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Lesson Objectives: The first objective of this lesson is for students to understand the affect structure has on their papers. A secondary objective is for students to learn that their papers are not fixed entities – that revision sometimes means moving mountains instead of commas. 

This lesson connects with overall course goals because it engages students in the active revision of their writing. Both 101 and 102 strive to make students better writers, and part of this endeavor requires that students learn to manipulate their own writing through revision – revision that is more responsible than sentence-level error finding. Good revision requires the students to ask what if? (What if my concluding paragraph is my first, what if my thesis should be moved, what if my body paragraphs need to be merged, reordered, condensed, expanded, cut up, etc.).

Preparation and Materials: For this lesson to be most productive, students should come to class with a full draft of their papers. Students will need scissors and tape. 

The instructor should come prepared with a paper to model with. The selection of the paper to model with is entirely up to the teacher. They may prepare something specific to the needs of their class. If you have a student paper from a previous term, this could also work as a good model. Additionally, newspaper and magazine articles can be useful as well. Methods of modeling this exercise will depend on the technology available to the instructor – some will be able to use fancy overhead projectors, while others will need to make copies of the paper for their students. No other preparation is required. 

Introduction: This activity can be used in conjunction with the class’s first long paper, or with the portion of the semester set aside for portfolio workshopping. Today’s primary goal is to get students thinking globally about revision in a low-stakes away. 

Procedures: First, it is important to model for students what it is they’re expected to do. Depending on how you’ve arranged for it (technology, etc.) make sure all students can see the text you’ve chosen. Read the text together and lead the class through cutting the essay into parts and rearranging the order. Discuss how this new order impacts the essay and its effectiveness. A good one to start with is making the last paragraph first. Another good one to work with is moving around body paragraphs and direct quotes. Questions like “What if we _____? How does this change what needs to come next?” and “What if we _____? What would need to come before this?” will get students thinking about how to objectify the components of their essay as moveable objects. When the next order is decided, it should be read aloud. Students should be able to spot other things that need to change with these new changes to the text. If substantial changes are made this second time, the essay should be read aloud again. The goal is for the class to come to a consensus on the best organization for this text. This should take about thirty minutes, depending on the length of the text chosen and the discussion that follows. 

Now it’s the students’ turn to do exactly what they just practiced in class on their own paper. Break students into groups of 3 or 4 and scatter them around the room. Each student should have her/his own wall space. Allow them thirty minutes to cut their papers up and rearrange their essays physically on the wall using tape. The groups should work from the model portrayed during whole-class discussion and determine the best order for each essay. In physically rearranging their text, students can see how easily a change can be undone. Moving pieces of paper around represents the changes as low-risk, and low-risk means high chance of willingness to try. 

With the remaining 15 minutes of class, ask students what they learned, and ask if any of the groups wish to share what techniques they used. Asking them how they determined the best order for each other’s papers collaboratively will close the discussion nicely.

Conclusion: Revision is ultimately about more than fixing grammatical errors. Students will hopefully grasp that the order in which they say something is often equally important to the way in which they say it. This could not only open up a student’s idea of revision as an action, but it can also illustrate to them that writing is changeable – and that changes they make can impact the way their writing affects the reader.

