Possible Pre-Draft Assignments: Lens Essay

UWS instructors are required to assign at least two pre-drafts for the lens essay.  It is recommended that one pre-draft assignment focus primarily on using the lens and another focus on a specific “element of the academic essay,” in this case, defining the motive.  Though I offer potential variations on these assignments in a few cases, they have been left somewhat vague in order to allow instructors to creatively adapt them to their own courses in more specific ways.


Pre-draft assignments should not be self-contained.  In addition to using them as building blocks for the lens essay, instructors are encouraged to use pre-draft assignments as foundations for in class exercises.  In most cases, I relate these assignments to exercises that can be performed either in class or on Webct message boards (or both).

Assignment #1: Reflection on the Lens Text

The most crucial element in any successful lens essay is a clear and nuanced understanding of the lens text itself.  In order to allow students to grapple with the lens text—and especially its language, which they will be using in their essays—ask them to apply their newly acquired close reading skills to the lens text by exploring a difficult passage or concept in 1-2 pages of writing.  You may choose the passages/concepts you would like students to write about, or you may leave it up to their choice.  I would recommend assigning passages to students that might be most helpful in writing their lens essays.  This assignment is especially helpful if the lens text is particularly complex or challenging.
Assignment #2: Mini Lens Reading

Though you may perform numerous lens readings during class discussion, it is helpful for students to practice applying a theoretical lens in writing before they begin composing their lens essays.  One method for doing this is to ask students to read an object or event outside of class through the lens text in 1-2 pages of writing.  It is usually advisable to have students focus on the everyday—a Freudian analysis of a dream they had last night or two ways they were “hailed” à la Althusser on their walk back to their dorm room.  Students will often provide simple baseline readings that you can then use to demonstrate how to complicate and add complexity to a lens reading in subsequent class discussions.


Courses that offer students a choice between two or more lens texts allow for a more sophisticated version of this assignment.  Using a single object or event (chosen by either the instructor or the student), assign students to write 1-2 pages that place the two sources in dialogue.  The students should first describe one author’s reading of the object or event and then propose a reading that the other lens author would offer in response.  If possible, students may continue with a series of responses and counter-responses.

Assignment #3: Quotation Exercise

Ask students to choose one quotation from the lens text and use it to provide a deeper understanding of a scene from a film or novel that you are reading in class.  In addition to teaching lens reading skills, you can use this assignment to focus on the mechanics of quotation.  The assignment should require that every quotation have three parts: 1) the lead-in, 2) a parenthetical citation, and 3) substantial analysis.
Assignment #4: Supplying a Motive

After discussing Kerry Walk’s eight “motivating moves,”
 ask students to bring to class a thesis and motive for their lens essays printed on separate sheets of paper.  In groups of three, students should pass the sheets of paper with their thesis statements on them to their partners while keeping the motives to themselves.  Each member of the group should formulate a motive—writing it beneath the thesis on the sheet of paper—that conforms to one of Walk’s “motivating moves.”  After each member of the group has supplied a motive for the other members, the authors can reveal the motives they have chosen one at a time, discussing differences in opinion with the other members of the group.  At the end of group work, you may choose a few examples to model during class discussion.
Assignment #5: Peer Critique of Introductory Paragraph (Motive)

After discussing Kerry Walk’s eight motivating moves, ask students to draft the introductory paragraphs for their lens essays and bring several copies to class.  In small groups, students should 1) identify the motive in each introductory paragraph and 2) identify the “motivating move” that the author has chosen.  Students should then discuss how that motive could be strengthened or supply a possible motive if one is found to be nonexistent.  In order to save class time, this assignment can also be done on Webct (especially good for classes that meet only once a week).  Have students post their introductory paragraphs and assign two students to respond to each post in the same manner they would in small groups in class. In addition to exposing students to the writing of their peers and emphasizing the importance of peer feedback, this assignment allows the instructor access to each student’s thesis and motive before the lens essay is written, allowing him or her to troubleshoot off track assignments before the student composes an entire draft. 
� Kerry Walk’s motivating moves are:


1. The truth isn’t what one would expect, or what it might appear to be on first reading.


2. The knowledge on the topic has heretofore been limited.


3. There’s a mystery or puzzle or question here that needs answering.


4. Published views of the matter conflict.


5. We can learn about a larger phenomenon by studying this smaller one.


6. This seemingly tangential or insignificant matter is actually important or interesting.


7. There’s an inconsistency, contradiction, or tension here that needs explaining.


8. The standard opinion(s) need challenging or qualifying.





