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I teach discussion-based courses, which means that students’ willingness or reluctance to participate in class makes a difference not only in student grades, but also in the success of the course.  For this reason, I try to implement exercises and activities that help generate discussion from even silent students.  In order to do this, some of the activities call for written rather than oral discussion (at least initially).  The activity on the reverse side of this paper offers one example.  Since students remain anonymous (unless they wish to disclose their identities), even the most reluctant participants feel “safe” sharing their ideas.  Though the example I provide here is for an introduction to poetry course, I have used the same exercise in other literature as well as writing courses.  With some adaptations, I think it would work well in courses from other disciplines too.

1.  Select a passage from the assigned reading or select something that relates to the reading for the day.  

2.  Type it on a single page, making sure to leave wide margins for eventual student comments.

3.  In class, distribute the handouts, go over the assignment and remind students to keep their comments anonymous.  
4.  As students finish commenting on the selection (I usually allow 5-10 minutes for commenting), collect the handouts. 
5.  Redistribute the handouts, making sure that no one receives his or her original.

6.  Ask students to write their responses to their classmates’ comments directly on the handout.  

7.  After everyone has had a chance to comment on the comments, open up the class to discussion by asking for volunteers to read the original comments and then their own.  Others in the class will undoubtedly have responses also.  If no one volunteers, I collect the handouts and read a few out loud.  
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In order to begin analyzing a text, sometimes we need to look at it locally, isolating lines or phrases that make sense and work outward from there.  Try analyzing an aspect of the following poem by reading it to yourself as many times as you need to before you make some type of connection—any type of connection—with the text.  Write your thoughts directly on this paper, next to the line or lines that inspired your analysis.  Remember that your observations could span a range of possible analytical perspectives, from the truly personal to the more scholarly or literary.  After you write your comments, bring the paper to me, but DON’T WRITE YOUR NAME ON IT.  I will redistribute the papers after I have received everyone’s; in the next step, you will respond to someone else’s comments on the same poem.



“The Pitcher” by Robert Francis


His art is eccentricity, his aim



How not to hit the mark he seems to aim at,



His passion how to avoid the obvious,



His technique how to vary the avoidance.



The others throw to be comprehended.  He



Throws to be a moment misunderstood.



Yet not too much.  Not errant, arrant, wild,



But every seeming aberration willed.



Not to, yet still, still to communicate



Making the batter understand too late.

