Gaining Focus: Basic




1. Identify topic.  _________________________________________________________
2. Form 3-4 questions about your topic:  use the questions words who, what, when, where, why, or how if you are not sure how to begin your questions.

______________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________

Choose the 2 BEST questions.  NOW, take 2 pieces of paper, and write one question at the top of one page and the other at the top of the other page.  Then, FREEWRITE an answer to each question.  Try to fill up each page.
3. Look over what you have written.  What do you think is the most important idea that you want your reader to understand?  

________________________________________________________________________

4. WHY is this idea true/important?  (That is, what reasons, explanation or other support do you have for your main idea?)

______________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________

5. Use these KEY IDEAS above as the “map” to write your paper.

6. When you finish your paper, look it over.  Is there anything you need to add to make it clear to your reader?

7. Is there anything that isn’t necessary—anything you need to get rid of?
Gaining Focus: Advanced
FIRST, think about your essay topic.  Choose any three of the following questions & answer them:

1. When you think about this topic, what is the most powerful image (mental picture) in your mind?

2. What is the most important fact or detail you have discovered?

3. What is the most important quotation or passage you have read regarding this?

4. What idea do you return to most often when you are thinking about this?

5. What surprises you the most about this? 

6. What aspect of this topic has been important in your life?  How so?

7. How do you think you could get a reader interested in this topic? What kind of “hook” could you use?

NOW, answer these questions to get the focus for your paper.
· What is the most important point (idea) that you want your readers to understand?

· What reasons/explanation/ideas can you give to support this idea?

· What pattern or order for your paper are you beginning to see?

Adapted from Don Murray, A Writer Teaches Writing. Revised 2nd ed. 2004.
Gaining Focus: pre-writing

A variety of prewriting activities to help students focus on a given topic:
· Letter to a grandchild

Directions: Write a letter to your grandchild in which you explain why this issue was important to people of your generation.  

· Alien Orientation: Educate a visitor from a distant planet about the importance of the issue we have been discussing

Directions: You may write the visitor a letter, outline a lecture for that person, summarize a conversation you have already had with the visitor, or write a dialogue in which you discuss with the visitor why this topic is important to you, or to the human race.

· Use a Venn Diagram

Directions:  You can use a Venn diagram to help students identify points of comparison and contrast when working with a compare/contrast assignment.

·  Use questionnaires

Directions:  Have students write a list of questions about the topic and then interview one or more students  or engage in a small group discussion to get their opinions and thoughts about the topic.

· Dialogue Writing — A Hot-blooded Argument!  (Solo or in pairs)

Directions:  For the next 20 minutes, you will create 2 characters and write a dialogue between the two of them.  These 2 people disagree very strongly about ____________.  Both of your characters should be very certain that he or she is right!  Please do not make them kill each other, or in any other way crate an absurd scene, but you may have your characters take extreme positions.  Make your dialogue as realistic as possible.

· Teach focus by example: have student write “Chunks”
Directions:  Give students a model paragraph, perhaps an introduction or body paragraph.  Identify the writer’s strategy and the architecture of the “chunk.”  Then, give students a similar idea and have students write a paragraph using the same strategy/architecture but with different information/details. 
