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Brainstorming is the first step to any writing assignment or activity you do. Sometimes brainstorming can be 
intimidating—staring at a blank page with nothing but an open prompt can leave you uncertain of where to go next. 
Luckily, there a number of ways to brainstorm, and the only measure of whether a technique is “right” or “wrong” is 
how well it works for you. This handout offers a few common strategies to help get your brainstorming process started. 

Strategy One: Brain Dump 
A “Brain Dump” is exactly what it sounds like. After reading your assignment guidelines and prompts, give yourself a few 
minutes to absorb it. Then, set a timer for five minutes and grab a pencil and paper. Start your timer and don’t stop 
writing until it goes off. Writing anything you can think of related to your guidelines and prompts—even if something 
unrelated to your paper crosses your mind, write it down!  

After your timer goes off, reflect on what you have. Go through what’s written and cross out anything that isn’t relevant 
to your topic, then look at what is left. Do you see any possible paper topics or research questions? What about the start 
of a topic sentence or thesis? You can repeat this process as needed throughout the writing process. Brain dumps can 
help you identify topics that interest you, possible areas to research further, and ideas that might not have come to you 
otherwise. 

Strategy Two: Outline 
Outlines let you lay your essay in a simplified view that highlights key information and essay organization. Generally 
speaking, outlines have you write out the key sections of your paper in one to two sentence summations. You can use 
our handouts on Introductions, Thesis Statements, Body Paragraphs, and Conclusions to help identify the key elements 
of an essay and how to arrange them while you are brainstorming and planning. 

Strategy Three: Word Web 
To create a word web, start with a single word or a couple of words that represent a key aspect of your paper (like your 
paper topic, your main argument, or a paragraph topic) and write them in the center of a piece of paper. This is now the 
center of your word web. Next, think of words, arguments, facts, questions, and ideas that relate to your word web’s 
center and write them around the outside of your center word or phrase. You now have a web of concepts that relate to 
your initial central concept. From here, you can repeat the word web process with any of the new concepts you created. 

Word webs allow you to brainstorm concepts around a central theme or idea in a way that can highlight which concepts 
you have the most interest in, which you have the most ideas for, or which are most relevant to your central topic. This 
strategy is a great resource if you find that you relate to things better by seeing connections between ideas or if you like 
to work kinesthetically with information.  

Don’t Forget: 
Not all brainstorming methods work for everyone, and you may find that some of these methods work better for you 
than others. Don’t be afraid to try a few different ones before finding the strategy that works best, and be prepared that 
a method that works for one paper or course might not work perfectly for another. If you are ever completely stuck on 
where to go next, don’t be afraid to talk to your professor for recommendations and guidance, and feel free to visit the 
Writing Lab for brainstorming help!  
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