Round Robin Theme Exchange
Grade Level: 

6-12

Time of Activity:

This activity takes at least 35 minutes. It is a good activity to repeat often at the beginning of the year.

Learning Outcomes:

Reluctant readers and writers are motivated to develop topic and theme. Students learn that being storytellers can be fun.

Materials:

Writing materials (paper and pencils/pens) 

Activities:

Step 1. On the chalkboard, write a story starter that is general yet designed to capture the interest of your students. Following are some starters that have been used with great success:

The night was cold and damp. There was a chill in the air as we huddled around the campfire singing and telling stories. A low cloud band seemed to glow from the light of the fire as the wind whistled through the lush leaves of the trees above. An owl hooted in the distance. A coyote howled at the night. Suddenly, it became very quiet when….

Everyone was called to the square. We didn’t know why. Up on the stage stood the mayor and the governor. They looked serious, as if something was amiss. The gathering crowd began to mumble as rumors spread like widfire around the square. Suddenly, it was the mayor’s turn to speak….

Step 2. On the chalkboard, write the following phrase: “I have nothing to write about at this time.” 
Step 3. Tell your students that they will be writing to complete the story that has been started on the board. (They will ask if they have to copy what is on the board. Respond, “No.”) Instruct your students that they are to begin writing when, and only when, you say “Go.” They are to stop writing, even if they are in the middle of a sentence, when you say “Stop.” During the time between Go and Stop, tell your students that they must be constantly writing. If they cannot think of anything to write, they must write the phrase “I have nothing to write about at this time” over and over until they can think of something to write about. 

Step 4. When you are certain the students are ready, say “Go.” Time them for anywhere from one and a half to two minutes, and then say “Stop.”

Step 5. Ask you students to pass the story they have been working on to another student, someone at least three seats away from themselves. Once the papers have been exchanged and you are certain that everyone has a paper other than the one they began with, ask them to read the story they have in their hands. When you say “Go” they are to continue the new story until you again say “Stop.” Again, time them for one and a half to two minutes. Repeat this step two or three times. 

Step 6. When you decide the last time has come, tell your students to conclude the story.

Step 7. Collect the writing and randomly select seven to ten pieces to read aloud. Of course there are bound to be a few students who thought it was funny to write the filler phrase over and over. Make sure to read those aloud first. Get it over with without specifically acknowledging the author. This behavior will quickly stop. Read the papers anonymously so that student can learn from each other without egos getting in the way. If a student insists on being acknowledged as an author, make that student do something silly like jump up and down and yell, “I wrote that!!!”

Step 8. After reading each paper, ask students if it was a piece of writing that, as a first draft, hung together in a reasonably organized fashion. Only praise is appropriate at this point. As students begin to establish voice it is appropriate to add critique to the oral reviews of work shared with the class, but it is important to begin with praise at the start. 

Step 9 (optional). Brainstorm the purpose of this exercise.
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