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Lesson Plan: Cleft sentences

Level Advanced (C1–C2)

Time 60–90 minutes

Skills Grammar, writing

Focus It-clefts and wh-clefts for focus and emphasis

OBJECTIVES

By the end of the lesson, students will be able to:

• Form it-cleft sentences correctly: It was X that/who…

• Form wh-cleft (pseudo-cleft) sentences: What I need is…

• Understand why cleft sentences are used and what element they focus on

• Use cleft sentences to add clarity and emphasis in writing and formal speech

TARGET LANGUAGE (EXAMPLES)

It-cleft — focusing on subject/object/time/place

• It was Maria who solved the problem.

• It was the software that caused the crash.

• It was in 1969 that humans first landed on the moon.

• It wasn't John who called — it was his assistant.

Wh-cleft (pseudo-cleft) — focusing on verb/action

• What I find most challenging is the grammar.

• What she needs is more support.

• What happened next was completely unexpected.

• All I want is a clear answer.

All-cleft

• All I did was ask a simple question.

• All we need is a bit more time.

Function

• Corrects a misunderstanding: It wasn't the director who said that — it was the producer.

• Gives new or surprising information special prominence.

LESSON PROCEDURE

1. Warm-up (10 min)
Task: Correction task: teacher makes false statements, students correct using clefts.

• 'Thomas Edison invented the telephone.' 'No — it was Alexander Graham Bell who invented it.'

2. Presentation (15 min)
Task: Introduce it-cleft and wh-cleft with colour-coded focus elements.



• Key: the cleft allows you to put any part of the sentence in focus.

• Show how it-cleft = focusing on one specific element.

• Wh-cleft = focusing on the whole action or condition.

3. Guided practice (10 min)
Task: Rewrite sentences to focus on the underlined element.

• 'The storm damaged the roof.' → 'It was the storm that damaged the roof.'

• 'I really need a good night's sleep.' → 'What I really need is a good night's sleep.'

4. Writing task (25 min)
Task: Students write a short opinion essay paragraph, each argument introduced by a cleft.

• Peer review: is the focus element clear? Does the cleft feel natural?

5. Discussion (5–10 min)
Task: When would you use a cleft in conversation vs. writing?

• Are there contexts where it would feel too formal?

EXTENSION / HOMEWORK

Choose one:

1. Rewrite 6 sentences using it-cleft and wh-cleft sentences.

2. Write a short persuasive paragraph using at least 3 cleft sentences to highlight key points.

3. Find 5 cleft sentences in academic or journalistic writing and explain what element each focuses on.
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