A class on the Restoration, based on the arranging of words
You will need some slips of paper, perhaps a few envelopes to put them in (as many as the number of small groups), and a text .   in this case, I used John Dryden’s Astraea Redux to talk about the Restoration of 1660, and to open discussion on what Dryden, and British people in general, might have thought about (and reacted to) it.

Divide the class into small groups (around six people is the upper limit), and give each group strips of paper on which you have previously written words, ideas, descriptive terms based on the text.  For example, in the case of Astraea, I wrote down terms (largely binary opposites) which might be said to describe Charles II, based on an interpretation of  the viewpoints expressed in the poem.  

Does the poem say that Charles II is?

ACTIVE                     PASSIVE                     NATIONAL                       INTERNATIONAL

UNIQUE              STEREOTYPICAL             MASCULINE                    EMASCULATED/FEMININE

PEACEFUL            WARLIKE                POTENT/POWERFUL              IMPOTENT/POWERLESS

MORTAL                   IMMORTAL                  HUMAN                DIVINE

There is a slip for each word, and a collection of these for each group.  

The groups are then asked to arrange the terms in order of importance within the text...which opinion/description is dominant?  The students read the text, then build up a plan of what they think (in this case Dryden) the writer is really saying.   Groups rarely select the same order…this opens up a discussion of what these ideas mean, how they can be qualified, and how opposites can be expressed in the same text – especially a ‘Horatian’ text.  We then talked about how Hobbes and Butler, among others, maintained that the Civil Wars were fought about the meaning of words.  
This can be used with all kinds of texts, in different contexts, just by changing the text used and adapting the terms written.  Students could be given their own slips of paper, to make their own observations and put them in order, then compare them with those of other groups.  I usually give my students a few blank pieces of paper, so that they can add anything they wish.  

