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Lesson Objective:  To help students learn how to discover, narrow and polish a potential thesis.  Students moving from writing high school essays to college essays often have difficulty formulating an effective argumentative thesis.  They display both a lack of confidence in their own opinions and the ability to make belief-based claims at all.  In addition, many students have not yet learned (or realize the importance of) finding a thesis that they are interested in arguing, rather than simply a thesis that can be argued.  

This lesson is intended to both help students discover a thesis by looking at available information, and narrow that thesis to something that can be argued in a short academic essay.
Introduction:  This lesson was designed specifically to fit into the 2012 ENG 102 course, but can be adapted for use in any classroom where students seem to be having trouble finding theses. 

Preparation and Materials:  The students should have read a group of similar (or the same set) of essays that focus on a particular topic or argument.  They will need to have notebook paper, their textbooks and pens.  As this lesson uses the metaphor of a first person shooter game to deal with the idea of a thesis, it is helpful if the classroom is equipped with a screen and the ability to play YouTube clips.
Procedure:  When the subject of a good thesis comes up, students’ eyes often glaze over.  This lesson begins with a small YouTube clip of the game play of a game.  For this class, I chose Super Mario Bros 2, a cheerful bouncy sort of game, if a little boring.  It’s a good way to get them involved right off the bat.  After the clip is over, start with a discussion about Thesis: what makes a good one?  Ask the students to list qualities of a good thesis, hopefully they will arrive at conclusions like: focused, arguable, opinionated, clear, narrow, interesting.  

From there, take the subject of the Synthesis Paper (in this case, Wikipedia’s use as a legitimate research source) and work with the class to create a Super Mario Brothers style thesis: one that starts a bit too far from the subject, with a wide focus.
A discussion on why a thesis and an argument should be interesting can be helpful – they are used to reading things they find completely boring.  Some are surprised by the idea that they can be interested in an essay topic.  Ask them how a thesis can be interesting, and work them from the overall topic to the importance of how a writer focuses on the argument.
Play a second clip: this should be from a second person shooter, like one of the Resident Evil games, or it can be a clip from the movie Doom, before the first-person scene.
Discuss why this clip was more interesting than the Mario game: It is more detailed and ‘closer’ to the action than a player is to Mario.  Try to move the discussion to how this idea of being closer can apply to a thesis.  Discuss looking at deeper layers of an argument: for example, if discussing National Healthcare, a thesis can argue that National Healthcare would be Socialist (Mario-Level) or can argue that if healthcare is run at a National level, there is a danger of the healthcare values of a majority (say, groups against in-vitro fertilization) affecting the health choices of an individual.  
Now go back to the original thesis generated by the class.  Ask how they can take this down to the second person level: get them to revise to narrow the focus and to work at raising interest for a potential reader.  Try to encourage discussion on ways to choose where the ‘camera’ is pointing.

Finally, play the third clip: The most effective is the (violent) clip from the movie Doom when it becomes a first-person shooter.  After the clip is over, discuss: how is this different from the others?  Discuss the idea of an ‘avatar’ in first person shooters: a character that stands in for the player.  Discuss the idea of ‘voice’ in an essay, and how it functions as an ‘avatar’ for the reader, allowing him to try on different opinions.  This should lead into a discussion of what constitutes a thesis that draws both the reader and the writer into an essay, and how to frame an argument that allows for an essay to be exciting.  Discuss use of personal narratives in argument, here – both effectiveness and dangers.

Finally, return one last time to the class-written thesis and revise it as a group.  Ask the students to take it down to ‘first person’ level: how do they place a reader within the context of their thesis?  Do they choose an audience who is affected by the subject?  Do they use personal narrative to invite a reader who may otherwise be uninvolved to care?  See if they can finalize a first person thesis as a class.

After the discussion is over, each student should take out a piece of paper and brainstorm thesis topics at the first-person shooter level, based on the articles they’ve read for their synthesis essays.  Give them ten minutes for this, while moving around the classroom to answer questions.  Once they have a list, put them in groups of three or four and have each student read their three best theses out loud.  Instruct the students to offer suggestions to clarify, narrow and polish these theses, and to reflect on whether they will interest the writer and readers.
Conclusion:  If there is additional time, have each group read their ‘favorite’ thesis to the group at large, and discuss the activity.  The idea is to help them understand that a thesis is not a scary arbitrary statement they have to ‘figure out’ instead of create.
