Guidelines for Freewriting (Adapted from Elbow, P (1998) Writing Without Teachers

It's amazing what you can produce in just two or three minutes! The sense of achievement can be a good motivator/antidote to writer's block or procrastination ...

Free Writing Top Tips:
What: The setting of pen to paper, or fingers to keyboard, for a specific, timed period, in response to a stimulus 'trigger' word or phrase. The writer follows a set of rules which are designed to encourage the writing of thoughts and ideas exactly as they come to mind, with no conscious 'censorship' or selection, no revision, correction or editing.’

Why:  To help with 'getting started', understanding the question, coping with feeling 'blocked' or with finding that they constantly put off work on an essay or written assignment.

How:

* Determine a 'trigger' word or phrase (collectively if working with colleagues, or 'brainstorm' your own)

* Set a time limit (e.g. 5 minutes)

* Write without stopping

* Write what comes to mind without censoring, judging or thinking about it

* If your mind goes blank, write the trigger phrase - and again, until new ideas arrive!

* NO STOPPING!

* NO EDITING, 'CORRECTING' OR CHANGING!

Five suggested approaches:

1) 'Braindumping'

I use this term to refer to a very brief exercise where students are asked at the outset of a session - a lecture, seminar or other group event - to write out any issues that come to mind in response to the title or topic about to be addressed. The exercise should be limited to between two and five minutes. I have found that three minutes is plenty for this. The purpose is to act as a 'warm up' and it is a way to signal that active involvement in the session will be encouraged. Participants need to know that this is not merely a gimmick or an exercise conducted for it own sake - the results produced will be utilised during the session.

Making use of the braindump can then take a number of forms: Students can be asked to spend another three minutes talking to a neighbour to compare expectations, issues and questions about the forthcoming session arising from the writing they produced. Another use is to return to and continue the braindump after some input - say half-way through a lecture. I encourage students to enter a dialogue with the 'self' who wrote the previous piece by answering questions raised initially, or posing new ones, breaking down assumptions revealed or responding with new ideas. This process can continue through several cycles where the various emerging 'selves' (viewpoints with associated motivations and worldviews) can be compared or set to debate with each other.

Another use of braindumping is as an initial response to an assignment task or essay question. It is a way to bring questions, fears, uncertainties, ideas and intentions to the surface. Students report that such an exercise helps them to get started with a piece of work in a relatively relaxed fashion. A frequent comment made is that ideas emerge in the braindump that the writer was not consciously aware of and which often prove useful in the subsequent planning and writing of the assignment.

2) Freewriting to get started

Students frequently say that getting started on a piece of written work is hard. A freewriting exercise, since it is not designed to be 'academic' or 'correct', and can include personal comment, can be a helpful way to get going. One student I worked with recently wrote that freewriting '... gives you the OK to just let it all hang out. I'd never been allowed to write like that before. Part of me went 'wowee this is fun'! But of course half of what comes out you couldn't possibly show your tutor.'

Instead of assuming you must begin at the beginning, a freewriting exercise can be set up to help students address any aspect of the assignment. It allows creative approaches to structuring the work by giving permission to the writer to express any views, thoughts or questions in any sequence, as they happen to arise. The result cannot usually (given conventional guidelines for essays or assignments) be included in the work to be handed in, but in 'portfolio' work may be selectively used to form background evidence. Freewritten work of this kind will, of course, require much subsequent editing and reworking to form it into text that can be included in an assignment, but the mere act of producing something - and in such an relatively effortless way - seems to have a very positive influence on students morale.

3) Freewriting to prompt the development of argument

A group of nursing students were asked to write an essay in response to the question: is nursing a profession? A series of freewriting activities based around 'triggers' they produced as a group proved very helpful. The initial triggers consisted simply of a list of groups in society who might have a view about nursing. This first list included patients, doctors, the government and the Royal College of Nursing. After a first cycle of freewriting from the supposed points of view of these groups, the students discussed their work and several expressed the realisation that their own views had been given no place in the process so far. A number pointed out that they had put doctors very high up on their initial list and wanted to explore why this should be. A second cycle of freewriting where personal views were expressed sparked a highly animated discussion revolving around issues of gender and role in the interface between doctors and nurses and in commonly expressed public perceptions. Other issues which emerged for debate included: representation and trades unionism; professionalism, social responsibility and public accountability. The main conclusion reached at the close of the session was that far too much material had been generated for the set assignment. Now the task facing the students was one of choosing their priorities in developing an argument to answer the set question. The freewriting had certainly helped them to see which issues they themselves felt most strongly about.

4) Who speaks this text?

This is not a freewriting activity but an introduction to discourse analysis in which freewriting might be used to 'comment' on texts of whatever variety - including students' own freewritten texts from the above exercises or published material of any kind. The inspiration for the activity comes from materials produced by a group of UK teachers in the 1980s in response to the introduction of the National Curriculum for schools. The key questions they propose for students to 'ask' of any text (or parts of it) are:

Who speaks this text?

Who is being spoken to?

Where does this text come from?

What kind of text is this?

What does the text want?

What does this text mean to me?

Many students tell us how they feel about writing. These reports often include feelings of powerlessness or confusion. They are required to write conventional pieces - essays, lab reports etc - on the basis of which they will be assessed - and, on which assessments, their success as graduates or postgraduates will depend. The inevitability of assessment against standards and conventions of academic writing products (criteria which often seem to be more implicit than explicit) therefore hangs over these students. These factors are experienced as a coercive force which cannot but influence and constrain the writing they produce for their studies to a high degree. Under these circumstances it would not be surprising to find that students asked to write 'reflectively' for assessed work - as they increasingly are required to do - may feel uncomfortable and unable to decide quite how to do it - or what their 'reflective' voice is (see, for example, Moon 2001).

My own experience is that students given an opportunity to write (using, say a 'brain-dump' activity where they are asked simply to write whatever comes into their heads about a topic for two minutes), free from the primary constraint (real or assumed) of negative assessment by teachers, are often delighted to find that, among other things, they are able to produce work some of which can readily be made coherent, is original, authentic and may yield new, previously unconscious, insights - and can subsequently be extremely helpful to them in working towards assessed written products. One of the most important outcomes of freewriting in my view is that of empowering students to express themselves - and then to exercise choice about what aspects of their expression they brings to the public domain of the written assignment.

5. Story telling

Using the freewritten material to tell stories in pairs small groups is a way to facilitate reflection. Stories insist on contextualisation because there is always an audience who want to know who the characters are and what the background to the story is. Stories need to be located in time and space - and the key players need to be introduced. The action must be described and this requires a mechanism - a logical order - that satisfies the listeners' need to understand, to follow the events and to identify with characters. In the oral tradition, there is room or dialogue - question and answer - between the story teller and audience.

There are a number of functions of stories - in educational contexts in particular, we can see two key ones: the first is to do with making sense of what happened and the second is about allowing an emotional release. It is often important to move beyond affective responses to enable learning in the cognitive and rational modes to take place. Story-telling can enable this to happen.
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