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DIAGNOSTIC ESSAY PROMPT FOR THOSE WHO HAVE READ SOUNDS OF THE RIVER
Da Chen spends a lot of time on the differences between life in the country (where he grew up) and in the city (where he went to school).  What do you see as significant about these differences for his development?  Write an essay in which you answer this question.  

You’ll want to refer to different stages in Da Chen’s development in your answer.  Your essay should be in the form of an argument supporting your answer.  That is, you’ll provide evidence from the text for each of your points, which should all fit together logically to create a compelling response to the question.
DIAGNOSTIC ESSAY PROMPT FOR THOSE WHO HAVE NOT READ SOUNDS OF THE RIVER
At the very beginning of Sounds of the River, after a long train ride to Peking, where his college studies will begin, Da Chen takes stock of the sleeping situation in his dorm room:

My thick mattress felt soft and bouncy.  Under it was wire woven with spring coils.  At home, I slept on a hard wooden board, on bundled dry hay topped by my bamboo mat.  What started out fluffy at the beginning of winter had become flattened when spring came around.  And because I had no meat on me, it always felt hard.  This was many steps up the ladder.  What was common here in the big city became my treat.  Everything was wonderful.  The only thing missing was the night pot that I was used to grabbing right under my bed when my water was full.  I was afraid that in my sleep I might mistakenly grab Hong’s head in the middle of the night.  I smiled as I tested the softness of my bed.  I had made mental notes for my first letter home, but my draft kept changing and enlarging. 
After two year of schooling, Da Chen writes that “classes seemed such a bore” and that all of his classmates were more interested in obtaining practical internships (PI) than in their schoolwork.  He recounts the first step on his quest to obtain such an internship himself:
I visited the dean to see if he had any PI gigs to dole out.  He was killing time picking his nose and rolling the snot into little balls, then dropping them off slowly in the rays of the afternoon sun.  Shaking hands with him would be a mistake, but I had to.  He wasn’t too helpful.  In fact, he was borderline spiteful about it.  He first smirked, then laughed about my na(vet( in coming to him for any juicy PI opportunity.

“You go find your own PI, and I’ll grant you the approvals,” he said.


“Where do I start?”


“The ministries where your English is needed.  Anywhere but here.”


I dashed off to the nearest toilet to clean my hands.  Passing his secretary, I heard her say sardonically, “If you do find any gigs, don’t forget to bring us some goodies.”


I made a mental note not to forget.

What similarities and/or differences do you note between these to passages?  Consider language choice, tone, Da Chen’s attitude, the choice of scene, characterization—everything you can think of—as you come to some tentative conclusions about any changes that he may have undergone in his first two years at college.  
Write an essay in which you develop your idea about the changes Da Chen underwent.  Your essay should be in the form of an argument supporting your answer.  That is, you’ll provide evidence from the text for each of your points, which should all fit together logically to create a compelling response to the question. 
