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 W I C O R

Brainstorming: It’s not just clustering

Goal
Students will be able to 
use several modes of 
brainstorming to generate 
ideas and information.

Rationale 
There are many ways to 
brainstorm, and all are 
effective ways to elicit 
information from a variety of 
sources and using a variety 
of techniques. Brainstorming 
is a versatile tool that can 
be used for reviewing, for 
test preparation, and for 
accessing information for 
essay construction.

Teacher References

Matrix

Student Handouts

Bodystorming

Instructional Steps 
Visual Brainstorming with a Bulletin Board Photo  
(or with a document camera for a shorter version of this activity)

1. Post a photograph connected to your upcoming lesson. Place the 
photo in the middle of a bulletin board that has been covered with  
a large expanse of butcher paper (or similar-type paper).

2. Entitle the entire bulletin board with only a large question mark. Or, 
if you think students need a prompt for comments that will follow, 
post a question such as: “What is the photographer emphasizing or 
saying in this picture?”

3. Invite students to post questions or comments about the picture 
as they enter or leave the classroom throughout the week. Provide 
sticky notes for this purpose.

4. Allow a sufficient time for comments to be placed on the board.

5. Debrief the posted comments with such questions as “What is the 
focus of this picture? What is the photographer showing about the 
subject(s) of this picture? What do you notice about the details?”

6. Use the information the students have brainstormed/listed about 
the photograph as an introduction to a reading or a writing 
assignment or as the beginning of research into an event related 
to the reading. For example, a photograph from the trial of the 
Scottsboro Boys introduces the atmosphere of the 1930s and is a 
strong introduction to the To Kill a Mockingbird reading.

Visual Dramatics or Bodystorming
(Gray, Brown, & Macanufo, 2010)

Much in the same way television crime programs use re-enactment 
as a tool to determine how a crime took place, visual dramatics uses 
participants’ bodies to generate ideas or to “bodystorm.”

1. Divide the class into groups of four.

2. Explain the object of this exercise: To act out a true/real life situation 
from their reading so they, the students, discover the possible 
motivations behind the human behavior in the scenes.

3. Present the “bodystorming” situation to the teams, and give them a 
list of occurrences that must take place within a dramatic portrayal 
of a scene.
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4. Let them know that since this was a real event, they will have to figure out not 
only how it happened but the impact of the event on the future.

5. Give the students a reflection assignment at the conclusion of the visual 
dramatics.

For example, after reading about the Dust Bowl in such books as Children of the Dust 
Bowl by Jerry Stanley, students dramatize three days of the Lewis family’s migration 
from Oklahoma, traveling 2000 miles and three weeks in a flatbed truck.

As the students re-enact what happened scene by scene, they improvise to fit each  
of the situations listed.

At the conclusion of visual drama, students reflect on the scene and the potential 
long term effects of the migration.

Reframe the problem

1. Assign students in groups to brainstorm from other perspectives. (See Teacher 
Reference:  Example Reframing Matrix and Student Handout: Reframing Matrix.)

2. Have students record the situation for brainstorming in the center box of the 
Student Handout: Reframing Matrix.

3. Ask students to list possible “perspectives” (i.e., people or roles) for the graph. For 
example, in the Teacher Reference: Reframing Matrix sample, the mayor is one 
such perspective.

4. Using a document camera, display the brainstormed list of people or roles for the 
matrix.

5. Select one such perspective (such as the mayor in the sample) and debrief with 
students how that person might view or react to the situation they placed in the 
center box.

6. Ask students to complete the matrix and to use the information in the 
brainstorming and debriefing as information for follow-up assignment (an essay,  
a discussion, a further reading assignment, a Socratic Seminar, etc.)

ABC Brainstorming
(Ricci & Wahlgren, 1998)

1. Have students use one whole sheet of notebook paper, turned landscape style, to 
create a grid of boxes with one letter of the alphabet in A to Z order in each box. 
(See Student Handout: ABC Brainstorming)

2. Pair students (or have them do this individually) to list as many terms or facts 
on a topic as they can, but the terms must begin with the letter in the box. Give 
students a specific number of minutes to complete the task.

3. Call time when the time allotment is up, and ask students to count the number 
of terms or words in their boxes. The student(s) with the most terms correctly 
listed reads the words in each box. Those students who do not have the words or 
terms may write them in their boxes because the goal is for everyone to access 
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information. Have the same person answer any class questions regarding use 
of specific terms from his/her alphabetic listings. If there are no questions, the 
teacher asks some.

4. Begin the debriefing process with the entire class, asking various students to 
explain their answers.

5. Use the information gathered from sharing to begin class debriefing. The ABC 
Brainstorming can be used as a test preparation tool, a brainstorming list for a 
specific assignment, or as a pre-writing tool for a formal essay.

Differentiation
Increased Scaffolding

ensure participation in the process.

brainstorm.

of the brainstormed list.

an essay. For more detailed information on “List, Group, Label,” see The Write Path 
English Language Arts: Exploring Texts with Strategic Reading.

Increased Rigor

rather than verbal procedures. Having students focus on the rhetorical occasion 
(for example, who created the visual, why the artist created the visual and what 
specific audience is being targeted) helps all students generate more creative 
responses.

The Write Path English Language Arts: Exploring 
Texts with Strategic Reading for visual processing suggestions.

Using Technology
http://www.realinnovation.com/content/c070604a.asp. This site 

dispenses simple brainstorming advice and offers suggestions of various ways to 
implement.

Other AVID Resources
The Write Path English Language Arts: Exploring Texts with Strategic Reading
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STUDENT SAMPLE

ABC Brainstorming
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STUDENT HANDOUT

ABC Brainstorming
Directions: List as many terms or facts as you can recall in each box. Each term/fact must begin with the letter 
that is indicated in the box.

A B C D E F

G H I J K L

M N O P Q R

S T U V W X Y Z

(Adapted from Ricci & Wahlgren, 1998)


