Lesson Plan: Structure as Storytelling (Gita Trelease)
Lesson objective: Organizing sources in order to emphasize argument; giving students a new way to think about essay structure .

Total estimated time: 80 minutes or more (can be divided between two classes).

Additional outcomes: Students take another approach to constructing argument (storytelling); they see their research paper as a type of valued work, in this case, like a documentary; and finally, by the end of the third unit, when I do this lesson, my students are tired of revising—this can be an energizing lesson plan since it asks them to think about argument in a different way.

Assignment sequence that is underway: Research paper. In this course, the research paper is basically a text-in-contexts essay. 

Work completed before class:  Students have completed a draft of the research essay (or not—see “Follow-up,” below).

Step 1 In class, we watch an excerpt from Frieda Lee Mock’s documentary, Maya Lin: A Strong Clear Vision.  Any documentary that has an argument will work. The section I have chosen focuses on the creation and controversy of Lin’s Vietnam Veterans War Memorial. I ask the students to be aware that a film is a series of small moments or “pieces” linked together to make a whole. These “units” can be as small as a new camera angle or as big as the introduction of new material. I ask my students to write down all the “pieces” they notice as they watch the film (25 minute viewing).

Step 2 We write some of the pieces on the board (all that will fit, in fact). We then talk about how these pieces resemble sources the students are working with in their essays. Because some of the pieces Mock uses include talking heads, students can see expert opinion at work. But because the film is critical of some of these opinions, students also come to see the way in which the documentary complicates the sources it uses to develop its argument (20 min).

Step 3 I ask students to respond to two questions: 1) What is this film about? 2) What story is it telling? These questions prompt a discussion of how Mock uses sources to create a narrative that is like an argument with a thesis and motive. They also allow us to talk about how it is not, for example, a story about the Vietnam War. Students also become aware of storytelling strategies—for example, the repetition of certain images—that can be useful when translated into their research essay writing process (15 minutes).

Step 4 To bring the lesson home, I ask students to do some process writing about their own essays:

1) What is your essay about?

2) What story are you telling?

3) What are the “pieces” of your story?  (make a list)

4) What would the central image of your essay be?

(10-20 minutes)

Follow-up: Though I usually use this lesson at the end of the research unit as a way of helping students revise the second draft of their essays, you may also use it to help students crystallize their first drafts. In this scenario, I would ask students to bring a preliminary draft as well as typed-up quotations and references from sources they plan to use but haven’t. Doing the lesson plan as written above, you could then follow up the next day with the following lesson plan (or do it the same day if you choose a shorter documentary or excerpt). You will need scissors and clear tape for the class.

Step 1 Based on their lists of the “pieces” of their essays done earlier, students tear/cut up the pages of their drafts and the list of excerpts so that each is a piece unto itself. Then I ask them to arrange them so that the pieces now mimic the order in which their story must be told (15 min).

Step 2 In pairs, I ask students to share their work, explain what they did, and test the clarity of their story on their partners. This step allows for students to share their work and, importantly, realize that the excerpts are only connected by tape—that is, more work needs to be done before there is a true draft (10 min).

Step 3 Students label the gaps between excerpts (A,B,C etc) and, on a separate piece of paper, take quick notes on what work needs to be done to make each gap disappear, that is, how will the argument develop around and through the sources. These notes provide continuity between class work and homework and will help them when they draft the essay, most likely their next assignment (10 min).

