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Key Ideas

The first step in writing is probably to decide what to write about. A
common reaction to a writing task is “Gee, I have no idea about it” or “I don’t
have any idea that really counts.” The truth is, anyone can find some ideas that
are interesting and worth sharing. What we need is a proper brainstorming
process and a bit more confidence. Let me tell you a story about how students

can be helped to find an idea that really counts.

It was the first writing class of a new semester. I asked the students to
share their vacation experiences. I encouraged them to try to recollect as many
memories as possible by giving them clues such as the funniest moment, the
best time, an unforgettable event, a lesson I have learned, a new skill that I
have mastered, a sad occasion, etc. Hence, the students started using prewriting
techniques—freewriting, clustering or listing to brainstorm. They were urged to
generate as many ideas as possible describing what they did or what happened to
them during the previous vacation. They were told not to worry about grammar
or spelling at this point, just quickly to put down as many ideas as possible on
paper.

Then I asked them to choose one from those ideas to describe to their study
partners. You bet they would choose the most impressive or meaningful thing to

talk about. After that, I asked them to write a paragraph about that event.
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It was a simple activity, but it clearly demonstrated the process of generating
ideas, narrowing down (finding a topic), working on it and making it a complete
piece.

Easy as the task may seem, many students still had trouble choosing a worthy
topic to talk or write about. They would say, “I went back to my hometown/I

stayed at school to attend a summer course, but nothing in particular happened.”

Familiarity breeds contempt? Now, it is time to stop

devaluing yourself or things around you. i

It so happened that I invited a girl to come to the front and share the
most valuable lesson she had learned (we focused on that aspect during the
brainstorming exercise) before I gave the whole class time to put their chosen
event on paper. She started timidly by saying “I had an ordinary life last vacation.
Nothing extraordinary happened. I just stayed on campus and took some courses
with New Oriental School.” Then she hesitated, “It might be a trivial detail but
what impressed me most were two Japanese girls in the class. They wore heavy
make-up and had weird hairdos. At first I thought they must be people with
strange attitudes and I tried to stay away from them. But later on I discovered
they were polite and hardworking. Getting to know them made me realize this:

Never judge people according to their appearance.”

I couldn’t believe my luck that she came up with such a good example. What
she learned was not trivial at all. It was a great lesson. And the way she presented
it was typical—we do not believe things of real value will happen to us, done by
us or have anything to do with us. We have been living in a culture of self-denial
for so long that we forget those trivial things happening to us amount to grave

importance in life. We do not have life-changing experiences every day, probably

Prewriting and Brainstorming —



HRIEH G B
BIRRE SR

» &«

not even for years. It is those so-called “petty” “little” “trivial” things that count,
that help shape us into what we are. And we, full persons to be respected as

anyone else, count as well.
Unstructured Techniques for Generating Ideas

When it comes to prewriting, most writing guides will talk about the
techniques mentioned above: freewriting, listing or clustering. Freewriting is an
effective way to generate ideas for topics that affect you personally. Similarly,

clustering, diagramming and listing are good ways to generate ideas too.

Things seem to be fuzzier with argumentative writing, which may be less
personal and more challenging. The most obvious step to take with controversial
topics is to brainstorm a list of pros and cons and see which outweigh which.
Then where do those pro and con ideas come from? Not having enough ideas is
precisely most students’ problem. To deal with this problem, we may break the
writing task into several more accessible sub-tasks and freewrite or brainstorm

on those smaller, easily accessible tasks.

Let’s take the TEM-8 writing task “Does Financial Disparity Affect friendship?”
for example. It is a good, debatable topic. What stand do we take? What
evidence could we give? Before we reach a conclusion, we may brainstorm on the
following smaller topics: What is friendship? What activities do friends do? What
shows that two people are in a relationship that could be called friendship? If

you use the clustering technique, you may come up with a graph similar to this:

Clustering
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Or you may classify friendship in a different way, using a different graphic

organizer:

A linear diagram

The next step is to examine which components/types of friendship are or
are not affected by money. If you focus on the point that friends are people
who enjoy doing things together, you may conclude that money matters. Richer
people and poorer people tend to go to different places for fun activities; they
buy different products and are likely to have totally different lifestyles. They will

probably drift away from each other due to financial inequality.

If you decide to start from the understanding that true friendship is only
possible between good men (Cicero, On Friendship) and that perfect, long-
lasting friendship is based on goodness (Aristotle), you would probably agree
that money does not matter. Both wealthier and poorer people can be honest,
righteous and can devote themselves to a worthy cause. Here the Marx and
Engels story fits in. You may reason that true friendship is rare and true friends

are not to be estranged by financial gap.

To sum up, those wide-spread prewriting techniques help. We may freewrite
to brainstorm and generate ideas, and we may use graphic organizers such as a
cluster or a diagram to plan, expand and organize our ideas. For complicated
argumentative writing tasks, breaking down the topic into several sub-concepts

and brainstorming on those smaller topics may be helpful.

Prewriting and Brainstorming —
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Those are called unstructured techniques because ideas may be expanded

towards any direction. Experienced writers, however, often use structured

techniques to help generate ideas as well. Structured techniques are based on

asking questions which helps direct our thinking towards coping with the topic

at hand more directly. That will be discussed in the second unit.

\ Practice

1.

Brainstorming and paragraph writing
1) Brainstorm on what you did or what happened to you during your last

vacation. Try to list as many things as possible.

2) Choose one interesting, unforgettable or valuable lesson or incident to

tell to your classmates.
3) Write about that lesson or incident. Develop it into a paragraph.

Brainstorming on an argumentative topic

The Ministry of Education prescribed in the 2014-revised National
Student Physical Health Standards that students with a PE score lower than
50% shall not receive their diploma upon graduation, applicable to high
schools, vocational schools and universities. What is your opinion about the
issue? Do you think it sensible to make physical performance a prerequisite
for a university degree?

[You may try breaking down this topic into smaller concepts and brainstorm
on each of them in relation to the larger question.]
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N\, From Reading to Writing

Read the sample student essay on the topic “Does Financial Disparity Affect
Friendship2” and answer the questions after it.

Financial Disparity Can Pull People Apart

by Agnes Wang

It is a well acknowledged truth that friendship is one of the few things in

the world that you cannot purchase with cash or your credit card. It is also
undeniable that friendship is one of the most precious and cherished emotions
that human beings are capable of. It is usually right that when we choose our
friends, we may consider their characters or interests first. However, the financial
factor can have much greater influence on friendship than you ever imagined. In

fact, financial disparity can pull people apart in an unwitting but irresistible way.

If you’ve never found how financial factors work on you, there is an
extremely easy way to do it. You can just find a little piece of paper and write
down the names of six friends that you like to spend time together with. The
chance is slim that there will be two or more millionaires in your list if you are
not one yourself. In fact, you will probably find that there is not a huge financial
disparity between your friends and yourself, although you may never have
considered the financial factor when choosing friends. What is the cause of this
phenomenon? An unconscious jealousy of people who are much richer? A hidden
disdain for people who are poorer? No. The real cause behind the phenomenon
works more unconsciously: People are more likely to meet people of the same
economic level and be friends with them; financial disparity results in different

lifestyles and pastimes.

Before children go to school, they play with their peers who live in the
neighborhood. Similar house values in a certain area deicide that families of

children who play together are likely to have similar economic levels. When they

Prewriting and Brainstorming WNI
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go to school, it is natural that children from rich families go to expensive elite
private schools and children from poor families go to cheap normal schools.
When people start working, they begin to make friends with their workmates,

who probably have similar incomes.

In addition, people with financial disparities spend their free time in different
ways. The rich dine in French restaurants, play golf, and fly to another country
to get away from the heat in summer, none of which are affordable for people
who are trying to make ends meet. How can people become friends if they do not

have similarity in the choice of recreation and leisure?

All in all, even if most people are not aware of it, financial disparity affects

friendships covertly but overwhelmingly.

\ & Discuss the following questions after you read the sample essay.
1) How dbés the writer begin her essay?
2) Whatis the thesis statement? Where does it occur in the essay?
3) What major reasons 'doe’é the writer give to support her thesis?

4) Do you find the evndence convincing? Do you have any evidence that
would support a counter—argument7 '

5) How does the essay end? Does the writer forcefully state her opinion
again? '

Writing Exercises

=

Complete and improve the paragraph writing task in the first activity of the
Practice Section. Make sure your paragraph has a clear focus.

2. Try writing a passage on the topic “Physical Performance—A Prerequisite
for Academic Diplomas?”.



