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Lesson Objectives: The goal of this class session is to show students the importance of transitions in their writing. A secondary goal is to give students the tools to more fully grasp the structure of an effective essay. These objectives connect to the overall course goals for both 101 and 102. In trying to make students better writers, one of their most difficult tasks is often to move from subject to subject coherently. This is a pragmatic skill that students need practice with. In demystifying the ‘flow’ of a paper, students may be able to organize their thoughts more cohesively and logically. 

Preparation and Materials: This is a group activity that uses hands-on experience to illustrate to students the importance of transitional phrasing. The instructor should decide how many groups there will be ahead of time, as each group will require a unique text. Additionally, all texts should be the same length. The instructor should keep a hard copy of the texts to check the students’ answers by (once they’re all cut up this can be difficult without help). These should be texts that may provide some transitional phrasing, but they should also be flawed. A good text for weaker students might be, “Shitty First Drafts,” while more advanced students might prefer the challenge of “Oranges and Sweet Sister Boy” (see attached). However, it might also suit the classroom’s needs better if the instructor developed a text of their own. The instructor should cut the essays into pieces in advance. Students will need scissors and tape; no other preparation is needed. 

Introduction: This activity is best used early in the semester, but it can also be used later. Today’s primary goal is for students to literally feel the importance of transitions in their writing, by acting as a reader who has none.

Procedures: Break students up into groups. Tell students that their goal is to read through each slip of paper you’re about to hand them and that they must determine the order in which the essay goes. The problem is – the transitions are all missing (or are minimal). Make it fun – first group to get it right gets an advantage of some kind. Maybe they can have an unpenalized tardy, bonus points, candy or whatever else you can think of. Explanation of the goal and prize should only take about five minutes. 

Hand out the pre-cut essays and let students go to work. Give them approximately 20 minutes to work on it. If you feel that your students will finish too quickly, have extras handy for the early groups. Potentially you could make the lesson into something of a competition by way of “which team can correctly put together the most essays?” An additional deviation could be handing each group three different essays to put together instead of one. 

The point is to get them to put the essay back together again and to have a difficult time doing it. If they struggle as readers, they’ll (hopefully) be mindful of putting transitions into their own work. 

With the time remaining, ask students to discuss what frustrations they encountered. Ask them how they ultimately determined what order the essay went in. Ask them how they think it applies to their own writing. Suggest to them how it applies to their writing. Suggest to them that they put themselves in their reader’s shoes and not to assume the reader knows what’s going to come next. 

Conclusion: In experiencing the frustration as a reader of trying to put someone’s argument back together without the help of transitions, students will hopefully see why transitions are important – because they ultimately connect ideas together for the reader. This is one of the reasons why the easiest essays to read are the hardest to write—the writer must do all of the work. In having to decide what ‘might come next’, students will puzzle over the structure of the essay—what comes first, second, and why. 

