Getting Started

Do you struggle with getting words down on paper? Or do you have one assignment
that you just can’t seem to get going? Chances are you’re putting too much pressure on
yourself to get started. Most everyone recognizes that actors need rehearsals, pitchers
need warm-ups, and bands need sound checks, but too often we expect to be able to
create a brilliant essay without first prewriting. The following prewriting techniques are
designed to help you generate ideas and make connections.

- Freewriting
Give yourself a time limit, like three to five minutes. Use a clock to time
yourself. Write out your thoughts non-stop. If you're searching for a topic,
write down everything that comes to your mind. Keep in mind certain
subjects that you’re interested in or would like to know more about. If you
already have a topic, write down everything you can think of that could
expand or narrow that topic. Don’t worry about finding the “best” way to
say something, and forget about your grammar and spelling. Don’t stop
typing or put down your pen until the time limit is up. If your mind goes
blank, write down whatever is in your head — your feelings, frustrations,
daydreams — until your thoughts return to your topic.

Freewriting is good for working out your thoughts and for producing raw
material. You can extend the time limit to 10 or 15 minutes after you get
warmed up. When you have finished, you can throw away the irrelevant
information and organize or refine what is pertinent to your assignment.

 Brainstorming
Write out lists as fast as you can without stopping: lists of people,
memories, argument topics, research topics — whatever assignment you
happen to be working on. Don’t worry about order, phrasing, or wording.
You can even use code words that only you can understand. Just get the
ideas down. The objective of brainstorming, like freewriting, is to get
thoughts out of your head and onto paper. Once they are on the page, you
can reorganize the items on your lists, throw some away, or add to them.
You're committed to nothing on the lists.

« Clustering
Choose a key word related to your topic. Write it in the upper third of a
blank page, leaving the lower two-thirds of the page for writing. Now, draw
a circle around your word. Ask yourself what words come to mind when
thinking of your key word. Write down these words, one after the other, as
one association leads to the next. Radiate lists outward from your center.
Draw circles around these words and draw lines from circle to circle
connecting those words that seem related. Continue jotting down ideas for
one to two minutes. Then stop, and scan the cluster. Wait until something
in the words suggests a sentence to you. After this, you can move on to
freewriting. Clustering is good for exploring, clarifying, narrowing, and
expanding a topic. An example of clustering is on the back of this page.
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Remember, prewriting is an exploratory stage. You are not committed to any of the
ideas that surface. Generate as many ideas as possible so when it comes times to write
the essay, you’ll have an abundance of material to work from. This will help you avoid
beginning with a terrifying blank page.
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