
“Quirky” Prompts 

Of course, your notions of “quirky” might not correspond with mine, but all I mean here is that the 

prompts that follow don’t strike me as your usual, run-of-the-mill prompts.  I know I had fun 

writing them, though, and often my students tell me that they enjoyed writing on them.  Even better: 

These prompts often happen to produce good papers. 

 

 

(For a Description Paper) 

Students of social media have talked about the contents of Facebook pages as examples of “curated 

personas”—somewhat like a collage, the images, links and posts on a Facebook page collectively add 

up to a more or less conscious expression of self that is intended to project a certain image of that 

self to a selected audience (one’s “Friends”)—an image, by the way, that may or may not correspond 

to what that person is actually like.  For this prompt, choose three of your Facebook friends whose 

pages, to your mind, are expressions of different kinds of curated personas.  (Don’t use their names, 

but do note their basic biographical information, such as their genders, ages, and occupations.  I 

think also this assignment will work better if you choose to write about people who aren’t members 

of your immediate family.)  Describe and discuss typical sorts of postings on their pages, but most 

of your attention should be given over, in essence, to asking—and attempting to answer—the larger 

question of why these people have posted these sorts of things with such frequency.  You’re not 

looking for “weird” stuff that sticks out from most of what’s there—you’re trying to identify larger 

patterns among the postings and get at what those patterns might say about what that person wants his/her friends to 

think about him or her. 

 

(For a Description Paper) 

Think of a piece of technology that you use frequently or, for whatever reason, enjoy using.  Though 

most students who have chosen this prompt in the past write about some sort of personal electronic 

device, “technology” in fact denotes any sort of tool or device, no matter how simple: a quill pen is a 

kind of technology.  In your paper, briefly describe the object or device, then focus on describing 

the nature of your relationship with the object: not so much what you use it for, but how you would 

characterize your feelings or thoughts as you use it.  (By way of illustrating, consider including brief 

narratives which for you capture the positive/negative essence(s) of your feelings or thoughts about 

the object.)  Another way to get at what I’m asking you to think about here: You may have seen 

recent surveys that report large percentages of people saying they “could not live” without their 

cellphones.  I think it’s safe to say that they aren’t speaking literally; still, though, what is implied by 

that person when s/he makes such a statement about his/her device?  Who is serving whom in such 

a relationship?  By way of conclusion, examine this question, which I mean quite seriously: How, if 



at all, does this device make your life better—not more convenient, not “cooler,” but better.  

(Assume for the sake of argument that the distinction between one’s quality of life and the attributes 

of products and services, such as their convenience, speed, popularity and novelty, can get very 

blurry.)  How much of your relationship with the object is determined by your genuine need for it, 

and how much is determined by your desire for it? 

 

(For a Classification/Division Paper) 

In “Question Of The Week: Can You Imagine A World Without Music Genres?” (NPR.  npr.org. 

13 Jan. 2014.  Web.  15 Jan. 2014), Bob Boilen, who is a music critic for National Public Radio, 

writes this: “Maybe it's time to let go of the whole notion of genres. So much of the stuff I love, and 

the stuff we feature on All Songs Considered [an NPR music program] is nearly impossible to classify 

anyway.  But what do you think? Can you imagine a world without genres? Can you imagine a world 

where we describe music more for its emotional context than its origin or instrumentation?”  So: 

What do you think?  When you talk with someone who is unfamiliar with a kind of music, do the 

names for music genres (or, for that matter, the names for the types of music within those genres) 

create problems for that conversation, or are those names useful?  Write a paper in which you 

discuss this topic. 

 

(For a Classification/Division Paper) 

If you are a frequent coffee or tea drinker, chances are that you have a variety of different mugs in 

your cupboard.  Do you find yourself preferring to use different mugs for different circumstances?  

That is, depending on your mood or on the tasks you face (or have faced) on a given day, do you 

deliberately choose one mug over the others?  In your paper, describe those moods/tasks and the 

mug you prefer for each—and why you prefer it. 

 

(For a Definition Paper) 

Is there a word that you or someone you know has invented, or a real word to which you or 

someone you know has assigned a new meaning?  (Small children are especially adept at this sort of 

thing, but families sometimes have words or phrases that have meaning for them alone, or for a 

small circle of friends.)  What is it?  What is its history—that is, how did it come into being?  What 

does it mean?  What word(s) in English (or other languages, if appropriate) is it similar to in 

meaning, and why is the invented word preferable?  Describe a situation or two in which you would 

use the word in order to demonstrate its proper usage. 

 



(For an Argument Paper) 

In the midst of a discussion of correlation and causation in his book The Organized Mind, Daniel J. 

Levitin has this comment: “Then there are truly spurious correlations: odd pairings of facts that have 

no correlation to each other and no third factor x linking them.  For example, we could plot the 

relationship between the global average temperature over the past four hundred years and the 

number of pirates in the world and conclude that the drop in the number of pirates is caused by 

global warming” (Kindle edition).  Levitin goes on to say that though it would initially appear that 

there might not be a logical cause-effect relationship here, perhaps there is an x factor: 

industrialization, which led to both better policing of shipping lanes (thus making a pirate's life much 

more difficult and less profitable) and to greater consumption of fuel for factories, the burning of 

which produces greenhouse gases. 

In that spirit, then, visit the website Spurious Correlations (tylervigen.com), pick one of the graphed 

correlations that interests you (the site has over 39,000 of these, so you should be able to find 

something), and write an argumentative cause-effect paper that offers an explanation for the 

correlation you've picked.  Look for and argue on behalf of the x factor (or factors--there may be 

more than one at work) that to your mind would serve as an explanation for the correlation you've 

chosen.  Here's something to keep in mind: Logically, there almost certainly is no cause-effect 

relationship between the divorce rate in Maine and the U.S. per capita consumption of margarine 

(one of the graphs on Spurious Correlations), even though the graph shows an almost 1:1 

correspondence between the two.  But what if there were?  What might it be?  In other words, the 

goal here is not so much to make a truth claim as it is to be imaginative and inventive in using the 

information you learn from secondary sources to establish a chain of causation between the two 

entities. 

 

(For an Argument Paper) 

Let’s call this “The Beer Commercial Prompt.”  Most TV and radio ads for beer, if you notice, 

spend less time discussing the product itself and more time creating a pleasing or amusing setting 

which, the ad implies, the beer enhances in some way.  Think, for example, of the tag line for some 

Old Milwaukee commercials from several years back—“It just doesn’t get any better than this”—or 

the set-ups to the pitch in Dos Equis’ “Most Interesting Man in the World” commercials (our hero 

may “prefer” Dos Equis, but Dos Equis is not what makes him Interesting—in fact, we don’t even 

see the product until the last few seconds of the ads).  As you might imagine, rarely in these ads do 

you see people discussing what they do for a living or even, for that matter, anything that engages 

them at the level of deep intellectual and/or emotional commitment.  Imagine, then, that you have 

been asked to make a commercial to promote your major or future career in the style of the Old 

Milwaukee or Dos Equis commercials.  Your task for this paper is to describe how you would depict 

the work of your major or career in such a way that it is either appealing or amusing—but does not 

look like “work.”  Your paper will have a standard introduction and conclusion, but the body 



paragraphs should provide descriptions of scenes and language to be used in those scenes, along 

with your explanations for your choices.  You’ll want to look at some of these commercials to get a 

sense of their mood and language; and, of course, you’ll want to give some careful thought to what, 

besides salary, makes your major or career appealing (or amusing) to you.  Welcome but not required 

(what you’ll be graded on will be the paper): an actual video of the commercial, or a “storyboard” 

version consisting of still images from the scenes you describe, accompanied by text.  (Note: the 

requirement regarding outside sources applies to this prompt as well.  What statistics or “fun facts” 

about your major or career can you find that you can incorporate into your commercial? 


