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Finding a Good Topic is Hard These Days
Fall 2009 / Consulting

by Kelly Kamp, Western Kentucky University

Conducting effective brainstorming consultations

Kelly Kamp

An uninspired student’s eyes roam over horizontal lines hoping to catch a
glimpse of something breathtaking.

Many students blame the anxiety of writing a paper on the fact
that they do not know about what to write.

Yet, the student only grasps whiteness, a bold blankness that shocks the
system causing frustration and anxiety. A pen points at the ready, but words
worthy of capture refuse to surface. Finally, the desire to quit settles into both
the pen-holding hand and the cerebrum, and both shut off. The student
accomplishes nothing.

When a professor assigns a paper, the most daunting task for a student usually
involves figuring out how to get started. Many students blame the anxiety of
writing a paper on the fact that they do not know about what to write. Thus,
they decide on a topic that their teacher suggests or something they may have
overheard in passing. Then, they are stuck with an uninspiring topic, and their
papers refuse to grow into anything, which leaves blank pages and an equally
blank mind. Writing center tutors need to be able to help students brainstorm
about the appropriate topic.

Once a student enters the writing center requesting help on finding a topic for a
paper, the tutor must fully understand the prompt for the paper to ensure that
the student, while selecting a topic, does not flutter away from the point of the
assignment. Tutors should read a paper prompt or ask the students to clarify by



asking questions about the class, the teacher’s expectations, and the prompt. A
tutor must also sing praises about brainstorming. Brainstorming may be
imperative to finding a topic because brainstorming helps students jump-start
the writing process by providing ideas for the topic or the thesis.

Several ways to brainstorm exist. To break the ice of such an enterprise, the
tutor would probably find it helpful just to ask the student some questions. If
the paper is a personal statement, for example, the tutor could ask the student
about individual aspects of his or her future, including jobs, family, travels,
money, and fame. In essence, the tutor becomes the Socrates-type mentor who
continually asks the student questions until the student begins to settle on his
or her own ideas for the paper.

For example, when I had to help a student brainstorm for a paper about a piece
of literature, I started by asking him about types of books he liked to read.

“What was the book you last read?”

He responded, “I don’t like to read.”

This conversation inspired me to think about things a little differently and to
help him find a piece of literature he would actually consider interesting to write
about for a paper. Finally, a stroke of brilliance hit and severed the negative
responses the student threw at me. “Do you like theater?”

I watched as the student’s face broke into a smile. “I just saw A Raisin in the
Sun. It was the movie version, but it started as a play, right?”

I reassured him while checking the prompt to make sure that plays were
appropriate and that he would be able to write about it. Although this particular
session sailed smoothly, tutors should remember to implement open-
mindedness while working with students, who may be unenthusiastic, tired, or
drained from a long week.

Another step, which may also act as another method for a tutor, is having a
student write up a list of as many ideas that come to mind within a matter of
minutes. During my session with my newly-discovered-theater-enthusiast, I
had him take out a sheet of paper. I told him to write as many ideas as he
could that pertained to A Raisin in the Sun.

If a student does stop writing, then it may be time for a tutor to
ask the student continual questions or verbally to spit-ball his or
her own ideas in order to get the student’s creative juices flowing
and to make the list longer.

He refused to make the list silently and would excitedly exclaim multiple
aspects of the play. “I could talk about how controversial it was when it first
opened, and I could talk about how even though it is about a black family a
person could change the race of the family and it could still be just as powerful.
It speaks to so many….” The student may say that the list will be short, but if
the tutor insists that the student does not stop writing until a certain time-
allotment is over, then the student will probably come upon ideas that he or she
never thought existed and were just buried within the deep recesses of his or
her mind. If a student does stop writing, then it may be time for a tutor to ask
the student continual questions or verbally to spit-ball his or her own ideas in
order to get the student’s creative juices flowing and to make the list longer.
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For my particular session, the list began to grow as he began to dissect the play
and to get to its meat. A tutor can support this with asking the student follow-
up questions about his or her list to see if a more general idea may become
narrower for a paper topic. The student happily left our session and promised
me that he would return after the next step of his paper: research.

A third method of brainstorming takes place when a tutor has a student
research a general topic online or in the library. The research may bring up
many narrower focuses that stem from the general topic of the assigned paper.
If the student’s paper is supposed to be over a piece of literature, the student
could sweep the web and skim through books to find a summary or a critical
analysis of such a broad idea. Tutors should remind students about credible
websites to use, such as newspapers and their university’s or college’s
databases. Also, if students hit a bump with starting the research, a tutor could
provide possible keywords to help lead the student in the right direction, such
as literature or dramas. A student may be able to condense the concept of
literature into the more defined topic of plays, which could lead into an even
narrower topic of A Raisin in the Sun. Then, Raisin may lead to even better
ideas, such as the effect it had on America when it first opened in the 1960s.
Soon, a topic that is suitable to the student’s taste and the assignment appears
and helps the student begin the paper.

A student’s eyes already shine with enthusiasm and knowledge and roam over
horizontal lines. They grasp whiteness–a bold blankness that excites and
inspires. A pen, pointed at the ready, connects to the paper filling in the spaces
with worthy words and wonderfully well-thought connections. The student’s
desire to keep writing until the paper finishes sweeps across body and mind.
The right topic helps inspire and helps carry the paper to its finish-line and its
winning accomplishment.

____________________
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