
 

 

SELECTING YOUR TOPIC FROM MANY VARIOUS IDEAS 
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1.  A General Idea 

Is broad in scope and at the same time provides 
essentially negative and affirmative sides. 

 
2.  An Abstract Idea 
 Use to demonstrate the technique of the 
inspirational article.  (i.e. giving hope, generosity, 
courage, bravery or criticism) Use this idea to pose a 
problematic question.  Who is the generous person?  
How do you acquire a hopeful mind? 
 
3.  An Idea for A Personality Sketch 
 Choose any interesting individual of your 
acquaintance or one you can interview, well known or 
otherwise.   The only criterion is that this person has 
made or is making a worthwhile contribution to 
humanity. 
 
4.  A Personal Experience Idea 
 Search your life for an exciting adventure, a 
challenging experience with which the reader can 
identify himself, or a dramatic event in which you 
participated.  If your experiences are to mild, relate 
that of a personal friend, but in the first person as 
he told it to you. 
 
5.  A Nostalgic Idea 
 From your past find a poignant memory for a 
nostalgic idea. Perhaps you will recall your first 
train trip, the senior class play, a Fourth of July 
barbecue, a family reunion, or the wedding of a 
favorite teacher. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

TESTING YOUR IDEAS FOR SALABILITY 
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1.  Enthusiasm 
 Write on subjects which generate your 
enthusiasm.  Enthusiasm challenges you to explore 
your idea thoroughly.  The more you research, the 
stronger is your urge to put this collected 
information into an article and share it with the 
reader. 
 
2. Message 
 Personalize the general subject by giving your 
specific reactions.  Express your reaction in one pithy 
statement, called a theme, premise, or capsule 
sentence. 
 
3.  Conflict 
 In writing the factual article, you state a fact, 
then relate an example.  The incidents  illustrating 
the facts provide the conflict in the factual article. 
 
4.  Reader Identity 
 An article offers the reader either self-identity 
or escape.  He may compare the material to his own 
life and find a common ground of understanding.  
Readers who wish to escape from a humdrum routine 
prefer to read about people, places or situations 
they will never encounter in their own life. 
 
5.  Market 
 The amateur writes and then searches for a 
market, but the professional finds the market and 



 

 

then writes.  Are there magazine markets that publish 
the type of article you have in mind? 
 
6.  Plus Value 
 In today's competitive market, the beginner must 
compete with the professional.  To meet this 
competition, develop a plus value in each article you 
write.  A PLUS VALUE lifts your article from the 
ordinary by giving it an extra quality or spark which 
catches the editor's attention.  A STIMULATED STYLE, 
FAULTLESS RESEARCH, TIMELINESS OF SUBJECT, OR 
EXCELLENT CONTINUITY ARE ALL PLUS VALUES.  
Striving for perfection and consciously checking to 
see if you have given the best of yourself to the 
article is the sure way to achieve plus value. 
 
 
 
 
 
 

FINDING SOMETHING TO WRITE ABOUT 
AUTOBIOGRAPHICAL SKETCHES 
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 There is one subject, at least, on which you are 
the main authority:  your own life.  Your increased 
self-knowledge may lend flavor to everything you 
write, both narrative and exposition.  THINK YOUR 
WAY THROUGH THIS LIST OF SUGGESTIONS TO FIND 
YOUR OWN SUBJECT.  Make notes of possible article 
topics. 
 
1.  Plan to write an autobiography of your life, to give 
its feel or pattern.  ASK yourself what events have 
been important, and why. Eliminate, select.  Then 
weave a pattern of narrative and explanation. 
 
2.  A general conclusion about the quality of your 
life. Has it been happy or unhappy, eventful or 
uneventful, lonely or companionable?  Use events or 
incidents in time order to illustrate the theme. 



 

 

 
3.  A record of growth toward maturity.  Examine your 
changes in attitude toward love, death, desire for 
security, desire for freedom to grow, toward giving 
and getting, and so on.  Use incidents with 
explanations of the changes. 
 
4.  One important event.  Analyze it's past, present, or 
future consequences.  Among events consider a 
death, an illness, an accident, a discovery of music or 
reading or...etc. 
 
5.  A period of good or bad fortune.  The depression 
has often been discussed;  families have often had 
their own periods of good or bad financial luck.  
Training in some branch of the service or experience 
in combat might be discussed for good or bad results. 
 
6.  An interest, either vocational, avocational, or 
professional.  Try to analyze the events which cause 
the development, the consequences, present or 
future. 
 
7.  A trait of character.  Start with your best trait, 
your worst one, or the one which has been the 
greatest problem.  Analyze causes growth, 
development, or consequences.  Use a narrative 
pattern with explanation. 
 
8.  A fear.  Analyze causes, consequences, changes 
and events. 
 
9.  A desire.  Consider a desire to construct things;  
to find out what makes a thing tick and why; to seek 
adventure, freedom from control, larger horizons, 
or any kind of growth.  Look for causes, results, 
changes and incidents. 
 
10. Effect of parents, one or both, on your whole 
development.  Find incidents. 
11. Effect of your position in the family.  If you are 
the youngest, oldest, or only child, or the in-between 
child in a large family,  analyze the effects;  find 
incidents which illustrate them. 



 

 

 
12. An education in the formal sense.  Limit to a 
particular period or make a value judgment about the 
quality of your education. Select typical events in 
time order for your whole pattern. 
 
13. An education in the informal sense.  If a 
particular person or a group of people, or a sport, 
or a way of spending vacations give you a real 
education, analyze what it did and why;  then find 
incidents in time order to help develop your ideas. 
 
14. A summer camp.  You may Analyze yourself as a 
camper or as a counselor. 
 
15. A conflict with your family.  Perhaps you were 
forced to take music lessons or to do something else 
you resisted over a period of time.  Examine your 
attitudes, find events that are specific or typical, 
examine your changes in attitude and evaluate. 
 
16. Travel.  Do not plan a mere record of where you 
went and what you saw.  Be sure that you have 
definite impressions, evaluate, and then find a 
narrative pattern. 
 
17. Nature.   Beware of this topic unless you have 
enough events and can evaluate influences. 
 
18. A home.  You might use a narrative pattern here to 
show why a  particular place was a home as no other 
place has been, or to show that no place has been a 
home. 
 
19. A place in your community, such as an art museum, 
library, youth center, even a skating rink or a 
bowling alley, if it was the focal point for some 
development. 
 
20. A city.  Consider the whole city as a physical 
object or only such parts of it as affected you, its 
effects on you and your development, and the effects 
of people in the city, so far as they were an important 
part of the influence. 



 

 

 
 
PLAN AND WRITE A UNIFIED AUTOBIOGRAPHICAL 
SKETCH WHICH USES SOME KIND OF NARRATIVE 
PATTERN FOR ITS EXPLANATION OF IDEAS.  USE 
SPECIFIC, SUMMARIZING, OR ANY KIND OF 
GENERALIZED NARRATIVE AS YOU NEED IT TO BRING 
OUT THEIR SIGNIFICANCE. 
 
 

SUGGESTIONS FOR KEEPING A JOURNAL 
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1.  Invent a correspondent, someone you can write to 
who really understands you.  Write some entries as 
letters to this person. 
 
2.  In 10 years you will have forgotten most of the 
things that fill your daily life now.  Try ensuring that 
you'll be able to recapture some of them.  Try one of 
these:  List the little things that characterize your 
surroundings; predict what your strongest memories 
of this time will be in 10 years;  predict what you will 
most easily forget. 
 
3.  Not all your entries need to be in words. Try 
sketching some.  Ad captions if you wish. 
 
4.  List 10 things that you have done that you'd like to 
do again.  Do you think they'd be different the second 
time you did them?  How?  Why? 
 
5.  What was the most expensive thing you ever 
bought?  How did you get money for it?  Was it worth 
it? 
 
6.  For an entry or two, shift the focus of your 
journal from yourself to someone you know and like.  
Devote as much care and thought to writing about 
that person as you would to yourself. 
 
7.  Write down a joke that you'd like to remember. 



 

 

 
8.  Does it seem as if the same old things happen day 
after day? Don't let yourself believe that.  If you 
think about some of those "same" things, probe them, 
speculate about them, and write them down.  You'll 
find that they aren't the same after all.  The reason is 
that you're not the same day after day.  Life can seem 
dull and repetitious if you assume it is dull and 
repetitious.  Don't.  Keep looking for more and keep 
writing it down. 
 
9.  To see the world as others see it -- very difficult.  
To see  ourselves as others see us -- even more 
difficult.  But try.  After you've spent some time with 
someone, write about the experience in your journal, 
not as you experienced it, but as you think he may 
have.  What do you suppose he thought of you?  What 
did you find admirable, repellant, or memorable?  What 
did he learn from you? 
 
10. Write a kind of annual report on the state of 
yourself.  Compared to what you were a year ago, 
what are you now?  What do you hope to be a year 
from now?  What do you expect to be?  Do you expect 
to make "progress" in your life?  If so, what goals do 
you hope to progress toward?  If you don't expect 
progress, what kind of change do you look for?  Hope 
for? 
 
11. Every once in a while, prime yourself to notice 
everything remarkable during the day.  Odd things.  
Ridiculous things.  Real things that are strangely out 
of the ordinary.  Look for them everywhere, 
anywhere, as you go through the day.  List them in 
your journal at night. 
 
12. Try using your journal to work out a problem 
that has been bothering you.  Hold a dialogue with 
yourself and give yourself advice. 
 
13. Moods.  Individuals have them.  Groups have them.  
Whole nations seem to have them.  They are never 
stable.  What are yours like?  What seems to bring 
them on?  What are your recurring moods?  What mood 



 

 

are you in now?  Can you describe it?  Not in general 
terms, but can you instead describe EXACTLY how you 
feel? 
 
14. Who is the oldest person you know?  What can you 
learn from that person -- from his or her life, 
successes, failures, pleasure, and pain -- that would 
be valuable in leading your own life? 
 
15. Find some incident buried deep in your memory.  We 
all remember far more than we can immediately 
recall, but if we concentrate on a particular time or 
place in our past we can often liberate a memory we 
didn't know was there.  Are there any memory aids 
that would be helpful to you? 
 
16. List the most important people, things, places, or 
ideas in your life. 


