
Introduction

“We are going to do a snowball 

activity, which will help you reflect 

on some important questions for 

our topic today. As you know, to 

write is to think. I am going to ask 

you four questions about the 

reading we did (or issue we’re 

discussing) for today, and we’re 

going to free-write for several 

minutes as a way to collect our 

thoughts and get deeper into our 

topic. There are no right or wrong 

responses. The goal is to write. 

Even if you’re unsure of how to 

respond, that’s okay—just write 

about why you are unsure.”

Objectives

After the activity, students will be

able to

• compose brief, pointed

responses that deepen their

knowledge and comprehension

of the topic and/or reading

assignment.

• compare and contrast their own

responses to those of classmates.

• clarify and better articulate their

thoughts in response to the

instructor’s questions/prompts in

subsequent work with the

material.
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Steps/Procedure

Step 1: Free-Writing [3 minutes]

• Ask students to take out a sheet of paper and

divide it into four rectangles, either using a pen

or just folding it in half both ways. They

should number each box one through four.

• Instruct them not to write their names

anywhere on the page.

• Pose your first question and give them about

three minutes to write a response in one of the

squares. Remind students to write as neatly as

possible and to use box number one.

Step 2: Sharing the Snowballs [5

minutes]

• Ask students to make “snowballs” by

crumpling up their papers when they are done

writing. (Be prepared for surprised looks and

assure them that it is okay to crumple!)

• Ask students to toss their snowballs across the

room on the count of three.

• Make sure that everyone catches a new

snowball. (Occasionally, they will roll under

chairs or get into the corners of the room.)

• Tell everyone to unfold the snowballs and,

going around the room, ask them to take turns

reading aloud the written responses in front of

them. Encourage them to listen for common

themes or interesting responses.

• As students read responses, take your own

notes on the responses so that you can gain a

sense of students’ engagement with the topic.

Your notes will provide a springboard to guide

discussion later.

Step 3: Repeating the Activity [5-8

minutes]

• Repeat steps one and two as outlined above.

• Repeat as many times as allowed by your

class size and/or remaining time.

Close the activity by asking students to comment on

the responses they just heard. Can they identify any

common themes or unique replies? If time allows,

students could take another couple of minutes to free-

write about new insights gleaned from the exercise.

You can use one of the responses or themes that

emerged from the exercise to segue into the next class

segment or topic.

Analysis

The snowball activity is one of my go-to 

activities for a low-stakes writing exercise 

to use in class. The snowball is versatile 

because it is easy to implement, requires 

minimal preparation, draws all students 

into writing and discussion, and can be 

used in virtually any discipline/topic. The 

activity can be integrated into any segment 

of a class session: as a kick-off, during the 

middle of class to revive a flagging 

discussion, or at the end as a means of 

clarifying “take away” points from class. 

Students like it because they are able to 

share their point-of-view without having to 

develop their ideas, which may not be 

fully formed; likewise, they enjoy hearing 

from everyone else in the class. In 

addition, the energy and enthusiasm in the 

room picks up when students throw the 

snowballs across the room.

The only weakness of this activity has to 

do with time: Students may take longer 

than expected to respond to particular 

questions, or the reading aloud of answers 

may take more time when students are 

engaged and inspired to begin discussing 

what they heard. On a similar note, a larger 

class size (more than 25 students) might 

mean that there is not time to hear all 

responses to a question; you might have to 

alternate which students read aloud after 

each question. You may only get through 

two or three of the four questions you have 

prepared. However, if you have class time 

to fill, then these weaknesses become 

strengths.
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A sample of questions used in a

literature course (while reading

The House on Mango Street) is

presented below to the left.


