You Know More Than You Think You Do!
Brainstorming Techniques

All writing is timed writing.  Without deadlines, novels, textbooks, term papers, newspaper stories, short stories, essay exams, and even thank you letters to your grandmother will not get done.  When faced with a timed writing situation, such as the Writing Proficiency Exam, the supervisor’s deadline for a memo, or the due date of a technical report your team is putting together, the pressure sometimes makes us blank out or feel writer’s block.  Short deadlines can intensify this feeling.  When your ideas desert you because of time pressure, it is time to take a deep breath and remind yourself that 

You know more than you think you do!

Professional writers have a number of techniques to get past this momentary panic to tap the wealth of knowledge they have accumulated and the great ideas they already have that they can use for the writing project.  Even if you are writing a lab or technical report based on data or observations you have made in class, at work, or during research, think about the meaning of the data—why are they interesting, significant, worrisome, shocking, or confusing?  How will you make sense of the data and communicate it to your boss, work team, or professor?

During the process of brainstorming, more ideas, examples, and connections between ideas emerge, giving you plenty of ideas with which to work.  As you engage in a brainstorming activity, the first ideas that come to you begin to link to other ideas in your brain, and then even more related ideas start tumbling out onto the paper.  How you link ideas and examples and observations can be very creative and very powerful.  

Think about the consequences of the problem or idea:  who does it or will it affect?  Would enacting the idea or fixing the problem this way be good public policy?  Why or why not?  Who would benefit from the changes?  Who might suffer from them?  Are there secondary effects or benefits to making the change or solving the problem?  What are they?  What specific details, images, examples, comparisons, contrasts, or other categories come to mind?  During brainstorming, let yourself think beyond the obvious.
Learn to trust the fact that you know more than you think you do, and the ideas will keep coming until you have enough for the memo, the exam, the thank you letter, or your essay for the Writing Proficiency Exam.  
Listing

Write down a list of ideas as they come to you.  They cannot “escape” your memory if you put them on the paper.  Often the more words and ideas you write down, the faster they start to flow out of your head.  Do not worry about spelling, grammar, or anything other than the ideas you want to get down.  We provide scrap paper at the exam for you to use in brainstorming.
Mind Mapping

· Write your core statement/topic in the middle of a blank piece of paper

· Write your target audience beneath this core idea

· Write your role on top of the idea

· Write your main purpose/mode under the audience

· Write ideas around the core statement

· Attach secondary ideas to your initial ones with lines
· Connect related ideas

· Determine which ideas are essential to stating your case; highlight them

· On a fresh sheet of paper (or an informal T-Chart), list the highlighted points under the two or three major headings you used around your core idea/statement/topic.

· Order the ideas in a way that makes sense to you, your strategies
· Place supporting ideas with the appropriate major headings 

Freewriting
The goal of freewriting is to get all your ideas on paper, usually within a short time period, without thinking about grammar, spelling, organization, or other editorial functions.  No one else will see your freewriting.  Your purpose is to shut out the logical, critical “left brain” while your visual, associational, non-logical “right brain” locates in your brain as many ideas and connections to the topic as it can.  Often people free-write for just ten minutes or less at a time.  Sometimes they focus on one idea from their first freewriting for another five or ten minutes, to see what else they can dredge up from their observations, experiences, schooling, and other sources of knowledge.

Natalie Goldberg has set down some “rules” for freewriting:

1. Keep your hand moving.  (Don’t pause to reread the line you have just written.  That’s stalling and trying to get control of what you’re saying).

2. Don’t cross out. (That’s editing as you write.  Even if you write something you didn’t mean to write, leave it).

3. Don’t worry about spelling, punctuation, grammar.  (Don’t even care about staying within the margins and lines on the page).

4. Lose control.
5. Don’t think.  Don’t get logical.
6. Go for the jugular.  (If something comes up in your writing that is scary or naked, dive right into it.  It probably has lots of energy).

The point of freewriting is to override the logical, “editorial” functions of the brain and to let ideas bubble up from your associational brain functions.

Students in the Writing Workshop (COM 3102) state that freewriting was the most helpful technique for getting beyond mental blocks to those ideas they already had about the topic.  It helped them to access what they knew and to use it to build stronger, more interesting and detailed essays.

Why Do Brainstorming?
Using a brainstorming technique—or more than one of them—to help you think about your responses to the prompt will help you come up with more ideas to discuss in your essay.  It also helps you “extend” the ideas you have to their logical conclusions, bringing to your conscious mind more evidence and more examples you can use in your essay.   Yes, you probably won’t nor should you use all the ideas that come up, but don’t skip this step because of time restraints!  Ten to twenty minutes spent on brainstorming before you start to write will save you much more time when you do start writing your essay.  Go beyond the obvious ideas to the logical conclusions you can draw from them.
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