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Brainstorming Exercises 
 
Brainstorming is a useful way to generate ideas and prepare for writing a draft. Also called prewriting, 
the brainstorming process looks different for everybody! There are many ways to engage our minds and 
organize our thoughts before writing the first draft.  
 
The important thing to remember is brainstorming is a process. Don’t be afraid to delete categories, 
move ideas around, or write down every thought in your head! Try not to edit or censure yourself—
there are no wrong answers in this phase of the writing process. 
 
Free Writing 
 

 
Fig. 1. Freewriting Journal. Forsythe, Giulia. “#Freewriting.” Flickr, 10 Aug 2017, 

https://www.flickr.com/photos/59217476@N00/36319120342. JPEG file. 

 
Do you have lots of ideas at once but feel like organizing them would be too much to take on? Try free 
writing. 
 
Free writing is an exercise where you write down anything and everything that comes to your mind. 
Don’t worry about structure. Forget paragraphs. Just start writing. No idea is off-limits; anything goes. 
 
A great way to approach free writing is to set a timer or a limit. Say “I’m only going to write for 15 
minutes” or “I am going to write 300 words.” Even if you feel like your words aren’t getting anywhere, 
just keep writing until you hit your limit.  
 
After you word-dump on the page and have a long paragraph of ideas, go back through and look for 
consistent patterns. Are there certain subjects or topics that tie together? Do you notice any themes? 
Are there clear sections/paragraphs that emerge? Maybe you see that you don’t know enough about a 
certain area of your subject, so you should do more research. You can always go back and organize your 
thoughts; with freewriting, the purpose is to put words on the page to get yourself started. 
 
 

https://www.flickr.com/photos/59217476@N00/36319120342
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Mind Map 
 

A mind map is used to help you organize your thoughts before you begin drafting. It is great for students 
who like to have a clearer plan and understanding of where they want to go with their paper before 
they start writing. 
 
Usually, you have one big circle in the middle. This is where you write the general topic of your paper. 
Then, think of supporting points to your topic. For example, if your topic is “why ice cream is the best 
dessert” you might think of its variety, how good it is, and its accessibility. Each new supporting point 
becomes a separate branch that comes out of the main circle in the center. These supporting points will 
typically be how you organize your body paragraphs in your essay. 
 
Once you have your main topic and supporting points, you want to come up with smaller sub-points. 
These help show how the supporting point is related to the main topic. So, if your topic is ice cream, and 
one of your supporting points is “variety,” then sub-points might include “lots of flavors.” 
 
Based on this example, a mind map might look like this: 
 
 

 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
You might find that some ideas are better supported than others—and that’s okay! Sometimes, you 
have to scrap weak ideas to make room for better ones. 
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Clustering 
 
Clustering is similar to the mind map, but it is a bit less structured. Like mind mapping, you will have 
your main topic in the middle of the page. Then, each branch that extends off the main topic is a sub-
topic, and each of those sub-topics is going to be supported by details.  
 
With a mind map, you might have a research focus (such as “why is ice cream the best dessert?”). 
Clustering can be used when you want to discover what your focus should be. If we stick with the ice 
cream example, a cluster might look like this: 
 

 
 
 
 

 
 

 
 
 
 

 
 
 

 
 
 

 
 

 
 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 
 
As you can see, not all of these ideas have a connection with each other except that they’re all related to 
ice cream. However, you can see categories emerge. Looking at “Summer,” “Messy,” and “Culinary,” 
maybe I want to write an argument for why ice cream is the best summer dessert. Looking at “Poetry,” 
“Culinary,” and “Ice Cream Truck,” maybe I could write about the cultural impact of ice cream. Possibly, 
each of these points makes me realize I want to learn more about the history of ice cream.  
 
Clustering helps you begin forming a research question or thesis—it’s a way to look at your topic from 
several different angles. 
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Listing 
 
Listing is a great way to brainstorm quickly. What do you want to talk about? Ice Cream. What do you 
know about it? 
 

• Cold 

• Messy 

• My favorite 

• Freezer-section 

• Summery 

• Delicious 

• Sweet 

• Lots of flavors and varieties 
 
Just like that, you have some points about ice cream. Listing is a great way to put ideas down quickly. 
Like freewriting, it doesn’t necessarily have a goal, but it is meant to get ideas down on a page. If you 
have your topic, write down every possible thing you can think of that is related to it. Ideally, each idea 
you write down will inspire a new one. Once you start getting a good list, look for connections! 
 
If you’re working on an argument paper, try a pro/con list to help you see both sides of the issue: 
 

Pros Cons 

• Very tasty • Melts and gets messy 

• Lots of flavors • Can only enjoy in the summer 

• Refreshing in the summer  

 
 
Questioning: Who, What, When, Where, Why, and How? 
 
When you don’t know where to begin, sometimes it’s helpful to think like a journalist and ask these six 
questions. 
 
Who: Who invented ice cream?  
What: What is ice cream made from? 
When: When did ice cream become popular in the United States? 
Where: Where did ice cream originate? 
Why: Why was ice cream popular in the US? 
How: How were people able to create frozen ice cream? 
 
While these questions may seem slightly disconnected right now, they may help you discover more 
about your subject and get the research process started.  
 
SWOT Analysis 
 
Similar to a pro/con list, a SWOT Analysis can help you break down your topic. SWOT stands for a topic’s 
Strengths, Weaknesses, Opportunities, and Threats. This would be especially helpful for argumentative 
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writing as you could break down the stronger and weaker points of your own argument (or someone 
else’s).  
 
Strengths of making your own ice cream: 
 

- Can create any flavor you want when you want it 
- New skills are good to have 
- Fun to learn 

 
 
Weaknesses of making your own ice cream: 
 

- Must buy an ice cream maker (spend $$$) 
- Takes time to make 
- Takes research to know how to make it right 
- Takes practice to develop a good flavor 

 
Opportunities in making your own ice cream: 
 

- Make special ice cream for family and friends 
- Could have your own unique specialty flavors 
- Ice cream stand potential 
- Could teach others how to make ice cream 

 
Threats in making your own ice cream: 
 

- Experimental flavors could taste bad 
- Waste of product if flavor is bad/doesn’t turn out well 
- Have to maintain machine or it won’t work well 

 
Cubing 
 
Like a cube has six sides, the cubing technique makes you look at your topic from six different angles: 
 
Describe it: What is it? 
Compare it: What is it like/unlike? 
Associate it: What does it make you think of? 
Analyze it: What parts make it up? 
Apply it: How do you use it? 
Argue it: How do you agree with it? How do you disagree with it? 
 
Describe it: Ice cream is a sweet, flavored, frozen, milk-based dessert. 
Compare it: It is like sorbet. It is unlike ice. 
Associate it: It makes me think of taking a break from swimming on a hot summer day. 
Analyze it: It is made up of milk, cream, sugar, eggs, and flavoring. 
Apply it: You eat it either from a cone or a bowl. 
Argue it: I agree that ice cream is a tasty dessert and perfect in the summer time. I disagree that you can 
eat ice cream all year long. I also disagree that ice-cream alternatives are as good as ice cream. 


