Alfred E. Guy Jr., R.W.B. Lewis Director

Yale College Writing Center


Lesson Plan on Developing a Theory-Lens

Alfred Guy, Yale University

Seminar: The Utopian Impulse

Lesson objective: Greater comfort applying a theory lens to another text

Total estimated time: 25-30 min

Additional outcomes: Students discuss and write about one of the two main readings for the unit

Assignment sequence that is underway: Compare and contrast essay using Marx's Communist Manifesto and a book by Mary Daly called Gyn/Ecology.

Work completed before class: Students have read the Manifesto and a theoretical essay about utopias, "Society as Utopia" by Alain Touraine. When reading Touraine I directed them to underline passages that felt interesting or important.

FYI: Steps 3-4 are the main point of the exercise. Under certain conditions, I might add steps or change any of the other steps.

Step 1: Students each select a Touraine passage that they want to work with. I encourage them to select one they don't understand if they have some feeling that it's important or compelling. (2-3 min)

Step 2: I call their attention to a passage I've identified as important and complex. I choose one that is rich but simple, such as: "Utopia is turned toward neither the past nor the future; it is a will towards the present, a program for re-creating society by means of government. More precisely, it constructs a society that is its own raison d'etre." (2 min)

Step 3: I explain that one way to begin making use of a theory source is to turn a statement into a question, then to apply the question to your subject. I ask them to try turning parts of my Touraine passage into simple questions (2 min)

Step 4: We hear some of these questions aloud. If students essentially put a question mark on the whole passage, I solicit others who have made easier or smaller questions, until we get some of the following type:


Is your subject (in this case Marx) turned away from the past?


Is he focused on the present?


Is there evidence of a will?


Is there evidence of a program?

Follow-up questions are also allowed, such as: "If there is a program, is it one for re-creating society?" or "Does the program focus on the government?" Simple questions are best at this stage because we are looking for entry points into one text by means of another. (5 min)

Step 5: Once we have generated a few questions, we discuss possible answers. I then explain that a given passage is useful for analyzing a second text primarily if there is some friction or texture between the two. The simplest sign of this texture, if you have followed steps 1-4, is when you can answer "yes" to some of the smaller questions and "no" to the others. (For instance, while Touraine distinguishes between the past and the present, students sometimes see Marx as torn between two.) Another symptom of potentially useful friction is when you feel some surprise at the answer, when you expect "no" but get "yes" instead, or vice versa. I ask if students have a sense of what I mean by this idea of "texture." I don't expect it to be fully clear; I am looking for frowns of partial comprehension. (5 min)

Step 6: I ask students to go back to the passage that they have selected in Step 1 and to break it down into some smaller questions. (2 min)

Step 7: I put students into pairs or threes (depending on time), and give the groups three jobs. (1) Help each student make simple questions out of their Touraine passage. (2) Discuss possible answers with regard to Marx. (3) Give a quick evaluation of the potential usefulness of the passage for making texture. (7 min)

Step 8: I ask each student to write 1-2 sentences about Marx using his or her selected passage from Touraine. I am not worried here about the form of the incorporation (which we have worked on before and will again later). (3-4 min)

Step 9: I ask if anyone has questions or feels stuck. There are other elaborations I might add to this exercise depending on circumstances, but this is its base form.

