have used successfully during 
my years of teaching at Ohio University. 
 
Other teachers are welcome to download and read this pdf file and decide whether this 
assignment will work in their classes. 
 
The pdf file is divided into two main sections following this brief introduction.  
 
First is a description of the assignment. Of course, teachers can modify the assignment as they 
wish.  
 
Following that are examples of evaluations written by students. Teachers may print them and use 
them as an excellent example for their students. One way to get good writing from students is to 
show them good work written by other students. Of course, the authors of the reviews own the 
copyright to what they have written. I thank them for giving me permission to use their work in 
this pfd file. 
 
Note: The restaurant reviews written by Tori Blaznek and Mary Matia were written originally for 
a guide for new students at Ohio University in Athens, Ohio. 
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What Do I Have to Do for the Evaluation/Review Project? 
 
Teacher’s Expectations 
 
What are your teacher’s expectations for the Evaluation/Review? 
• You will start writing this paper at least five days before it is due. 
• You will spend at least five hours on this paper. 
• You will revise this paper at least once. 
• You will get feedback on this paper from at least one other person outside of class. 
• You will proofread this paper at least twice. 
• You will run a spelling check on the final draft of this paper. 
 
Benefits of Writing The Evaluation/Review 
 
All of us are consumers, and all of us ought to be able to critically evaluate what we consume, 
whether it is a restaurant, a book, a movie, a TV show, or a product such as a camera.  
 
Advice for Writing an Evaluation/Review 

 
Typically, you will point out what is good and what is bad about what you are reviewing. Most 
things that are reviewed do not get either a rave or a complete pan, although of course some 
things do. 
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Guidelines for Writing Evaluations/Reviews 
 
1. Provide Necessary (or Useful) Background Information 
 
If you are writing about a restaurant, include its name, location, and telephone number. Also 
consider including the price of a typical meal for two. If you are writing about a movie, perhaps 
you should include the name of the theater where it is playing and the times the movie starts (or 
say where it can be rented). Also consider including the prices of the movie tickets. Many people 
put this information at the top or the bottom of their review. 
 
2. Choose Your Criteria Carefully 
 
If you are reviewing a concert by Barbara Streisand, don’t spend two-thirds of your review 
talking about the size of her nose. The size of someone’s nose has little or nothing to do with a 
singer’s vocal performance. Relevant criteria for a vocal performance are unlikely to include the 
size of the singer’s nose. 
 
3. Don’t Compare Apples to Oranges—Unless You Have a Good Reason for Doing So 
 
It doesn’t make sense to criticize McDonald’s for not being a four-star French restaurant. It 
doesn’t make sense to criticize the movie Blood Feast because it isn’t another Citizen Kane. If 
you write a review of McDonald’s, determine whether it is a good fast-food restaurant. If you 
write a review of a slasher film, determine whether it is a good slasher flick. Whatever you are 
evaluating, determine whether it is a good or bad member of the group it belongs to. Of course, 
you may criticize the group as a whole if you want. You may say that fast food as a whole is bad, 
and that McDonald’s fast food is particularly bad. 
 
Note: On the other hand, a review castigating McDonald’s for not being a four-star French 
restaurant may be very funny. But then you are writing humor rather than a serious review. 
 
4. In Book, Play, and Movie Reviews, Do More than Summarize the Plot 
 
A summary of the plot is not a review, except in third-grade book reviews.  
 
5. Be Honest 
 
Don’t be pretentious. Don’t say that a French flick is good simply because it is French. If a film 
by a world-famous director sucks, say it sucks. (However, most French films you rent from a 
local video store will be good—if they were bad, they probably would not have gotten out of 
France and into a video store in Athens, Ohio.) Occasionally, a critic seems to praise bad works 
of art simply because they have been created by a person with a world-wide renowned 
reputation.  
 
Occasionally, a theatrical audience will laugh at very bad jokes by William Shakespeare. The 
audience is showing that it is educated and knows that there is a joke at that particular point of 
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the play (and it is showing support for the actors on stage), but most people today would not find 
the joke funny. 
 
6. Say What’s Good as Well as What’s Bad 
 
Some critics make reputations for ripping absolutely everything apart. The critic can go to a play 
where everyone in the audience (except for her) is howling with laughter, then go to the 
newspaper and write that the play is boring. This kind of review is fun to write and often fun to 
read, but a better critic will point out what is done right as well as what is done wrong. Perhaps a 
movie is very bad, but a particular actor’s performance is excellent. Go ahead and trash the 
movie but point out the excellence of the one actor’s performance. 
 
On the other hand, sometimes a movie, play, book, restaurant, or product does NOTHING right 
(or NOTHING wrong). In that case, go ahead and trash (or praise) the movie, play, book, 
restaurant, or product. Roger Ebert is very good at pointing out positives and negatives in a 
movie, but of course he realizes that sometimes a movie has no positives (or negatives). In fact, 
he gave a collection of his reviews of bad movies the title Your Movie Sucks. 
 
7. Clearly State Your Evaluation 
 
Once the audience reads your criticism, it should have a clear idea of your opinion of the work 
you are reviewing. One mark of good writing is that it says the truth. If someone is an idiot, say 
that he’s an idiot. If someone is a genius, say that she’s a genius. If a restaurant is average, say 
that it is average. 
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Peer Review Sheet for Criticism (Evaluations/Reviews) 
 

Remember: The ability to review well is a job skill! 
 

A good, thorough review takes time. Plan to spend 10-15 minutes reviewing the review, 5-10 
minutes making comments to the writer and 5-10 minutes listening to comments about your 
writing. This will give you time to get a second review. The Peer Review Session should take up 
the entire class period. If you have questions, raise your hand and I will come over and try to 
answer them. (Please give me time first to go around and give everyone who deserves it credit 
for being prepared for the Peer Review Session.) You don’t need to write on this review sheet; 
feel free to write directly on the writer’s review. 
 
1. Does the review contain an evaluation? The reader should know the writer’s opinion of what 
is being evaluated. 
 
2. Does the writer make clear which criteria are being used in the review? The writer need not 
baldly announce the criteria; for example, a sentence such as “I will evaluate this restaurant using 
the criteria of quality of food, quality of service, and attractiveness of decor” is unnecessary. 
Most readers will look at the criteria and say, “Duh. Obviously you would use these criteria to 
evaluate a restaurant.” 
 
3. Does the writer provide evidence to back up the evaluation? Bald statements of opinion are 
unconvincing; evidence is convincing. Compare “The food was very bad” to “The potatoes were 
undercooked, the steak was well done although I ordered it medium-rare, the vegetables were a 
soggy mess, and the dinner roll was stale.” 
 
4. Does the writer point out what is good as well as what is bad? Of course, some reviews are 
raves and others are rants. The main thing is that the review be fair. The writer should give praise 
where praise is deserved, and censure where censure is deserved. Usually, the thing being 
reviewed will deserve praise in some areas and deserve criticism in other areas. 
 
5. Is the writing entertaining? A work of criticism should be a work of art. Roger Ebert won the 
Pulitzer Prize for his criticism. 
 
6. Does the writer avoid having too many paragraphs or sentences in a row that begin with the 
word “I”? 
 
7. Does the writer avoid having too many short, simple sentences in a row? The writer should 
vary the sentence length and structure. 
 
8. Does the writer spell words correctly? 
 
9. Does the writer use correct grammar and punctuation? 
 
10. Does the writer provide necessary or important background information, such as the address 
and telephone number of the restaurant, and the prices of food? 
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11. Read the review again, and see if there are any additional comments or suggestions you wish 
to make. 
 
12. You and the writer will take turns making comments on each other’s review. Remember that 
you are doing your best to help the other person improve his or her review. Tell the writer what 
he or she is doing right—and wrong. 
 
13. Find another person with whom to exchange reviews and then go through the process again. 
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Appendix: Examples of Evaluations/Reviews 
 

Following this page are examples of evaluations/reviews. Teachers may print them and use them 
as examples for their students.  
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Casa Nueva: Restaurant Review 
 

4 West State Street 
Athens, OH  45701 

740.592.2016 
Meal prices $3.00 to $10.00 (plus tax and tip) 

Website: www.casanueva.com 
 
By Tori Blaznek 
 

Now that you are freshmen at Ohio University, why don’t you ditch the dining hall and 

eat at a local worker-owned restaurant. Casa Nueva, meaning New House, is a place where you 

can feel at home in the new environment of college at Ohio University.  

Athens, Ohio is home to many one-of-a-kind restaurants, but one that stands out above 

the rest is Casa Nueva. Casa Nueva was established in 1985 as a restaurant, but in 1993, it grew 

to include Casa Cantina, a full-service bar. This organic Mexican restaurant is filled with a 

welcoming atmosphere that is environmentally friendly and that produces quality dining 

consisting of locally raised meats. Also, Casa Nueva has vegetarian and vegan-friendly meals. 

Casa Nueva is “dedicated to strengthening the environmental, economic and social well being of 

our community by promoting wholesome products, democratic participation and responsible 

business practices,” according to its mission statement as found on its website.  

Casa Nueva has an expanded dining area, with around 10 tables in Casa Cantina and 20 

tables in the dining area. The menu has what is called the “trinity,” with three seasonal food 

items, and all of the salsas used in cooking are made in house.  Each day, the chefs of Casa 

Nueva feature a different dish. In the spring of 2008, the daily specials were:  

• Sunday- Mystery Burrito with Alicia 

• Monday- Super Foods with Zeb 

• Tuesday- Italian Night with Meg 



 9 

• Wednesday- Sandwich Night with Sarah 

• Thursday- Mushroom Night with Alicia 

• Friday- Vegetarian Night with Aggie 

• Saturday- Chef’s Choice Night.   

On the dinner menu, symbols are put next to certain items that include one to five flames, 

with five flames being the hottest items. A petunia shown on the spring menu means it’s a 

seasonal special. Also, one leaf next to the item on the menu means it is vegetarian, while two 

leaves means the item is vegan. The key to what each of these symbols mean is at the bottom of 

the menus. The dinner menu’s least expensive item is called To the Hills. This is the house 

specialty under the Beans and Rice category. It includes Southwestern black beans, jasmine rice 

and a homemade flour tortilla. This is a lighter meal that is still delicious. The most expensive 

meals on the dinner menu are dinner platters. All meals do not include a drink, but the dinner 

platters come with jasmine rice and black beans or a side salad. There is also the breakfast and 

lunch menu which you can download on Casa Nueva’s website. 

The atmosphere at Casa Nueva is both welcoming and vivacious. When you walk into 

Casa Cantina and are waiting to be seated, you can either sit at the bar or possibly listen to the 

live music. A schedule of what band is to play on which night is on their website. The dining 

atmosphere is very lively and the servers seem to know what is good to eat there. I went there 

recently for dinner with a friend of mine. It was a Thursday night, so Casa Cantina was pretty 

busy due to Ohio University’s rep for Thursday night being one of the best nights to go out.  

When we walked in, we were met immediately by the hostess, who told us it would be a little bit 

of a wait, took our name, and said we could take a seat at the bar.  The band Paleface was 

performing while we were at the bar. Their music was Acoustic/Indie Rock, and the audience 
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was an eclectic mix of young undergraduates and graduate students dancing jovially and 

enjoying the music.   

When our table was ready, they brought us to the newer seating towards the back of the 

restaurant. We walked past the merchandise counter, where they have their freshly made salsa 

for sale that they have manufactured since 1987, along with shirts and mugs adorned with the 

Casa Nueva logo. Booths or tables are available to sit at, and seating is available for two to six 

people. Plus, they can push tables together for larger parties. The service was very prompt and 

the food took a little time, but since it is all made fresh and prepared when you order, we 

expected the food to take some time to prepare. If you go to Casa Nueva, go with someone you 

like talking to, because usually I spend about an hour and a half whenever I go there.  When you 

finish dinner, you can go back to Casa Cantina and enjoy the entertainment. There is 

entertainment every Friday and Saturday night, and you can check the website to see the 

upcoming shows. There is an age requirement of 18 and over, and you need valid identification. 

If you have any more questions, you can visit the website for Casa Nueva. You can also 

go to the website to look at all the menus so you can get a feel for what their food choices are. 

This is just the dinner menu, though. They also have a breakfast menu, lunch menu, and kids 

menu. Casa Nueva has never been an upset for me. The food at Casa Nueva is organic, and you 

should check out the entertainment and try their food. You will not be disappointed. Happy 

dining! 
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Grand Theft Auto IV Review 

By Chris Clary  

Take an eastern European immigrant, a city where crime and drugs take over, and the 

ability to choose your fate.  What do you get? It is said to be the greatest Grand Theft Auto yet, 

but does it truly grasp that crown? Starting from nothing, Niko Bellic, an immigrant from an 

unknown European country, comes via ship to the famous Liberty City.  He heard great things 

from his lying cousin, Roman, about America. It seems that he came over to start a new life in 

the land of opportunities. Once Niko is off the ship, it is clear that nothing will be what it seems. 

As the story unfolds, so does the troubled past of this immigrant’s life. You quickly find out that 

it’s not all about finding work and bringing in the money.  Your story unfolds and it’s a hell of a 

ride. 

This new city is so full of details that only countless hours of game play will allow you to 

see it all. Liberty City is a very well-known location to the fans of Grand Theft Auto III, but has a 

total new outlook.  Modeled extremely close to modern-day New York City, it brings a world of 

exploration. As Niko, you are able to venture nearly wherever you wish, from the middle of 

Times Square to the detailed Statue of Liberty. Walking is never the only option in this virtual 

world. As the title hints, the majority of your movement is through the jacked vehicles of Liberty 

City. It’s all about pulling the innocent driver, minding his own business, out of his car then 

driving away like nothing happened. The details of this “common” action have definitely stepped 

up. As you get into the vehicle and start driving away, the victim will sometimes latch 

themselves onto the handle and their bodies will be dragged for a couple of feet. It is very 

amusing to watch. Vehicles aren’t your only option of transportation. Like other games from the 

GTA series, you are able to drive boats, ride motorcycles, and even pilot Apache helicopters.  
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The driving aspect of the game is phenomenal. It is clear that the makers of this game, 

Rockstar, were trying to make the driving more realistic. First off, there are a variety of different 

cars, each with their own feel. You can get into an look-a-like Lamborghini which will accelerate 

very quickly and allow splendid handling, or opt to ride around in a look-a-like Honda CRX that 

will be such a piece of shit that when you put the throttle on, it takes three minutes to get up to 

speed. Each suspension is tuned differently and gives a unique feel. Like normal driving, when 

you crash into something, the effects show. You can damage the front end so the engine no 

longer starts. If you lightly back the corner of the car into a light pole, your brake light will 

smash, leaving you with no brake light. The little realistic things grab your attention. Your 

character need not take on all the driving, as this game adds the option to ride in a taxi cab across 

the city to cut down on the immense time it would take if you chose to drive.  

The variety of options presented sometimes makes the story mode take a backseat. 

However, the story mode, in my opinion, makes the game. There are a number of missions that 

even the most skilled gamer couldn’t get through in less than 24 hours. It is that big. With so 

many missions you would think that it would get boring. Surprising, it really doesn’t. It is clear 

that Rockstar put a lot of time and effort into the development of this game. Niko bounces 

around from a number of employers, each with their own twists. Missions range from fulfilling a 

hit on a rat in a mob family, to jacking a specific car for a gear head, and even to picking up a 

stash of stolen heroin for a drug lord. As the game progresses, Niko is presented with a variety of 

choices. This is where the GTA series takes another turn. GTA IV sometimes gives the option for 

the player to make a life-or-death decision. The choice to execute a target or let them live will 

result in different consequences. It’s like you decide what kind of person Niko is morally. Some 
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choices require you to decide whether to go for the money or the revenge; each has different 

repercussions. You are left with a choice in an array of missions.  

GTA IV brings a new aspect to choosing and finding missions. It’s not like the other 

Grand Thefts where you simply just know where a contact is out of thin air. You now have a cell 

phone. This cell phone brings forth a new realm of options. The more people you meet, the more 

contacts you possess. Niko will receive phone calls regarding places to meet for a new mission 

or to simply notify him of information. Some missions will even kick off with a simple phone 

call concerning an appalling situation that just occurred.  Aside from using a cell phone strictly 

for missions, there is much more. You are able to give a friend a ring and go catch up. Again, a 

variety of choices is given. You can take your friend to various places such as the diner, comedy 

club, strip club, bar, pool hall, and bowling alley. The possibilities are near endless.   

Controversy arrives with any Grand Theft Auto game. GTA IV does not differ. Sure, like 

the others, you can go blasting away in a gun fight with police officers or pick up a hooker and 

kill her after she does her job, but again Rockstar switches things up. You can now even get 

drunk with your friends and drive a car. As soon as you get out of the bar, it is clear that you’re 

drunk. Everything is wavy, and depending on who you went with, you will be stumbling around. 

Then you get into the car and all is in chaos as the car wants to sway off the road. It is very 

difficult driving, trying to get your friend home in one piece. The possibilities to do these illegal 

things are something that attracts gamers to this game. Sure it’s controversial but it makes it that 

much more fun. 

The dialogue throughout the game is astounding. It is clear time has been put into this. 

Walking around the streets will allow you eavesdrop some conversations. You hear people 

gabbing about things such as how everyone’s going to Hell, the cleanliness of their apartment, 
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and even the lack of sex they’re getting. There is never a dull moment. While driving, you are 

presented with a variety of radio stations that you can tune into such as rap, talk, oldies, and jazz. 

They all have their own twist to them. I was listening to one of the talk stations and the 

commercial that was on was about how the violence in video games is getting out of control and 

corrupting the kids of today. How ironic. Grand Theft Auto brings comedy to another level. The 

cut scenes of the missions all have their own unique dialogue to them which makes you want to 

pay attention. Niko is always making little wisecracks. Some missions require you to drive one 

or more people to a certain destination. Along the way, conversation is heard. Like many games, 

not all the missions are going to be beaten the first try. Rockstar took this into effect.  The first 

time you redo a mission, the banter is altered. The same idea is expressed, but in different words. 

This helps the mission to not appear boring the second time around. The very subtle alterations 

keep things interesting.  

Is this game perfect? Of course not. Like all games there are flaws. With such a large, 

non-loading map there is bound to be glitches. I have noticed, over multiple hours, there are 

malfunctions with some of the objects, people, et cetera. Sometimes things aren’t visible and 

take a second to show up. It isn’t huge, but when you’re driving on the sidewalk and suddenly 

stop due to a newspaper stand popping up, it can be annoying.  Another problem is the varying 

time. You aren’t able to call some people or go on missions until a particular time specified on 

your cell phone. This means that you can be waiting around for up to twenty minutes for a 

mission to open up. A number of missions, through the game, can be very frustrating also. 

Sometimes the directions aren’t clear on what to do and you can spend a majority of the time 

trying to find an entrance or guessing what is needed from you.  



 15 

Grand Theft Auto IV writes a new chapter in the third-person action adventure category. 

The variety of new things to do and the impressive, deep story mode shows it’s apparent this 

game should be perceived as one of the best. The excitement is overwhelming as you work your 

way from an off-the-boat-immigrant to a very wealthy freelancer. With every twist in the story 

comes a new set of objectives. If you’re into the shoot-em’-up-bang-bang games, this is for you. 

If you’re into the street-racing-drive-by-shooting games, this is for you. Even if you’re into the 

plain get-from-point-a-to-point-b type of game, this is for you. Grand Theft Auto IV has brought 

diversity that stands second to none, I give it a 9.9 out of 10. It is well worth picking up and 

playing. 
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O’Betty’s: The Food of Champions 

15 West State St. 
Athens, OH 45701 

Hours of Operation: 
Monday-Saturday: 11 a.m. to 3 a.m. 

Sunday: 12 p.m. to 10 p.m. 
 

By Mary Matia 
 

Coming into a new atmosphere and experiencing new things for the first time can be very 

stressful. Freshman year of college is supposed to be one of the best and worst times of your life, 

and sometimes you need a taste of home to end the night right. When you are around uptown 

looking for some good ole comfort food, walk toward O’Betty’s Red Hot, located at 15 West 

State Street. You will not be disappointed with what you find and I am sure that it will be one of 

your favorite spots to munch during your first year at Ohio University.   

The style of the restaurant is very laid back and sets the theme of a sizzling burlesque 

house in Europe. Most of the workers go to Ohio University, but some are Athens locals. The 

average price for a juicy all-beef hot dog is around four dollars, not counting the fries, which are 

a must-have. I found it to be very inexpensive to receive a full meal and drink. The price for a 

hotdog, fries and a drink is $8.00, but their meals could definitely feed two people. The tables 

outside allow you to sit down and people-watch while you enjoy their cuisine.  

I fell in love with O’Betty’s food the first time I had it. One night my friends invited me 

to come along to have the “best hotdog in the whole world” with them. I did not know what they 

were talking about, but I followed anyways because I was starving. We walked up to West State 

and stopped. I asked why were stopping and soon realized that this was where the line began. 

Sure enough, twenty people were ahead of us, but we decided to stick around. I thought that 

window where you order outside of the restaurant fit in pretty well with the small town of 

Athens. We did not wait long and when I got to the front, I had no idea what to order. So many 
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choices... should I go with the Hootchy-Kootchy or Lilly “The Cat”?  I must have looked up and 

down the menu twenty times then I decided to go with the Hootchy-Kootchy, which consists of 

an all-beef hot dog with topping of your choice. The next few visits I really decided to explore 

my horizons.  

The menu at O’Betty’s has something for every palate and taste bud. Spice up your life 

with Hot “Casa Nueva” with Habanera Salsa, chopped jalapenos, shredded aged sharp cheddar 

cheese, and sour cream on an all-beef hotdog. My favorite dog at O’Betty’s is the Salome 

“Dance the 7 Veils,” which is sure to please with Sport Peppers, Sweet Relish, Pickle Spear, 

Fresh Diced Tomato, Diced Onion, Stadium Mustard, and a dash of Celery Seed.  

I found a crazed fan of O’Betty’s named Emily Bennett on the street and asked her what 

her favorite combination is. Without any hesitation, she said that her favorite hotdog of choice 

had to be the Mata Hari “The Red Dancer,” which is a colorful blend of cool creamy cole slaw 

with the sultry spice of O’Betty’s Chili Sauce. Emily commented, “You can not go wrong with 

O’Betty’s. Their spin on hotdogs has made them one of the most popular restaurants in Athens.” 

She was just one of many adoring O’Betty’s fans at the hotdog palace that night. 

The recent renovation of O’Betty’s Red Hot has increased their business. There are more 

tables and booths to sit at if you don’t want to be stuck out in the heat. The larger the restaurant, 

the more people are pleased with what they find. I enjoyed sitting down with friends and 

enjoying an all-beef hotdog while noticing their wall of classic hotdog paraphernalia. Believe 

me, they have quite a collection.  

In general, with all that O’Betty’s has to offer, there is no reason to pass it up for a quick 

bite to eat while you are up town. The service is very fast and the workers are extremely 

courteous. I think that O’Betty’s will always be a booming hotdog house with its own unique 
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vibe. It should be every freshman’s calling to visit O’Betty’s at least once their first year. From 

the way that it looks, no one will be disappointed with what they find.  
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Lloyd Alexander’s Book of Three 
 

By David Bruce (1,034 words) 

 

Alexander, Lloyd. The Book of Three. New York: Bantam Doubleday Dell Books for Young 

Readers, c. 1964. 

 

Parents looking for a way to encourage children aged 10 and up to entertain themselves 

this summer may wish to introduce them to Lloyd Alexander’s Prydain Chronicles, a series of 

five novels and one book of short stories dealing with the mythical kingdom of Prydain, which 

resembles the Wales of medieval times. 

The obvious place to start is at the beginning, which in this case would be the first novel: 

The Book of Three. (The Foundling and Other Tales of Prydain, which gives some of the 

background to the Chronicles, is best read after the novels, in my opinion.) However, these are 

stand-alone volumes, so readers can start with whichever book they want to read first. The genre 

of the Prydain Chronicles is fantasy, so magic will be a part of the chronicles, although its use by 

the human characters is limited. 

Boy readers will identify with Taran, the young hero of the chronicles, who lives at Caer 

Dallben, where he longs for adventure but instead has the duty, along with the bald-headed and 

stout Coll, of taking care of Hen Wen, a pig with oracular powers. (Strange as an oracular pig 

sounds, Hen Wen has a basis in Welsh mythology.) Because of Taran’s desire for adventure, 

honor, and high titles, he is given a title of his own: Assistant Pig-Keeper. 

Taran lives during interesting times—another way of saying that he lives during a time of 

danger, when Prydain is threatened by forces of evil emanating from Annuvin, a land ruled by 

the evil Arawn, master of the Black Cauldron, which turns dead warriors into fighting zombies. 
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When Hen Wen senses the forces of evil, she runs away, leading Taran to run after her and 

experience the adventure he has so longed for.  

During Taran’s adventure, in which he seeks Hen Wen and tries to warn the Sons of 

Don—the good guys—of a sneak attack emanating from Annuvin, he runs across a number of 

beings who become both friends and companions in the fight of good versus evil. 

First he meets Prince Gwydion, a warrior whose travel-stained cloak does not meet with 

Taran’s approval—Taran’s idea of a prince is someone who dresses in fine and grand clothing—

but who Taran soon realizes is immensely brave and immensely competent and who Taran soon 

realizes is a true prince. (Fans of The Lord of the Rings movies can think of Viggo Mortensen as 

perfect for the Prince Gwydion character should a new movie be made from this book.) 

The next major character whom Taran meets is Gurgi, who seems to be part human and 

part animal. He is capable of speech, but is covered with hair. Oddly, only one of his species 

seems to exist. The major characteristics of Gurgi are a fondness for food and a habit of using 

alliteration and rhymes in his speech. For example, Gurgi is very much concerned with 

“crunchings and munchings.” 

Girl readers are likely to be much interested in Eilonwy, a princess with limited magical 

powers. Her major magical item is a golden ball that can cast light. In other words, Eilonwy has 

a magic flashlight. Eilonwy will develop into a love interest in the Prydain Chronicles, although 

in this first novel, Taran thinks of her a little girl—a characterization that Eilonwy vehemently 

disagrees with.  

Quickly, readers will notice that Eilonwy is very blunt in her speech to Taran. When 

Taran calls her a little girl after she has told him that she is not a little girl, she tells him, “But I 

am not a little girl. Haven’t I just been and finished telling you? Are you slow-witted? I’m so 
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sorry for you. It’s terrible to be dull and stupid.” A little later, she asks, “I don’t mean to hurt 

your feelings by asking, but is Assistant Pig-Keeper the kind of work that calls for a great deal of 

intelligence?” 

Another characteristic of Eilonwy’s speech is her use of original comparisons. At one 

point, when Taran is surprised, Eilonwy tells him, “You should really see your expression. You 

look like a fish that’s climbed into a bird’s nest by mistake.” 

Much of the delight of reading the Prydain Chronicles centers on the relationship 

between Taran and Eilonwy, which can be rocky, as very often Eilonwy will decide that she is 

not speaking to Taran, although very quickly she will reverse herself and start speaking to him.  

Other major characters are Fflewddur Fflam, a wandering would-be bard and sometimes 

ex-king with a magic harp whose strings break when Fflewddur exaggerates, as he so frequently 

does to make his stories better, and Doli of the Fair Folk, whose face becomes blue during his 

many unsuccessful attempts at turning himself invisible. 

The Book of Three is an entertaining page-turner, with many chapters ending in 

cliffhangers. It is also filled with humor. (Dallben, an elderly enchanter, meditates, a job so 

exhausting that he can do it only while lying down with his eyes closed. He meditates especially 

after meals.) 

It is also a book that educates while telling an exciting story. Taran learns such lessons as 

not to judge the bravery of a man by how much hair he has on his head or by the clothing he is 

wearing, and Taran learns the importance of home. In the Prydain Chronicles, Taran grows.  

The entire series is highly recommended and award winning. In 1969, the fifth novel in 

the series, The High King, won the Newbery Medal, which is given for the best American 
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contribution to children’s literature in a certain year. In 1966, the second novel in the series, The 

Black Cauldron, was a Newbery Honor Book (runner-up to the Newbery Medal winner). 

By the way, the Disney movie titled The Black Cauldron should probably be avoided. It 

got the voice of Eilonwy exactly right, but nothing else. 

If your 10-year-old-and-up child has not already been introduced to the Prydain 

Chronicles, this summer may be the perfect time for them to make the acquaintance of Taran, 

Eilonwy, Gurgi, Prince Gwydion, and the other residents of this mythical, magical kingdom. 
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Jerry Spinelli’s Maniac Magee 

 

By David Bruce (1,060 words) 

 

Spinelli, Jerry. Maniac Magee. Boston: Little, Brown and Company, 1990. 

 

The kid’s a maniac. 

The kid rescued a little boy whom older kids had dropped into old man Finsterwald’s 

backyard. (Venturing onto Finsterwald’s property can turn “a bright, happy, normal child” into a 

“poor, raggedy, nicotine-stained wretch.”) 

The kid intercepted a pass from “Hands” Down, ran it for a touchdown without a varsity 

player laying a hand on him, then punted the football so that it made a perfect spiral.  

The kid hit homer after homer off Giant John McNab—John was 5-feet-8, weighed over 

170 pounds, and no one believed he was only 12 years old even after he showed them his birth 

certificate—just after Giant John had struck out 16 players to set a new Little League record in 

Two Mills, Pennsylvania. 

Even when Giant John tried to fool the kid by pitching a “frogball”—a real frog instead 

of a baseball—the kid bunted the frog for an inside-the-park home run. (No frogs were harmed 

during the writing of Maniac Magee; even after being bunted, this frog hops all over the infield.) 

The kid, of course, is Jeffrey Lionel Magee, who is given the nickname “Maniac” 

because of his incredible athletic ability and fearlessness. 

In this novel, the 1991 Newbery Medal-winning Maniac Magee, the title character leaves 

behind a legacy that is more important than incredible athletic events such as scoring a reputed 

49 touchdowns—294 points!—in a vacant-lot football game. Maniac ends up changing a town 

where blacks live in the East End and whites live in the West End and seldom one race enters the 
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other race’s territory unless on official business into a town where no one sees anything unusual 

in two girls—one girl living in the East End and one girl living in the West End—holding the 

ends of the same jump rope. 

Even before getting his nickname, Maniac is a hater of segregation, even self-imposed 

segregation. After his parents are killed in a trolley accident because of a drunken conductor, he 

goes to live with his Aunt Dot and his Uncle Dan, a married couple who hate each other but 

would never get a divorce because they are Catholic. They hate each other so much that they 

have two of everything—two bathrooms, two refrigerators, two toasters—so they don’t have to 

share anything, even meals. (Young Maniac eats with Aunt Dot one day, then with Uncle Dan 

the next day.) Finally, he can stand it no longer, and during a school musicale when he is 11 

years old, he starts screaming, “Talk! Talk, will ya!” Then he runs away, ending up at Two Mills 

a year later. (It should have taken him a week or so to run to Two Mills, and since no one knows 

where Maniac was the past year, this is known as “The Lost Year.”) 

While in Two Mills, Maniac lives at separate times with two families—one black, one 

white—and with a lonely man named Grayson whom he befriends. Grayson also befriends 

Maniac. 

Anyone looking at Maniac would see a dirty, runaway kid who smells like a buffalo—

Maniac is able to live by staying at the zoo, sleeping in the bison pen and eating what the deer 

and bison eat: carrots, apples, and day-old hamburger buns. Grayson is able to look beneath 

Maniac’s exterior and see a lonely kid who desperately wants a real home, a real family, and a 

real address. 

Anyone looking at Grayson would see an old man who lives at the Y and works at the 

park. They would not see that he had once been a young man who devoted his life to baseball, 
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despite not making it out of the Minor Leagues. They would not see that he had once struck out 

Willie Mays with three straight curve balls in Mr. Mays’ last at-bat in the Minor Leagues before 

playing Major-League baseball. They would not see a man who had perfected the Stopball—a 

pitch that seemed to stop before reaching the batter and that not even Maniac could hit out of the 

infield—after retiring from Minor-League baseball. 

Just as he is able to see beneath black skin or white skin, Maniac is able to see beneath 

this old-man exterior and learn that Grayson has a kind heart and an illiterate mind—something 

that Maniac is able to ameliorate by teaching Grayson to read such books as The Little Engine 

That Could. 

Maniac is also able to teach Grayson about black people. Grayson’s mind is as ignorant 

about black people as it is about reading. Never having been in a black family’s home, he is 

surprised to learn that blacks eat potatoes and that their toothbrushes are like the toothbrushes 

that white people use. Maniac has to tell him, “Grayson, they’re just regular people, like us.” 

Grayson is willing to be educated, unlike the white McNab family, who build a pillbox in 

the living room of their crumbling home to prepare for what they feel will be the coming riots in 

which black people assault white people. The youngest McNab children, Piper and Russell, play 

the game “Rebels” in the pillbox. In their game, the whites inside the pillbox use submachine 

guns to repel the invading black hoards. 

Despite the industrial-strength theme of the town’s tense relations between blacks and 

whites, Maniac Magee is a fun read with lots of humor. The humor lies in part in other characters 

such as Mars Bar, a black boy who sticks a Mars Bar candy bar in his mouth like a stogie and 

who is famous just like Maniac. In Mars Bar’s case, he is reputed to carry 100 Mars Bars with 
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him at all times and he is able to back up traffic by standing in the middle of the street and letting 

the evil in his pre-teen eyes bring all vehicles to a complete stop. 

Of course, Maniac Magee is highly recommended summer (as well as fall, winter, and 

spring) reading. Also highly recommended is Mr. Spinelli’s Stargirl, a novel about a teenage girl 

(based on Mr. Spinelli’s wife, Eileen, also an author) who is anything but a conformist, and 

Wringer, a 1998 Newbery Honor book. 
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