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Lesson Objectives: The goal for this lesson is to provide students with a method to generate a focus for a writing topic.  This lesson also emphasizes the value of inquiry when selecting a topic.

Preparation and Materials: This lesson prepares students to include thinking as an initial step in the writing process. It works well soon after introducing students to a paper assignment.  Prior to the class, the students will need to have a topic in mind for their own assignments.  Besides paper and a pencil/pen, no extra materials are necessary.

Introduction: One challenge that first-year composition students face entails deciding upon topics for their papers.  This lesson should help students generate a wide range of ideas, so that they can choose an idea they are truly interested in examining.  The use of questions in this activity will help students narrow a broad topic into a specific focus.  In addition, developing questions allows students to use writing to critically explore and evaluate a particular topic from a variety of approaches.  Before this activity, instructors may want to emphasize that students can turn a seemingly mundane topic into an interesting one through asking questions and then exploring those questions.  This activity will probably last for anywhere from 30 to 50 minutes, depending on the length of the discussions.  
Procedures:

1. Students will come up with questions about the classroom (such as “What caused that stain on the wall?”  “How many people could you stuff inside here?” or “Why hasn’t anyone removed the broken desks?”). The instructor will list these questions on the board.

2. The instructor will then tell the students to imagine that they have to write a paper about the classroom.  They will choose one of the questions on the board and freewrite about that question for five minutes.  

3. Volunteers will read what they wrote.  It’s also interesting to make a tally on the board of how many students wrote about certain questions, including noting the question that the most students chose. 

4. The instructor should have a quick discussion about how one topic can be investigated from multiple perspectives with many focuses.  If more than one student wrote about the same question, it’s useful to have the class discuss how these students approached that question differently.

5. Shifting to the paper assignment for the class, students will then generate questions about their own topics for their upcoming papers. 

6. Students will pick a question that seems intriguing and freewrite about that question for 5 minutes.

7. If time permits, students can read their freewrites and/or questions aloud. 

Conclusion: Through this lesson, students should understand that even a boring, seemingly plain classroom can yield interesting ideas.  Likewise, even a simple topic can lead to a unique and fascinating focus.  The instructor can end the activity by emphasizing that making a list of questions is a valuable tool in developing a focus worth investigating.  The instructor can also suggest that students freewrite in their own time about other questions on their lists in order to determine if they want to write about that particular focus.

