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ConsumerReports.org evaluates cars and laundry detergents. The Princeton
Review and U.S. News & World Report evaluate colleges and universities.
You probably consult such sources to make decisions, and you probably
evaluate things all the time—when you recommend a film (or not) or a
teacher (ditto). An evaluation is at bottom a judgment; you judge some-
thing according to certain criteria, supporting your judgment with reasons
and evidence, You need to give your reasons for evaluating it as you do
because often your evaluation will affect your audience’s actions: they
must see this movie, needn’t bother with this book, should be sure to have
the Caesar salad at this restaurant, and so on.

In college courses, students in literature, film, drama, and art classes
may be assigned to evaluate poems, fiction, movies, plays, and art works,
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AL] HEINEKAMP
Juno: Not Just Another Teen Movie

It all starts with a chair, where Juno (Ellen Page) has unprotected sex
with her best friend Bleeker (Michael Cera). several weeks later, she's at
a convenience store, buying a pregnancy test. Only sixteen, Juno faces
the terrifying task of telling her parents that she is pregnant. With their
support, Juno moves forward in her decision to give birth and give the
child to Mark (Jason Bateman) and Vanessa (Jennifer Garner), a wealthy
and seemingly perfect married couple looking to adopt. Although the
situations Juno's characters find themselves in and their dialogue may
be criticized as unrealistic, the film, written by DiabloCody and directed
by Jason Reitman, successfully portrays the emotions of a teen being
shoved into maturity way too fast.

Much of the time, Juno seems un realistic because it seems to treat
the impact of teen pregnancy so lightly. The consequences of Juno's
pregnancy are sugar-coated to such an extent that in many cases, they
are barely apparent. The film downplays the emotional struggle that
a pregnant woman would feel in deciding to give birth and then put
that child up for adoption, and it ignores the discomforts of pregnancy,
such as mood swings and nausea.

Likewise, Juno's dialogue is too good to be true—funny and clever,
but unrealistic. For example, Juno tells Mark and Vanessa "“If | could just
have the thing and give it to you now, | totally would. But I'm guessing
it looks probably like a sea monkey right now, and we should let it get
a little cuter.” At another point, talking about her absent mother, Juno
says, “Oh, and she inexplicably mails me a cactus every Valentine's Day.
And I'm like, ‘Thanks a heap, coyote ugly. This cactus-gram stings even
worse than your abandonment.’” As funny as they are, the creatively
quirky one-liners often go a bit too far, detracting from both the gravity
of Juno's situation and the film’s believability.
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cues help us remember the reality of Juno’s position as both physically
an adult and emotionally an adolescent.

While the dialogue is too clever to be realistic, in the end it's carried
by the movie's heart. Scott Tobias from the entertainment website The
AV, Club says it best when he writes that the colorful dialogue is often
mtoo ostentatious for its own good, but the film’s sincerity is what ulti-
mately carries it across.” In fact, intensely emotional scenes are marked
by their lack of witty dialogue. For example, when Juno runs into Vanessa
at the mall, Vanessa, reluctantly at first, kneels down to talk to the baby
through Juno's stomach. Vanessa’s diction while talking to the baby is
so simple, so expected. She simply starts with, *Hi bahy, it's me. It's Van-
essa," and then continues, “| can't wait to meet yoﬂ." This simple, every-
day statement stands out in comparison 10 the rest of the well-crafted,
humorous script. For her part, Juno simply stares admiringly at Vanessa.
She doesn‘t have to say anything to transform the scene into a powerful
one. Another scene in which the dialogue stops being clever is the onein
which Juno and Bleeker lie side by side in a hospital bed after Juno has
given birth, Juno in tears and Bleeker lost in thought. They don’t need
to say anything for us to feel their pain at the realization that although
the pregnancy is over, it will never truly be in the pas’E. The absence of
dialogue in scenes such as these actually contributes to their power. We
finally see more than stoicism and sarcasm from Juno: we see caring and
fear, which are feelings most would expect of a pregnant teen.

There has been much concern among critics thatasa pregnant teen-
ager, Juno doesn’t present a good role model for teen girls. Worrying
that teens may look up to Juno so much that being pregnant becomes
"cool,” Dana Stevens writes in Slate, “Let's hope that the teenage girls
of America don't cast their condoms to the wind in hopes of becoming
as cool as 16-year-old Juno MacGuff.” But it is not Juno's pregnancy
that makes her cool: it is her ability to overcome the difficult obstacles
thrown at her, and that strength does make her a good role model.
Another critic, Lisa schwarzbaum from Entertainment Weekly, feels that
the movie might have been more realistic had Juno chosen ta go through
with an abortion. It's true that Juno may have chosen the more difficult
answer to a teen pregnancy but she is far from alone in her decision.

Perhaps Schwarzbaum underestimates teens in thinking that they would
not be able to cope with the emotionally difficult situation Juno chooses.
Again, in her strength, Juno is a role model for young women.
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assessment, as Heinekamp does in her evaluation of Juno. In more formal
our criteria explicitly. Heinekamp

evaluations, you may need to announce yi
evaluates the film based on the power of its emotion and the realism of

its situations, characters, and dialogue.

A knowledgeable discussion of the subject. To evaluate something cred-
ibly, you need to show that you know it yourself and that you've researched
what other authoritative sources say. Heinekamp cites many examples from
Juno, showing her knowledge of the film. She also cites reviews from three

internet sources, showing that she’s researched others’ views as well.
& »

A balanced and fair assessment. An evaluation is centered on a judg-
ment. Heinekamp concedes that Juno’s situations and dialogue are unre-
alistic, but she says it nevertheless “reaches depths of emotion that are
unusual for teenage comedies.” It is important that any judgment be bal-
anced and fair. Seldom is something all good or all bad. A fair evaluation
need not be all positive or all negative; it may acknowledge both strengths
and weaknesses. For example, a movie's soundtréck'may be wonderful
while the plot is not. Heinekamp criticizes Juno’s too-witty dialogue and
unrealistic situations, even as she appreciates its heart.

Well-supported reasons. You need to argue for your judgment, providing
reasons and evidence that might include visual and audio as well as verbal
material, Heinekamp gives several reasons for her positive assessment of
Juno—the believability of its characters, the intensely emotional scenes,
the strength of the main character as a role model—and she supports
these reasons with many quotations and examples from the film.

A BRIEF GUIDE TO WRITING EVALUATIONS

Choosing Something to Evaluate

You can more effectively evaluate a limited subject than a broad one:
review certain dishes at a local restaurant rather than the entire menu;
review one film or episode rather than all the films by Alfred Hitchcock
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Considering the Rhetorical Situatidn
suRrosE ting to it

Arelyou writing to affect your audience’s opinion of a
subject? to help others decide what to see, do, or buy?
to demonstrate your expertise in a field? .

AUDIENCE iti

\UDIENCE To whom are you writing? What will your audience
already know about the subject? What will they expect
to learn from your evaluation of it? Are they likely to

agree with you or not?

[STANCE i i

AN What is your attitude toward the subject, and how will
you 5:’1'10’\3{ that you have evaluated it fairly and appropri-
ately? Think about the tone you want to use: should it be
reasonable? passionate? critical?

MEDIA/DESIGN How will you deliver your evaluation? In print? Electroni
thluy? As a speech? Can you show images c;r audio .
vlldeo clips? If you're submitting your text for publi -
tion, are there any format requirements? e

Generating Ideas and Text
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Evaluate your subject. Study your subject closely to determine to what
extent it meets each of your criteria. You may want to list your criteria and
take notes related to each one, or you may develop a rating scale for each
criterion to help stay focused on it. Come up with a tentative judgment.

Compare your subject with others. Often, evaluating somethinginvolves
COMPARING AND CONTRASTING it with similar things. We judge movies
in comparison with the other movies we've seen and french fries with
the other fries we've tasted. gometimes those comparisons can be made
informally. For other evaluations, you may have E.O do research—to try on
several pairs of jeans before buying any, for example—to see "how your
subject compares.

State your judgment as a tentative thesis statement. Your THESIS
STATEMENT should be one that addresses both pros and cons: “Hawati Five-O
is fun to watch despite its stilted dialogue”” “Of the five sport-utility vehicles
tested, the Toyota 4Runner emerged as the best in comfort, power, and dura-
bility, though not in styling or cargo capacity” Both ofthese examples offer
a judgment but qualify it according to the writer’s criteria.

Anticipate other opinions. I think Will Eerrell is a comic genius whose.
movies are first-rate. You think Will Ferrell is a terrible actor who makes
awful movies. How can 1 write a review of his latest film that you will
at least consider? One way is by ACKNOWLEDGING other opinions—and
REFUTING those opinions as best 1 can. I may not persuade you to see
Ferrell’s next film, but T can at least demonstrate that by certain criteria
he should be appreciated. You may need to RESEARCH how others have
evaluated your subject.

Identify and support your reasons. Write out all the REASONS you can
think of that will convince your audience to accept your judgment. Review
your list to identify the most convincing or important reasons. Then review
how well your subject meets your criteria and decide how best to SUPPORT
your reasons: through examples, authoritative opinions, statistics, visual
or audio evidence, or something else.
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Ways of Organizing an Evaluation

Evaluations are usually ni in oneé ¢ w o intro
organized in oné of tw y i
) : y 0 ways. One way is to i -
duce what's being evaluated, followed‘?byk your judgment, discussin : toru
J. ) g your

criteria along the way. This i
3 2 is a useful stra i i
g b i et s tegy if your audience may not

[Start with your subject]

Provide
Describe ! re?sons and
what you're [~ State your . E\ln'lden::e, 2?:2‘-,‘”&(198 Restate
evaluating. judgment. discussing [ OOl o over
criteria as or other Yo overal
you apply opinions. judgment.
them.

You might . i

o igo " Zx}s; start by identifying your criteria and then follow with a

e ow well your subject meets those criteria. This strate
grounds the process by which you reached your conclusions ®

[Start with your criteria]

Evaluate it against each of
your criteria, one at a time,
adding potential objections or
other opinions in relation to
each criterion.
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