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The Exercise 

1. Have students take out their binders of collected work or gathered 

portfolios. This can be collected work in progress, or the sum of a 

student’s work at the end of a course.  

2. Have students take out their notebooks where they do on-the-spot writing, 

and open to a blank page.  

3. Ask students to swap their notebooks with a partner.  

4. Ask students to write down a title or first line from their own collection or 

portfolio at the top of the blank page in their partner’s notebook.  

5. Have students pass their notebooks back to their owners.  

6. Have students write using the titles or first lines as their own titles or first 

lines.  

7. Have students who feel comfortable read their pieces. This can be a good 

time for them to compare what they wrote to the pieces from which the 

Rationale 

This exercise is a variation on those that ask students to write based on 

other published literature. It is not a writing exercise for the first day or first 

week but works well either to help establish cooperative class culture more 

deeply or to celebrate the collective and individual efforts of students at 

the end of a course. 
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lines and titles were gleaned. At the end of the course, students will 

sometimes remember the piece their partners are referring to, and 

sometimes they will not. All scenarios can spark engagement and rich 

discussions.  

 

 

 

 

 

  

 

 

 

 

  

 

 

 

 

Note to Teachers 

 
It’s important to me that students know right away in a course that they always 

have the right to “pass” when we are sharing on-the-spot writing. It’s also important 

for me that they understand that this right exists not to save more reserved students 

from having to share, but to allow each student the ability to fully engage in the 

initial step of any good writing process -- writing what they need to write, without 

fear of critique. In this exercise, the right is only temporarily suspended, in that they 

have to share their first line or title with their partner.   
One potential hazard for teachers to watch out for in this exercise is that a 

less-confident or less-skilled student can feel intimidated by trying to write using a 

line or title from a peer whom they see as being a superior writer. A little extra 

encouragement and genuine validation might be called for.  

Finally, if students go to hone or revise what they have written in class, this 

is a good opportunity to talk about how to give a nod to the inspiration of other 

writers, with subtitles like “after So-and-so” or “with apologies to So-and-so.” A 

lesson on epigraphs with a few models can also lead to neat results. The lesson 

also provides concrete, authentic examples for a discussion about the ethics of 

inspiration and avoiding plagiarism. 
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