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Brainstorming Tips – Problem Solving 
 

Think Like a Reporter 
 
It is not what you ask, it’s what you hear: 

• Be curious 
• Be willing to be surprised 
• Slow down 
• Listen 
• Follow up 

 
To prepare for a brainstorm appointment, ask yourself these questions: 

• What do I know about my student? 
• What do I want to know? 
• What can I say to put this student at ease?  
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Brainstorming Questions and Comments 
To find out "What do you want readers to know about you" (or Why does it matter?) 

 
Challenge: While brainstorming ideas for a personal statement, you ask a student, 
“What do you want readers to know about you?” and she looks at you blankly.  
 
Solution: Ask other questions to help your student think about the characteristics or 
qualities she wants to demonstrate. (You can ask students to consider these questions 
ahead of time too.) 

• What do you like about yourself?   

• What do you consider your best trait? 

• What do your friends like about you? 

• What three words would your best friend use to describe you to a new student 
who came to your school?  

• I think you are __________(these traits)____________. Or “Your dad told me 
you are ________________.”  What do you think? 

• If you were standing on a stage, and five people you never met were in the 
audience interviewing you for your dream job, what would you want them to 
know about you? 

• What makes you great? 
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Brainstorming Questions and Comments 
To find out "What happened?" (or How does this story demonstrate this/these characteristic(s)?) 

 
Challenge: While brainstorming ideas, your student has a story they want to share, but 
needs some help. 
 
Solution: Help your student feel comfortable before digging into the significance of the 
experience. Start by talking about the story itself. Try to narrow the focus to something 
specific if possible (when appropriate.) 
 

• Affirm the speaker: “That’s a powerful story (or That’s funny/That sounds 
challenging/etc.) Tell me more…” 

• Tell me more about that. 

• Interesting. What was it like? 

• Where were you? Help me see what you saw (heard/smelled/etc.) 

• Who else was there? What did they say? (do/ask/contribute/etc.)  

• I’m not that familiar with the ins and outs of (chess/soccer/interpretative 
dance/basket weaving/etc.) How does it work? What do you do?   

• That’ll work. What else do you have? 

• Keep talking. 

• You’re going in a good direction. 

• It sounds like you are saying ____________ (you had a hard time / you are proud 
of yourself for not giving up / you really changed as a result of that experience.) 
Am I getting that right?  
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How to Choose a Topic 
 

The best topics do two important things. They: 
1. Answer the prompt. 
2. Demonstrate something meaningful about the student that isn’t apparent from 

the rest of the application. 
 
Challenge: Your student has several strong ideas, but doesn’t know which one to 
choose. She is afraid she will pick the wrong one. 
 
Solution: Say something along these lines, “I like your ideas… What if I said you had to 
write the essay this afternoon? Which idea would be easiest for you to develop?” 
 

Note: You might be wondering how this can possibly be the way to choose a 
topic. We believe that it’s important to help the student to feel successful and 
confident before digging in to write. Unless the topic does not illustrate anything 
meaningful about her, it is probably fine. If your conversation until this point has 
been fruitful, the student will feel good about at least one of the choices. 

 
Challenge: Your student is still unsure, and asks, “Which one do you think I should pick?” 
 
Solution: Encourage the student to make their own choice. Try one of these options to 
guide the conversation: 
 

• If all of the ideas are great: “Any of these could work. #1 demonstrates X about 
you. #2 demonstrates Y and Z about you.  Etc.  Which of these characteristics and 
stories do you want to share the most? 

 
• If only a few could work: “These are my favorites because ____________ (Be 

specific about why this topic answers the prompt and demonstrates something 
meaningful about the student.) You can’t go wrong with either one.” 

 
• If only one works: “I think #3 is your best choice. It clearly demonstrates X about 

you, and you became very animated while telling me about it. That shows me it’s 
a story you can write with enthusiasm and confidence.”  
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Challenge: Your student has a great story to tell, and you are sure it will set him apart. 
(He won the national spelling bee, hiked the Himalayas, catered a formal dinner for 200, 
etc.) Unfortunately, he can’t get beyond the glory of this achievement, and hasn’t found 
a way to demonstrate something meaningful about himself through the story. 
 
Solution: Acknowledge the significance of this experience, and then set aside the story 
for a few minutes. Begin by focusing on characteristics/qualities he wants to share, and 
then look for stories or examples that illustrate those characteristics. If something 
happened during this incredible experience that truly provides insight into what type of 
person he is, then he should share it. If the story is only impressive because he won or 
summited the highest peak, then it’s a story about the accomplishment. An essay offers 
a unique opportunity for a student to provide insight into what type of person he is. He 
doesn’t want to miss out on it. 
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How to Handle Weak Ideas, Clichés and Other Topics That Can’t Possibly Work 
 
Challenge: In an attempt to respond to a question that asks about the growth and 
maturity, your student suggests writing about his bar mitzvah. 
 
Solution: You don’t necessarily want him to write about being 13 years-old, but anything 
can be a conversation starter. Start where the student is.  Consider these sample 
conversations. 
 

Sample Conversation #1 
 
Coach: Your bar mitzvah must have been pretty significant if you’re still thinking about it 
so many years later. Tell me why it felt like such an important experience. 
 
Student: I don’t know. I guess it just seemed like a good answer to the question. 
 
Coach: Okay. Let’s move on to your next idea. 
 
 

Sample Conversation #2 
 
Coach: Your bar mitzvah must have been pretty significant if you’re still thinking about it 
so many years later. Tell me why it felt like such an important experience. 
 
Student: It was the first time I felt like I took on a lot of responsibility.   
 
Coach: What do you mean?  
 
Student: I had to learn a lot of Hebrew and write a speech. 
 
Coach: That was a lot for a 13-year-old. I’m sure you worked hard. Since then, when else 
have you taken on a lot of responsibility? 
 
Student: Starts to talk about more recent experiences. 
 

Note: Your goal is to focus on the characteristic (taking responsibility.) If that 
really matters to the student, and the first time he felt it was at his bar mitzvah, 
that’s fine. The bar mitzvah will not make it into the essay. That doesn’t mean it 
wasn’t a good place to start. 
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Sample Conversation #3 
 
Coach: Interesting … Since your bar mitzvah, how involved have you been in your 
religious community? 
 
Student: I’ve gotten very involved. I run services for the little kids on Saturday mornings, 
and the youth director trusts me to create my own lesson plans.  
 
Continue: Wow. That’s a lot of responsibility. Tell me more about what you do. (Follow-
up questions if necessary: When was the last youth service? What was the topic? How 
did the kids respond? What does that mean to you?) 
 
 

Sample Conversation #4 
 
Coach: Interesting … Since your bar mitzvah, how involved have you been in your 
religious community? 
 
Student: Not at all. 
 
Coach: So why do you consider your bar mitzvah such an important transition for you? 
 
Student: As part of the preparation, I did this volunteer project with a food bank, and 
I’ve been involved with them ever since. I’m proud of that. Everyone in my Hebrew 
school class volunteered there, but I’m the only one who continued to work there. 
 
Coach: Tell me more about that…. 
 
 

Sample Conversation #5 
 
Coach: Interesting … Since your bar mitzvah, how involved have you been in your 
religious community? 
 
Student: Not at all. 
 
Coach: So why do you consider your bar mitzvah such an important transition for you? 
 
Student: It helped me discover that I don’t believe in religion. I think it’s a bunch of 
meaningless ritual. 
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• This could develop into a story about sticking to principles and not attending 
services (but doing so respectfully.) 

• Or it could develop into a story about disagreeing with a devout grandfather, but 
still respecting him and spending time playing chess and doing other things 
together. 

• Or it could become a story about challenging a belief, in which the student 
realized that he could have his own views, even if they differed from the people 
around him.  

 


