Helping Students with Brainstorming

Writing is a challenging process of innovation, exploration, and testing. It is one of the most effective ways of communication. But, what does really go on before the pen touches the paper? And what are the most effective ways of transferring the ideas to the reader?

Undoubtedly, brainstorming techniques are powerful tools to deal with our concerns and problems with writing. New brainstorming techniques have already influenced the linear model of pre-writing, which was merely describing the information the writer already had in mind. The new techniques have changed the concept to a more productive, organized and useful method. In contrast to the use of techniques, writing as an art could be presented in various ways, considering that the process which takes place in our mind could be different for every individual.

Brainstorming is verbally getting ready for the composing process. There are some strategies as general guidelines to help the writers in getting the writing process started, and to enable students suggest ideas at random. Whereas research has shown that the ideas that do not get written down are the most creative. Often the hardest part of developing a thesis and writing an effective paper is simply getting started.

There are different ways of getting prepared to write. I intend to point out some more practical ways of starting the writing process in which even keeping a formal or informal writing journal could be useful in order to organize ideas.

In the pre-writing stage, asking questions from the writers in order to get them talk about their subjects is one useful technique. Asking them “who their audience is” and “to whom they are specifically writing” helps them focus on the information required before they continue exploring the writing conventions relevant to their objective.

Recursion is another aspect of brainstorming in terms of continuously revising the draft, coming up with new ideas, ignoring the previous ones, and re-writing the paper. “Throughout this backward and forward movement, we struggle to observe the constraints of writing conventions.”  (The Bedford Guide for Writing Tutors, p9)

Talking with friends about a subject to write about is just another tool that could shape the thoughts freely and spontaneously as words hit the attention and creep into a conversation. We discover what to say by saying it, and in the process often surprise ourselves with fresh perception and powerful language.

Free writing refers to writing whatever comes to your mind, even not a complete sentence, but just writing continuously for a few minutes, then re-reading and underlining the phrases and ideas. Concentration on any of the opinions raised in the initial writing would help establish these ideas in more detail on a later review. 

The informal techniques of listing and mapping are two other ways of gathering information. “These techniques promote fluency by helping writers think dialogically and analytically.” In Listing, the writers think loud, and the teacher picks up the related and the interesting words and asks further questions. Then makes a preliminary list based on the questions asked.  After the list is completed, they would be named and put in cluster. (The Practical Tutor, p 47)

Clustering is a type of prewriting that allows you to begin without clear ideas. To begin to cluster, we should choose a word that is central to the assignment, and write it in the middle of a paper.  Circle the word, and then write all the relevant words around it, and circle it. Then, connect those words to the previous ones with line. Some words will take you nowhere; with other words you may discover that you have many related words to write, and at the same time the new words could lead to other relevant words or idea that had not occurred to you before. “Random associations eventually become patterns of logic as you look over your work.” (http://writing2.richmond.edu/writing/wweb/cluster.html)

Resembling listing, grouping, and mapping (Chapter3 – Practical Tutor) “cluster of sentences reveal parts of an issue, parts that can be later subdivided, consolidated, or related in a variety of other ways. Clustering is especially useful in tutoring associative writers, because it helps them notice both how many different subjects their string of association produce, and how rapidly.  You can ask writers to separate each cluster to a mini paragraph  that they gloss, then writers can use some clusters for full elaboration into paragraphs” (Practical Tutor, p96)

Mapping is a combination of both visual and verbal learning, and it’s a graphic representation of tutorial dialogue using only the writer’s key words. For example, for a paper on “Air Pollution” the writer could put down anywhere on the paper “traffic,” then “factories” then “heating systems,” then “sicknesses caused by air pollution.” Gradually drawing a map with those words:

This might draw the attention of some writers, who had not noticed the words verbally. It also persuades them to add more words and draw more connections. Mapping is most useful when it prolongs free association and prevents both premature closure and premature editing. (Practical Tutoring – P3.)

Cubing is a writing exercise used as a prewriting technique. Cubing allows a writer to explore various aspects of a topic, forcing a writer to think and re-think a topic. We all know that a cube has six sides. If you had to describe that cube, you would try to discuss all the sides of the object. Of course, you would have to change your perspective in order to examine and write about the cube's six faces. This exercise challenges you to examine various perspectives of an object or idea

Heuristic method is a means of helping the writer to find out the ideas by being asked questions like How, Who, Do, What and Why. By asking such questions, the students are motivated to generate thoughts and ideas.

These discovery strategies are all useful tools in shaping our thoughts. Ultimately, we have to decide ourselves which strategy works for us, and stick to it until it becomes reflexive and automatic. All these methods help us keep track of the ideas that have been generated in relation with the preliminary subjects. 

What we have learned throughout this course as tutors should be harmonized with our own experiences in teaching. As tutors we are to help students locate their centre of interest in order to assist them identify and then modify their ideas, and to find how their work is evaluated by the reader. To see what method works with them, how we can assist them in directing their thoughts and persuading them to stay involved and focused throughout their assignment.

