
Build Your Own Universe – Dr Who Writing Workshop

Prewriting Practices

Prewriting is the process of generating and recording ideas without stopping to analyze or 
evaluate them. The power in prewriting comes from:

 Not stopping, just doing

 Not discounting anything

 Writing the thoughts you have, not the thoughts you think you should have

Listing

Listing is a prewriting technique designed to bring subconscious ideas into consciousness. It's a 
good technique to use when you know a general subject you're interested in writing about but 
don't exactly know what aspect of the subject you want to pursue. Listing is like a stream-of-
consciousness technique in which you rapidly record all ideas related to a general subject. All 
ideas are equally acceptable; the purpose of listing is to identify as many ideas related to the 
subject as possible. 

Listing also involves a second step. Once you've exhausted your ideas about the subject you need
to go back to those ideas and review them, crossing some off, linking others that are related, and 
marking some that seem more important than others. You can group and re-group ideas that 
you've generated, and perhaps decide to pursue some ideas further through more listing or other 
types of prewriting. 

                                         Sample of Listing

subject: Soup
chicken
medicinal properties
soup recipes
dinner
water quality and its effect on flavor of soup
web site for soup
cultures
mMediterranean soup with lamb intestines
vegetable soups
soup spots on clothing
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Mind Mapping

Mind mapping can help you become aware of different ways to think about a subject. To do a 
mind map write your general subject down in the middle of a piece of paper. Then using the 
whole sheet of paper, rapidly jot down ideas related to that subject. If an idea spawns other ideas 
link them together using lines and circles to form a cluster of ideas. The purpose here is to use 
lines and circles to show visually how your ideas relate to one another and to the main subject.

You can also start with a circle in the middle that contains your main idea and then draw lines to 
other, smaller circles that contain sub-ideas or issues related to the main idea. Try to group like 
ideas together to organize them. This tools allows you to see at a glance the aspects of the subject
and can help you choose how to focus or organize a broad subject for writing.

Sample of Mind Mapping

Freewriting

Freewriting is a famous prewriting technique proposed by Peter Elbow. It is similar to listing but 
requires more sustained writing. Freewriting helps you identify subjects in which you are 
interested. It assumes that you know your interests subconsciously but may not be able to 
identify them consciously, and it assumes that you can bring your interests into consciousness by 
writing about them (as writing equals thinking). Freewriting is like stream-of-consciousness 
writing in which you write down whatever happens to be in your thoughts at the moment. After 
you do a number of freewritings, you may find that you have come back to certain subjects again
and again. Repeated subjects are good for further development through writing, as they 
obviously are important in your thoughts.  
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How To Freewrite:

1. Get your computer or paper and pencil or pen, whatever is more comfortable for you.  

2. Set a timer for however many minutes you wish to freewrite (at least 5 minutes). 

3. Write down whatever comes into your head without concerning yourself with complete 
thoughts, whole sentences, correct spelling, or punctuation. 

 Don't be concerned about making sense in the writing. Just concentrate on recording your
thoughts and filling as much space as possible before time is up. 

 If you can't think of anything to write, just write "don't know don't know" until you have 
other thoughts. If you think that this exercise is stupid, then write "this is stupid this is 
stupid" until you have other thoughts. Remember, the purpose of freewriting is to fill as 
much space with as many words as possible in the five minutes of writing time. 

4. After the first time period, rest a minute and read over what you have written, then follow
the procedure at least two more times. 

5. Stop at this point and do something else. 

6. Do another series of timed freewritings later in the day. You may be able to discern 
common threads (repeated ideas) after you do a number of freewritings. 

The ideas you repeat are good ones for stories as they obviously are ideas that interest you. 
Remember that central to freewriting is not passing judgment on any of your ideas or censoring 
any idea that comes to mind, no matter how apparently absurd it is. This is not the time to think 
about whether or not this idea will actually fit into a paper,. At this point anything goes-- ideas, 
details, feelings, curse words, forgotten chores, whatever comes to mind: just keep writing!

Sample of Freewriting

freewriting. don't know. don't know. this is harder than I thought it would be. worried. what if I 
don't have any ideas to bring out. the writer's perpetual concern--lack of ideas. Cliches. wonder 
how they got started? had meaning at one time. say "every dog has his day" now and people will
jump at you for using sexist language. don't know. don't know. don't know. don't know. hear the 
timer ticking. time. so much to do and so little time to do it in. what is time? arbitrary or not? 
different for different people. so many people pressed for time now. wonder if time went more 
slowly in grandparents' day, if they needed 24 hrs. to do what we now do in 12. they had to use 
washboards, coal heat. greenhouse effect. are we greenhousing? greenhouse should have a nice, 
flowering plant connotation, not self-destruction. destruction by plants. Little Shop of Horrors. 
plants going crazy. at least the weeds in the garden do. do not like bugs in summer. flies and 
mosquitoes the worst. Read somewhere that June is "kill the filthy fly" month. I agree. hate those 
large flies that buzz you, usually when you're trying to eat lunch. read about cluster flies.
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'What-if' Freewriting

'What-if' is a form of  freewriting proposed by Stephen King and is particularly useful for fiction 
writers. The process is the same as that for regular freewriting except it begins by asking the 
question 'What-if . . .' You complete the question by filling in an idea that interests you. Then you
progress through the freewriting by by completing the 'what-if' thought with a 'then . . .' 
statement and prewriting about the effects of your 'what if' question. From there you alternate 
between 'What-if' . . .' and 'then . . .' as ideas come to you. As with regular freewriting it is 
important to let ideas, or even nonsense, flow freely and not to stop writing until your time is up. 
Remember not to discount any idea. At this stage anything and everything is golden.

Journalistic Questions

Asking questions is a good way to do prewriting for a story or essay. The journalist's five Ws and
one H (Who? What? Where? When? Why? and How?) are prewriting prompts that help you get a
sense of a subject's scope and the different ways you might approach it. Though you might feel 
you have answers to the journalistic questions from the outset, the goal of this prewriting is not 
to find answers (that comes later) but rather to ask more and different questions that will guide 
you in research later. A combination of your research and questioning creates a "chain" as each 
answer leads to another question, then another answer, and so on. Following where the questions 
lead results in a better grasp of the depth, breadth, and complexity of your subject or idea. 

Sample of Journalistic Questions
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Storyboarding

Drawing may be a useful prewriting tool for visually oriented people. In ARTiculating: Teaching 
Writing in a Visual World, Eric H. Hobson suggests storyboarding as a prewriting activity: 
quickly, roughly sketch six pictures of a narrative. The prewriting activity helps visual thinkers 
compose an overview of their idea that they will then translate into words.
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