Style
Style Exercise #1 – Active Verbs for Your Course (Ryan Wepler)
Getting students to write with active verbs will increase both the precision of their arguments and the overall quality of their prose.  One reason students fall back on forms of “to be” so often is because they cannot think of more precise words to use in its place.  This exercise not encourages students to pursue alternatives to “to be,” but it also provides them with a handout to which they can refer for the remainder of the semester.

1. Discuss a short passage from a course text that it pertinent to the topic of your course.

2. Write whatever conclusion your class draws about that passage on the board as a single sentence with a blank space left where the verb would go.  
3. Ask your students to write a verb that could logically fill in the blank on a piece of scrap paper.

4. Ask students to share their verbs (write them on the board).

5. Tell students, that you are going to revise the “Active Verbs for Discussing Ideas” handout into an “Active Verbs for Discussing [the topic of your course]” handout.

6. Ask students to write down ten other verbs that could be used in an analytic essay written on the topic of your course (you might clarify that they do not all have to fit in the blank in the sentence on the board).

7. Write them on the board as students share their answers.  Make sure every student shares at least one verb.

8. At the conclusion of the discussion, collect the individual lists your students made and create a handout of the verbs to distribute in class and post on LATTE.

The handout you create from this exercise can be applied to students’ work immediately.  For example, you could require them to use (and underline) six of the active verbs on your handout in an upcoming pre-draft exercise.  

This exercise typically takes 20-30 minutes, depending on the length of the discussion in step 1.

