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THE ACADEMIC WRITING STUDENTS' PERCEPTIONS TOWARD 

PREWRITING ACTIVITIES: A QUALITATIVE STUDY ON ACADEMIC 

WRITING CLASSES 

 

Dian Pratiwi 

 

ABSTRACT 

 

Prewriting activities like brainstorming and outlining are commonly conducted 

in academic writing class and teachers believe that such prewriting activities are 

beneficial and necessary to be conducted in the academic paper writing. Yet, students 

may have their own perceptions toward brainstorming and outlining, whether they are 

helpful and important or not. This study aims to investigate students’ perceptions 

toward brainstorming and outlining in academic writing class. Fifteen English 

Department students who already took academic writing class participated in this 

study. Semi structured interview was used to get participants’ opinions about doing 

brainstorming and outlining in academic writing class. Using descriptive written 

explanation the data from the interview was analyzed. The result showed that most of 

the participants shared the perceptions that brainstorming and outlining were helpful 

and necessary to be conducted in the prewriting stage. However, it was also found that 

there were a small number of students who did not need prewriting activities because 

of their preferences and writing habits. This study suggests that brainstorming and 

outlining were necessary to be conducted because of their positive contributions 

toward students’ academic papers. 

 

Keyword : students’ perceptions, prewriting activities, brainstorming, outlining, 

academic writing 

 

INTRODUCTION 

For those who take Academic Writing course in the Faculty of Language 

and Literature in Satya Wacana Christian University (SWCU), they do acknowledge 

that writing at the level of university is not merely writing down what one has in her 

or his mind. Especially when it comes to write academic papers, university students 
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are required to put critical thinking toward what they write. This matter leads to the 

assumption that writing becomes cognitive process that can not be separated from 

academic papers. At an advanced level, writing an extended text does not only 

involve the language system but also it requires the cognitive system for memory and 

also thinking ( Kellogg, 2008). Writing can be described as a skill which requires 

students to plan and clearly organize their thinking in coherent manner to achieve the 

writing essence (Oluikpe, 1979, as cited in Akinwamide, 2012). 

Writing process can be divided into three stages which commonly refer to 

prewriting, writing, and postwriting. Prewriting is a stage when writers plan 

everything before coming to writing process. Writers will start to think about the 

audience and the purpose of writing their academic papers. Several useful prewriting 

activities like brainstorming (generating list, questioning, clustering, and freewriting) , 

outlining, note taking, etc are commonly done in this stage. Second, writing is a stage 

when writers write everything according to what he/she planned before. Here, the 

writers focus on what they want to say in their academic papers. And last, postwriting 

is a stage when editing and revising are conducted toward what have been written 

before. It is more than correcting spelling or grammar. Indeed, the revision also 

applies on the ideas and logic (Bello, 2011). This stage allows the writers to start 

again, delete or add some parts of the writing. 

Following writing process for academic purpose is not as simple as what it 

was written. In reality, it is known by the students that writing for academic purposes 

can be complicated process and it is not simply one go process. As the consequence 

teachers need to assist the students in academic writing process in order to fulfill the 
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importance of writing. Kolawade ( 2008, as cited in Akinwamide, 2012) suggested 

that writing technique and the utilization of writing to express one’s idea and thinking 

in logical an coherent manner needs to be taught well. This matter draws teachers’ 

attention to provide effective ways to teach academic writing.  

Lessening students’ difficulties in writing academic papers can be 

considered as one of the effective ways to teach writing. As a complicated process, 

problems will be found in every stages of writing process (prewriting, writing, 

postwriting). Students may already struggle from the moment they start to write their 

academic papers. Often, writers do not find ideas for what they will write about until 

exploring their thinking in written forms ( Langan, 2011). For example, students find 

it difficult to decide what topic they would write, or the students are faced with many 

ideas at the beginning and they end up with difficulties to organize those ideas, or a 

lot of them get writers’ block that makes them do not have any ideas on how to start 

their writing. 

As the result, prewriting activities are conducted to help the students be 

prepared to write their academic papers. Prewriting is considered as an effective way 

to minimize students’ problems at the beginning of writing process. Pre-writing 

activities are important since it can help students to organize and develop their ideas 

at the next stage of writing process ( Camps, 2005). Flower and Hayes (1981) said 

that pre-writing has helped improving the teaching of composing by paying attention 

to planning and discovery as primary parts of the writing process. They offered 

planning as internal representation of the knowledge that will be used in writing.  
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Planning in prewriting activities includes some sub processes. The first one 

is generating ideas or retrieving important information from the writer’s memory. The 

second sub process is organizing. It gives meaningful structure to the writer’s ideas. 

Also, organizing is being able to group ideas and form a new concept. And the third 

one is goal setting or goals that created by writers through composing process. 

Other benefits that can be obtained by doing prewriting activities as 

Mahnam and Nejadansari (2012) stated is that prewriting activities are beneficial to 

help the students’ skill of observing and evaluating, to allow the students testing their 

ideas, exploring topics and getting a feel for their subjects and to help students saving 

time by deciding which topics are worth to be developed. 

Relating to the benefits of prewriting activities in academic writing, one 

type of prewriting activities will result on particular benefits. The benefits that 

students could obtain depend on what kind of prewriting activities they take for their 

academic papers. Related study about the topic was discussed in Mahnam and 

Nejadansari ( 2012 ). They found that concept mapping, reading, and negotiating as 

prewriting activities were beneficial on improving writing achievement of Iranian 

EFL students as a mean of constructing knowledge. The study showed that 

participants in the experimental group wrote better in their compositions using the 

prewriting activities assigned. 

Another study on the effectiveness of prewriting activities was shown by 

Moghaddas and Zakariazadeh (2011) who involved 120 female and male students at 

Osmania University in their research. Their research was based on the use of videos 

and reading comprehension text to improve writing skill composition of advance level 
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students. The finding showed that using videos as a pre-writing task had positive 

effects to improve composition and to helped second language learners in their 

writing.  

Despite of various types of prewriting activities offered by other 

researchers and their positive contributions on writing composition, this study will 

focus only on brainstorming and outlining since brainstorming and outlining are two 

kinds of prewriting activities which are commonly conducted in Academic Writing 

classes at the English Department of Satya Wacana Christian University. 

Brainstorming 

Brainstorming refers to generating ideas as quickly as possible. It allows 

the writers to write down all the ideas that are related to the topic within a short period 

of time. There is nothing stupid in brainstorming, so writers do not need to put 

judgments toward what they write in brainstorming (McCrimmon, 1984, p.39). At the 

beginning of brainstorming the writers produce the ideas that related to the subject as 

quickly as possible. Later, as they finish jotting down the ideas that they have in mind, 

it is possible to examine those ideas when they reread or review what they have 

written. The writers try to focus on the ideas that are appropriate to be included and 

they can omit the unacceptable thoughts and uninteresting ideas for their papers. 

Smith and Croghan (2009) offered different kinds of brainstorming such as 

generating a list, creating web or cluster, free writing and questioning. The description 

for each kind of brainstorming offered is different from one to another. Generating list 

is collecting ideas and details that are related to the subject in the form of list. Unlike 
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generating a list, creating a web or cluster refers to generating ideas by relating one 

idea to another by using lines, boxes, circles and arrows to show the relationship 

among those ideas. Another one is free writing. Free writing is writing down in rough 

sentences or phrases everything that comes to mind about a possible topic. And the 

last one of brainstorming types is questioning or generating ideas and details by 

asking questions about the subject. 

A related study about the practice of brainstorming was conducted by 

Camps (2005). His study showed that brainstorming contributed in a non native 

speaker postgraduate student’s thesis writing. From the interview it was found that 

brainstorming helped the student to develop the most relevant point required in the 

thesis in order to explain the objectives, the methodology for data collection and the 

results. 

Outlining 

After choosing topics and narrowing them down, outlining is conducted to 

organize those ideas. According to Shaw (1978) outlining is organizing several related 

ideas in a logical order that can fulfill the aims of composing. An outline can be 

informal or formal. In the outline usually writers put the main topic and its supporting 

details and arrange them in a logical order, an order that the reader will easy to 

understand and follow. The writers need to arrange their major points and how to 

connect them to the minor ones. 

 

Shaw (1978) suggested three types of outlines. The first one is topic outline 

or the outline that consists of words and phrases to organize the ideas. For this type of 

outline complete sentences are not necessary. The second type is the sentence outline. 
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It is the outline which uses complete sentences for main divisions and whole 

subordinate sections. And the last one is the paragraph outline. This kind of outline 

consists of a set of sentences which each sentence gives the main idea for a whole 

paragraph. 

Outlining as a prewriting activity helps the students to organize their ideas 

in writing their academic papers. Camps (2005) showed in his study that outlining 

provided a way to classify the ideas in thesis written by a postgraduate student. He 

interviewed four non native speaker post graduate students and revealed that one of 

the students stated that outlining worked as a planner to show direction, as an 

indicator for writing headings and as an index for the section of the paper. 

It has been discussed before that conducting outlining and brainstorming as 

prewriting activities bring benefits to the students at the beginning of their writing 

process. This is why teachers assign their students to make outlines or brainstorms 

before starting to write their drafts. Still, students’ perception toward doing 

brainstorming and outlining can be vary. Some of them may say that they are assisted 

by brainstorms and outlines. Yet, other students may think differently about doing 

brainstorming and outlining. Possibly, they would argue that they could write even 

without doing those. 

In some cases students do brainstorming and outlining because the lecture 

assigns them to do it, but they do not necessarily use them. This study aims at 

investigating ED students’ perceptions toward brainstorming and outlining as 

prewriting activities in academic writing class. The findings of the study are believed 

to be valuable data regarding teaching writing in academic writing class. The study 

can help academic writing teachers to make their writing lesson more effective so 
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they can improve the students’ writing skill. The research question that will be 

answered in this study is “What are students’ perceptions toward outlining and 

brainstorming as prewriting activities in Academic Writing Class?”. 

THE STUDY 

1. Context of the study 

The setting of the study is the English Department of Satya Wacana 

Christian University, Salatiga, Central Java. The faculty has academic writing 

class as a required course to be taken by the English Department students in which 

prewriting activities such as outlining and / or brainstorming are conducted in this 

course. 

2. Participants 

The study involved 15 English Department students who already took  

academic writing class in their third year. These students were from seven 

different academic writing classes.  Those participants were expected to have 

experienced prewriting activities such as outlining and / or brainstorming in their 

academic writing classes. 

3. Instruments of Data Collection 

A list of questions was used through interview to collect the data. Semi-

structured interview was used to collect the details information in the form of 

conversational way. Semi-structured interview was used in this study since it was 

considered flexible and it allowed the researcher to get richer data. It may trigger 

the participants to dig deeper into their experiences and explore important 
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information. For this study, the interview took 10-15 minutes long for each 

interview. The interviews were recorded. 

4. Data Collection Procedure 

After designing the interview questions, the researcher contacted the 

potential participants to be interviewed. The meeting was arranged according to 

participant’s spare time. Later, the semi-structured interview was done 

individually to collect the data. Bahasa Indonesia was used during the interview 

for the convenience of the participants. In addition, using Bahasa Indonesia would 

help the researcher to get details and richer information. The interview questions 

covered the general questions related to participants’ writing experience and then 

went through the specific questions related to brainstorming and outlining 

experience. The interviews were recorded. The choice of using recording was 

because recorder data can be played back more than one time and it helped the 

researcher to study more on the data collected. Then, the data collected were 

transcribed using clean transcription. 

5. Data Analysis 

The data gathered from the interview was transcribed using clean 

transcription. And then the researcher reread the data several times to understand 

the similarity, differences of the information obtained. And also it was possible to 

comprehend new information during data reading process. Later, the participants’ 

responses were classified according to the questions that were asked to answer the 

research question. The data analysis was interpreted using descriptive written 

explanation. 
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DISCUSSION 

In this section, the discussion of the students’ perceptions toward prewriting 

activities conducted in academic writing class was divided into three sub themes. The 

first sub theme formulated was the practice of outlining in academic writing class. 

The second one was the practice of brainstorming in academic writing class. And the 

third one was the practice of brainstorming and outlining by the students in academic 

writing Class.  Below was the table of participants along with the prewriting activities 

that they did. 

 

Table 1. List of The Prewriting Activities Conducted by The Participants. 

 

No Name  The students 

Kind of prewriting activities conducted 

Outlining Brainstorming 
Outlining & 

Brainstroming 

1 Student A 
    

2 Student B 
    

3 Student C 
    

4 Student D 
    

5 Student E 
    

6 Student F 
    

7 Student G 
    

8 Student H 
    

9 Student I 
    

10 Student J 
    

11 Student K 
    

12 Student L 
    

13 Student M 
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14 Student N 
    

15 Student O 
    

 

1. The Practice of Outlining 

 This part would discuss the students’ opinions toward outlining in academic 

writing class. It was revealed that outlining was used by the majority of the 

participants for their prewriting activity in academic writing class. Out of 15 

participants involved in this study, nine of them did outlining for their academic 

papers. They were student B, student D, student E, student F, student G, student H, 

student J, student M, and student N. The data gathered resulted on these students’ 

opinions about the contributions of outlining itself and the necessity of making the 

outlines. 

1.a. The Contribution of Outlining 

Based on the data obtained, all the students who did the outlining thought that 

outlining was beneficial, helpful and important. Related to this perception there were 

three main reasons that were frequently given by the students during the interview. 

The first reason given by the students was that outlining can classify the ideas that 

support the major points of their papers. Here was an extract from one of the 

participants. 

 

Extract 1.1:  
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Student B : 

 “In my opinion outlining is useful because by making an outline we know the 

direction of our writing from the beginning. What I mean is that we know that this 

part tells about this and that part only tells about that. So it is more classified 

neatly. Since it is already classified, so we know what we should write. Outlining 

makes us easy to develop the paragraphs according to the guidelines. When we 

write one paragraph or one chapter, it needs the ideas that are supporting and 

not out of the topic. So the function of being classified here is to make coherent 

paragraphs.” 

According to student B, she was able to write her paper based on the ideas that were 

already organized neatly. As the result, from the points made in the outline she could 

develop the paragraphs that consisted of supporting details which were relating to the 

topic. The outline let her group several ideas that could support the main point of the 

chapters or paragraphs. Related to student B’s experience, it could be inferred that the 

students were assisted to classify their related ideas by making outlines.  

The second reason given by the students was that outlining helped the students 

to write systematically. Most of the students said that by outlining they could organize 

their ideas into coherence ones.  

Extract 1.2:  

Student J :  

“It (outlining) is very useful since it can be our guidelines in writing an 

academic paper. Using it as a guideline, we could know the steps and we can 

distinguish what we should write for the first part, the second one, the third 

one, etc. From the outline we can make our writing be more coherence and it 

makes us easy to arrange each ideas.”  

From student J’s response, she mentioned about the easy feeling of arranging her 

ideas by using the outline. From the ideas arrangement made in the outline she can 

identify what she should write first, second and for the next. According to her this 

way made her writing become a coherence one. Like what McCrimmon (1984, p.39) 
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stated that after classifying the related ideas into groups the writers will try to see 

connection among them and arrange them in a meaningful organization. The strong 

organization will show the readers how all the ideas are related (Goldman & Hirsch, 

1986, p.11). As the consequence it would be easy for the readers to get the main point 

of her writing. 

Next, the third reason commonly provided by the students was that an outline 

was beneficial for them as a guideline.  

Extract 1.3:  

Student M : 

 “I think that it (outline) is helpful because sometimes human can forget 

things. By making an outline there is such a guideline. For example, for 

argument A there are some important parts and in case we forget those parts, 

outline can help us to write. So by looking at the outline we can be reminded.” 

Based on student M’s answer, an outline helped her to remember her arguments when 

she wrote about certain points in her writing. Using the outline as a guideline, the 

students could keep the important details that they needed to include in their papers 

and the students could avoid including unrelated ideas because they forgot what to 

write. Like what Flower (1985) stated that in writing process it is a common thing 

when writers get writer’s block on certain points or forget what ideas should be 

included in the middle of writing their papers . Hence, the students thought that an 

outline can be a guideline to make their writing stay on track. 

According to the opinions gathered from the students who conducted the 

outlining, it could be said that outlining had contributions in their academic papers for 

classifying the ideas, for writing systematically and for guiding them.  
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Slightly different from what had been discussed before, there were few 

students who also mentioned about the disadvantages that they faced when making 

the outlines. These students uttered both the feeling that they experienced and also the 

contributions of the outline itself. 

First, student D, student F and student H admitted that making an outline was 

not only helpful but also difficult at the same time. These three students said the 

difficulties came at the beginning of making the outlines. The following was an 

extract from one of the participants. 

Extract 1.4:  

Student D :  

“In my opinion, making an outline is quite difficult. Because we should know 

what we want to write from the beginning until the end even though it is still 

general. On the other hand it is very important to be conducted because we can 

understand the steps that are needed to be done. So before carrying out all the 

things from the beginning until the end we can make the framework first.”   

From extract 1.4, the difficulty which student D faced when making an outline was 

that in the very beginning he already needed to know what he should write for his 

entire paper. This problem was also faced by student F and H. These students were 

aware that an outline represented the whole picture of their writing even though the 

ideas included were still general. The problem might arise when the writers did not 

know their own topics well or they did not know how to put the stored ideas into the 

outlines appropriately. Despite the difficulties mentioned, these three students also 

realized that making the outlines helped them to write for the next stage. The benefits 

such as being able to write systematically and using the outlines as their guidelines 

were often mentioned by these students. 
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 Next, here was student N’s opinions about making an outline for her academic 

paper which was quite unpredictable.  

Extract 1.5:  

Student N :  

“It (outline) is really helpful but sometimes I am quite reluctant to make the 

outline. It is because what I write in the paper may be changed. Since there 

are some changes, so sometimes what I have written in the outline is not used. 

Actually, the outline itself is helpful for memorizing. For example, I state a 

topic about A and then the details that I want to write are B, C, D. Well, it can 

be helpful when I decide to write on that topic. So just in case I forget what I 

want to write, I can look at the outline again in order to remember. The 

reluctant feeling is caused by my routine of not using outline when writing any 

papers. So I just write with the flow.” 

Student N told that an outline was really helpful but sometimes she felt reluctant to 

make the outline for her paper. The reluctant feeling came up as the result of the ideas 

that keep changing in the middle of writing her paper. Because of the changing, there 

was a possibility that the ideas from the outline were not used in the paper and were 

replaced by the new ones during the student was writing her draft. When it turned out 

that she did not use the ideas from the outline, it can be said that the outline was a 

small help for her. Also, she added that it was her habit for not making an outline 

before writing any papers in her previous writing classes. Therefore, based on the 

reasons given it was quite reasonable for her to feel reluctant for making an outline. 

Despite of her reluctant feeling, student N was aware that the outline could bring 

benefits for her. She thought that an outline facilitated her to remind the ideas that 

followed a certain part. As a guideline, the outline provided her the planning of the 

details that were supposed to be included in the paper. This point showed how an 

outline still contributed in her academic paper. 
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1.b. The Necessity of Making the Outline 

 For the rest of this theme the necessity of making an outline in academic 

writing class would be discussed. The question, “If making an outline is something 

that is not a must - activity before writing the draft, will you still make an outline?” 

was asked to these nine students during the interview. This question was aimed to get 

students’ perceptions whether they needed outlines or not for their academic papers. 

The data showed that eight students said “yes” and one student said “no”. 

The students who said “yes” admitted that they needed outlines for their 

academic papers because outlines were beneficial for them.  

Extract 1.6:  

Student F : 

 “I will make it (outline) because if I do not make an outline I will be confused 

when writing my paper.  Being assigned by the lecture or not, I will still do the 

outlining. For me it is important for having a clear picture of my paper.” 

From the extract 1.6, it can be said that an outline was needed for its role as the 

guideline. The students found that it was confusing when they wrote the papers 

without outlines. Since the papers were academic ones, they tended to write carefully 

and put a lot of thoughts on it. And by making an outline they had a chance to plan 

their ideas carefully before coming up with a first draft. 

It was student N who did not share the same idea with the others. She uttered 

“no” for her answer toward the question. She did not think that she would need an 

outline when the lecture did not assign her to make it. Student N said, “I will directly 

write the draft because I do not like making an outline. Directly writing the draft is 

what I usually do”. From the extract, student N thought that she did not need an 
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outline for writing an academic paper. Even though in the previous discussion she 

said that she was helped by making an outline, it did not mean that she would make 

one when the teacher did not asked her to make the outline. Also it has been discussed 

before that she was reluctant to make an outline. It was more convenient for her to 

directly write her paper rather than making an outline first. Because that was what she 

usually did in her writing process.  

 

2. The Practice of Brainstorming. 

Out of 15 students who were interviewed, four of them were asked to do 

brainstorming by their academic writing lectures. Student A, student C, student K and 

student O conducted different types of brainstorming from one to another. Clustering 

types was done by student A and O. Brainstorming in form of free writing was 

conducted by student C. And listing type was chosen by student K. Various responses 

were given by these 4 participants regarding the brainstorming contributions and the 

necessary of doing it.  

2.a. The Contribution of Brainstorming 

Students’ opinions on the contributions of brainstorming for their academic 

papers would be discussed first for this theme. Responding the question in the 

interview, “What do you think of doing brainstorming before writing your first 

draft?”, it was found that these students shared different ideas. Out of four students, 

three of them gave their positive opinions about brainstorming and one student did not 

think so. 
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 Student A, student K and student O shared the same idea that brainstorming 

helped them in the beginning process of writing Academic Paper. According to these 

students, brainstorming helped them with the discovery of suitable topics for their 

academic papers. They told that by brainstorming they could generate several ideas 

related to the topics that possibly could be developed in the academic paper later.  

Student O said that she was assisted for exploring her ideas freely in any forms and 

any languages when she made her brainstorm in the form of clusters. 

Extract 2.1:   

Student O  :  

“It (brainstorming) really helps me because in brainstorming I could write 

whatever coming into my mind. I could use any languages such my mother 

tongue, Bahasa Indonesia, English or probably use pictures or any others. So it 

helps me to write what I need to write later on.” 

From the extract 2.1, it can be said that brainstorming gave its role as the tool to 

generate the writers’ idea. The characteristic of brainstorming which allowed the 

writers to express their ideas in any forms made such prewriting activity receive 

positives responses. This was relevant with McCrimmon’s (1984, p.39) argument that 

the most effective way in brainstorming is just writing everything that comes into 

mind in any forms. 

 Other contributions were also mentioned by these students during the 

interview. They felt that brainstorming gave contributions in the matter of focusing 

the ideas related to the topic and also sorting the ideas that worth to be developed for 

the next stage.  
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Extract 2.2: 

Student O : 

 “A brainstorm can be a clue. From the academic paper it can be seen that not 

all the things in the brainstorm are written into the paper. I mean that from the 

brainstorm I only pick this idea, that idea, not all. Comparing the brainstorm 

with the academic paper, they may be different. For example, there are some 

ideas in the brainstorm which are not interesting so I will not use them on the 

paper.” 

  

Looking at extract 2.2 , brainstorming did contribute on sorting the ideas that were 

suitable and appropriate for student O’s paper. During the interview, student O said 

that she just wrote down every idea that came to her mind at the first time. Later, 

when she reviewed her brainstorm, she found some ideas that were not suitable, not 

interesting enough or even not related to her topic. She decided not to include all the 

ideas from the brainstorming into her paper. She only chose appropriate ideas and 

those that were interesting to be written. Like Goldman and Hirsch (1986) had argued 

that when jotting down their thoughts, the writers will also reexamine their purpose, 

think new ideas and get rid the old ones. Therefore the students could focus on their 

writing subjects.  

 Next, it was revealed that not all students agreed with all the opinions above. 

Contrary with the responses from the three students discussed before, student C said 

that doing brainstorming was no help at all for her academic paper. Student C argued, 

“I think that brainstorming is unimportant for me because brainstorming did not 

influence my writing. So it will be no differences whether I use a brainstorm or not for 

my writing”. This statement gave the reason why a brainstorm was not essential to be 

carried out by student C. She thought that there were no differences whether she did 

brainstorming or not. She admitted that doing brainstorming had no contribution 
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toward what she wrote. She preferred writing her paper directly to doing 

brainstorming first. It turned out that doing brainstorming might become a time waster 

in her writing process. As the result, student C preferred to omit brainstorming in her 

writing process since it could be more efficient to write her academic without a 

brainstorm. 

2.b. The Necessity of Brainstorming 

 For the rest of this theme, the necessity of brainstorming in academic writing 

class would be discussed. During the interview, the question “If doing brainstorming 

is something that is not a must - activity before writing the draft, will you still do 

brainstorming?” was asked to these four students . This question was aimed to get 

students’ perceptions whether they needed to do brainstorming or not for their 

academic papers. The data showed that two students said “yes” and two students said 

“no”.  

Student A and student O said that they would do brainstorming even though 

the lecture did not assign them to make it. These two students admitted that they were 

assisted by doing brainstorming so they certainly would do brainstorming before 

coming up with first draft. 

Extract 2.3:  

Student A :  

“I will do brainstorming because I am kind of person who can not write my 

draft directly without a planning. Especially what I write is an academic paper 

which is not only one or two pages. By doing brainstorming I can connect the 

ideas from one to another and I think that it is easier to organize the ideas for 

my academic paper.” 
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From the extract above, the participant needed a brainstorm as her planner before 

writing her draft. She realized that the information from her mind needed to be 

transferred into the brainstorm in order to connect and to organize them first.  

 Unlike student A and student O, student C and student K shared opposite ideas 

that they will not do brainstorming when the lecture did not assign them. For student 

C, it was quite reasonable for not doing a brainstorm since she did not gain anything 

from brainstorming like what she explained in the discussion before. However, it was 

a different case for student K. In the interview before, she admitted that brainstorming 

had a contribution toward her paper but it did not mean that she would conduct 

brainstorming when the lecture did not ask her to conduct it. 

Extract 2.4: 

Student K :  

“I will not do brainstorming because I do not like writing. I will directly write it 

(paper) down as long as I could finish it. It is better to write the paper directly 

rather than to waste my time for doing brainstorming first.” 

 

Based on extract 2.4, student K preferred to omit brainstorming. She would directly 

jump to write first draft when the lecture did not ask her to do any brainstorms. She 

did not need a brainstorm because according to her it can be a time waster for making 

a brainstorm first. From her response “ I do not like writing ”, it appeared that she 

would likely pay more attention to her final work rather than the process of her 

writing. As long as her paper could be finished she thought that it was not necessary 

to do brainstorming as a planner. 
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3. The Practice of Brainstorming and Outlining.  

In this section, the discussion would cover the students’ perceptions toward 

doing brainstorming and outlining in academic writing class. From 15 participants 

there were two students who did brainstorming and also outlining before making their 

papers. First, the analysis of their perceptions would be specified regarding the 

contribution of brainstorming and outlining to their academic papers. Then, the 

discussion also sought for the participants’ perceptions related to the necessity of 

conducting those two prewriting activities for academic papers. 

3.a. The Contribution of Brainstorming and Outlining 

 For this section the participants’ opinions about doing brainstorming would be 

discussed first. The data gathered revealed that student I and student L had the same 

opinion about doing brainstorming as prewriting activity. They said that 

brainstorming was beneficial for them because they were assisted to explore the 

information that they had in their mind. One extract from Student J would give more 

explanation. Student J said , “Brainstorming is helpful to gather the ideas. So the 

ideas that I have can be transferred to a brainstorm first. It saves the ideas before 

disappearing”. Looking at this extract, it could be said that for writer to keep the 

ideas that she wanted to write was very important. Often, the brain may forget 

something easily and it could cause trouble for the writer. As Flower (1985) argued 

that the writers often think good ideas to write but forget them by the time they begin 

to write. Therefore, brainstorming could prevent those precious ideas from vanishing. 

At the time student I did brainstorming, she did brainstorming in the form of clusters 

in which she could explore her ideas and then relate them from one to another. For her 
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it was essential to focus on her ideas and to keep them in the brainstorming before 

disappearing from her mind. It was relevant with what Gillespie, Singleton and 

Becker ( 1986, p.2 ) said that brainstorming just capture the relevant ideas as the 

attempt to focus more on the subject. 

Beside student I, student L also had her comments about the benefits that she 

got from brainstorming. Student L stated, “When doing brainstorming, at first we 

could give several points but then from those points we can develop them. And if I 

want to add the points, it will be easy”. From the statement uttered, student L found 

the convenient feeling when she did her planning using a brainstorm. Brainstorming 

gave her the opportunity to write down her ideas as many as possible and then she 

could add or develop them freely. 

 Second, this part would discuss the students’ opinions about making outlines 

for their academic papers. Student I said that an outline was helpful in her writing 

process when coming to organize the ideas. An outline could assist her to make her 

points organized and arranged neatly. Following extract was student I’s responds 

regarding how an outline can be helpful for her. 

Extract 3.1 :  

Student I :  

 “An outline helps me in the writing technique. So, in the outline there are the 

things that I need to write for the first part, for the body, and for the 

conclusion. They include the points and also the main ideas.” 

From the answer above, it can be inferred that the outline allowed the writer to group 

the points that were related one to another into one section. As she grouped the points, 
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she would know what to write in one particular section of her paper. This was how 

outlining became beneficial for her in academic paper writing. 

After discussing student I’s perceptions toward an outline, at this point student 

L’s opinions about making her outline also would be discussed. Student L uttered that 

making an outline was difficult but on the other hand it was useful too. The extract 

below was student L’s reason why making an outline was difficult for her. 

Extract 3.2 :  

Student L :  

“In my opinion, if it is about preference, I prefer brainstorming to outlining. 

Because when we make an outline, actually we should know what we need to 

write. Meanwhile in the beginning the ideas are still developing. So, they can 

not be finished at once.” 

Based on the participant’s experience, making the outline was assumed to be difficult 

since in the very beginning of her planning she needed to know what she would write 

for her entire paper. She explained that the ideas for her paper were still developing in 

the beginning. And for her to set all the ideas into the outline at once was difficult. 

Despite of her difficulties in making the outline, student L also told the 

researcher that she was assisted in writing her paper by making her outline. She 

mentioned that an outline helped her to organize the ideas that she wanted to write in 

her paper. Below was an extract from student L. 

Extract 3.3 :  

Student L :  

“By making an outline actually it makes the ideas become more organized 

when written into a draft. So we could know what we should write after first 

argument, second argument, etc. If we do not make an outline, later we will 

still think about what arguments should follow.” 
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From the extract 3.3 , basically student L had the same thought with student I . By 

having an outline as her plan, she could write her arguments systematically. She 

admitted that without having an outline she may have troubles to arrange and develop 

her arguments in her paper. Up to this point, it appeared that outlining was difficult 

yet useful for student L. 

3.b. The Necessity of  Brainstorming and Making Outlines 

For the rest of this theme, the necessity of brainstorming and outlining in 

academic writing class would be discussed. The question “If doing brainstorming and 

outlining is something that is not a must - activity before writing the draft, will you 

still conduct them?” was asked to these two students . This question was aimed to get 

students’ perceptions whether they needed to do brainstorming and outlining for their 

academic papers or not. The finding indicated that student I needed both, the 

brainstorm and the outline, as the planning process of writing academic paper. Student 

I stated, “I will make them (brainstorm and outline) for my academic paper. Because 

writing an academic paper is not as free as writing an article. So they are very helpful 

to write an academic paper”. Based on the extract, the reason given was that the 

participant realized that writing an academic paper demanded her to state her points 

and arguments that were well written. Therefore, she needed a brainstorm and an 

outline to help her.  

Different from what student I said, student L thought that she needed a 

brainstorm but not for an outline. The reason why she chose the brainstorm over the 

outline was that a brainstorm was easier to be conducted than an outline in her 

opinion. The extract following was the student L’s explanation. 
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Extract 3.4 :  

Student L : 

 “Maybe, I will not do the outlining. Because it is difficult and everything are 

already fix. However, it is yes for the brainstorm to be conducted. Because a 

brainstorm is more like a simple writing, so what we have in mind can be 

transferred into it.”  

According to student L, brainstorming provided the flexibility to expand the ideas and 

it was not the same with outlining. In the outline the ideas still can be developed but it 

was not as free as in the brainstorm. The ideas in the outline may be already fix and it 

may be not easy to add the points or to change them. Therefore student L needed the 

brainstorm more than the outline. 

CONCLUSION 

 

The purpose of this study was to investigate the students’ perceptions toward 

brainstorming and outlining as prewriting activities in Academic Writing Class. To 

examine students’ perceptions toward brainstorming and outlining the semi structured 

interview was used. The results showed that most of the students thought that 

brainstorming and outlining were helpful and necessary to be done before writing the 

first draft. The students were helped by brainstorming to explore the ideas and to sort 

the relevant points for their papers. Such result is consistent with the previous study 

(Camps, 2005) showing that brainstorming helped the students to develop the most 

relevant points required in the thesis. Also the study unveiled that the participants 

were assisted by making outlines for classifying ideas, for writing systematically, and 

for guiding them in writing the papers. This result supports the study of Camps (2005) 

that showed that outlining provided a way to classify the ideas in thesis. These results 
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could be connected to the students’ perceptions toward the necessity of using those 

two prewriting activities in academic writing class.  

Frequently, the majority of participants said that they needed such prewriting 

activities for their academic papers because of the benefits obtained. However, it was 

also found that there were few students who did not need prewriting activities despite 

of its benefit. This case might be caused by the students’ preferences and convenience 

in their own writing process. This study was conducted to seek for the students’ 

perceptions toward prewriting activities in academic writing class only. Therefore it is 

suggested that future researcher could investigate students’ perceptions toward 

prewriting activities in other writing classes.   
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APPENDIX 

Interview Question 

1.  What is your opinion about writing an academic paper in Academic 

Writing class? Why do you think that way?  

2.  Related to write an academic paper in Academic Writing class, usually 

the lecture would give an activity that relate to the topic of your 

academic paper before asking you to write a draft. Could you tell me 

about that activity?  

3.  What do you think of doing that activity before writing the draft? Why 

do you think that way?  

4.  Did activity “X” give contribution to your academic paper writing? 

What kind of contribution?  

5.  If doing activity “X” is something that is not a must activity before 

writing the draft, will you still do activity “X”? Why? Why not?  

 

 

 




