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About this journal

This is a journal, not a report.  What’s the difference?  A journal 

is used to keep track of the process while it is happening.  A 

report is created at the end of the process.  

The Illinois Innovation and Invention Convention is interested in 

the process you take to get to your invention, not just your 

working model.  Be sure to write down your ideas, questions, 

research, frustrations, and everything you try as you go. Before 

you make your presentation, read through your journal to 

remind yourself what you did to get to the current version of 

your invention.  The judges will want to know.

We have created this journal to help guide you through the 

invention process step by step.  But don’t worry if you go a little 

bit out of order.  Invention is not always a straight forward 

process!  Do be sure to find the right place to write down what 

you are doing and thinking.  If you are not sure where to write 

it, just put it on the back of one of the pages or in the margins.  

What’s a journal?

Why do I have to keep  a journal?

How do I use this journal?

Pages from 

Thomas 

Edison’s 

Inventor’s 

Journal
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Words to Know

� design - to plan and make decisions about (something that is being built or created): 

to create the plans, drawings, etc, that show how (something) will be made.

� Intellectual Property (IP)- something you create. It is imagination made real. It 

includes trademarks, copyrights, patents, and trade secrets. A person or company 

may own some or all of these types of intellectual property. 

� invention - a novel device, method, or process originated after study and 

experiment

� original - created directly and personally by a particular artist; not a copy or 

imitation.

� patent- a license excluding others from making, using, or selling an invention. In the 

United States, these are issued by the US Patent and Trademark Office (USPTO)

� problem - a matter or situation regarded as unwelcome or harmful and needing to 

be dealt with and overcome.

� prototype - an original or first model of something from which other forms are 

copied or developed.

� research - the systematic investigation into and study of materials and sources in 

order to establish facts and reach new conclusions.

� solution - something that is used or done to deal with and end a problem : 

something that solves a problem.

� test - a procedure intended to establish the quality, performance, or reliability of 

something, especially before it is taken into widespread use.
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The Invention 

Process
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1 Pick a Problem

Before you can pick a problem to work on, you must first 

identify some problems.  A great way to do this is to freewrite.  

Freewriting is setting a timer for 15 minutes and just writing 

down all of the ideas that come into your head.  Don’t think too 

much about each idea, just write it down and move on. 

In this case, you will be freewriting about problems.  These can 

be problems you face in your everyday life, like chores that are 

hard for you. Think about all the times you say, “I wish. . .”  They 

can be problems that you see your friends or family struggle 

with, like things Grandma can’t do anymore or Dad complains 

about.  They can be issues that are a problem for your town or 

community, or big worldwide problems, like food shortage or 

quality.

At this point, don’t worry too much about whether it is a 

problem you think you can solve.  The goal is to get a bunch of 

ideas on the paper.  It doesn’t even have to be a nice neat list, 

but do make sure you can read it!

How do I pick a problem?

3

“I�find�out�what�the�world�needs.�Then�I�
go�ahead�and�try�to�invent�it.”�
Thomas�Edison



My Problems1

There�are�no�rules�here�– we’re�trying�to�
accomplish�something.
Thomas�Edison
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Narrow Down 

the List

Congrats!  You have just taken the first step to being an inventor.  Now let’s narrow 
down the list and pick your problem.  

Not all problems are created equal.  The fact that you can’t figure out how to 
break into the candy cupboard is probably not as important as Grandma not being 
able to get into the car, or some people in the world not having clean water to 
drink. Look through your list and put an x next to any that really only apply to a 
few people.

Think about the problem “my sister makes us late because she can’t tie her shoes.” 
It might be a problem for your family and your sister,  and there are probably lots 
of families that have the same issue, but you don’t need to make a new product to 
solve it.  If you think about it, you probably know that it has already been solved in 
two different ways – Velcro and elastic laces. Look through your problem list and 
put an x next to any that you know are already solved.

Some problems are just too big, for example: world hunger. This is a problem, but 
it is much too big to solve with one invention.  So, should you put an x next to it?  
Not necessarily.  If it is an area in which you are really interested in working, try to 
narrow it down.  You can narrow It down geographically, or by who would use it, or 
by food type, etc. Go through your list to make sure none are too big.

Now look at your list again.  Are there any problems on there that you wrote down 
during the freewriting process but you are really not that interested in solving?  If 
so, put an x next to them.  Are there any that are really important or exciting to 
you?  If so, circle them.

If you have between one and three problems left, great!  Move on to the next 
page.  If you have more than three problems left, it is time to make a choice.  Pick 
three of the problems and then move on   to the next page.

I have a big list of problems.  Now what?

Would solving it help anyone besides you?

Did someone solve it already?

1

Can I solve this problem?

Pick your passion

Final Choice

5



Define the Problem

Who is this problem affecting? (Think about all of the people 

that could be affected by the problem, not just the one(s) you 

were thinking of originally).

What industry or industries would benefit from you solving 

this problem?

Why is solving this problem important to you?

1

“If�I�were�given�one�hour�to�save�
the�planet,�I�would�spend�59�
minutes�defining�the�problem�and�
one�minute�resolving�it.”

- Albert�Einstein�

Now for each of the 1 – 3 problems you 

have chosen, answer the following 

questions.

6



Make a Choice

My Problem:

Who It Affects:

Which Industries It Affects:

Why It is Important to Me:

1

“If I were given one hour to 

save the planet, I would spend 

59 minutes defining the 

problem and one minute 

resolving it.”

- Albert Einstein 
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Possible Solutions
2 Its time to Freewrite again!  You probably 

have already been thinking about possible 

solutions to your chosen problem.  This is 

where you write down your ideas.  Even if

8

you already know how you want to solve the problem, take 15 

minutes to freewrite all of the possible solutions you can think 

up.



Possible 

Solutions
Narrow It Down

Now that you have a bunch of solutions to your problem, it is 
time to pick your favorite idea.

When we freewrite, we put down everything that comes into 
our heads.  Sometimes that includes things that aren’t really 
possible.  Look through your list of solutions.  Are there any that 
aren’t really possible?  If so, put an x next to those.  

Now look back at your Problem.  Think about the people you are 
trying to help.  Would any of your solutions not work for that 
group?  For example, if you are trying to develop clean water for 
people in developing countries, a solution that includes 
expensive parts is not really going to be possible.  Or if you are 
designing something for people with mobility issues, a solution 
that requires them to balance on one leg while getting into your 
invention probably wont work.  Take a look at your list of 
solutions and put an x next to any that would solve the problem, 
but wouldn’t work for the group you are trying to help.

Finally, think through each of your ideas that are left.  Which 
one do you think will work the best?  Circle that idea now.

2
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Solution 

Research

Congratulations!  You have a problem and an idea for a 
solution.  Time to build right? Not so fast.

Before you start building, you need to do some research. First, 
you need to see if someone has already had the same idea.  
Just because you haven’t heard of a product, doesn't mean that 
it doesn’t exist.  Hop on the internet and do some searching.  
Start with a basic Google search.  Be sure to use a bunch of 
different terms.  Record your results here.

Search terms I used:

Same product found? Y / N

Similar products found:

Does your product exist?  If not, great!  You can move to page 
12.  If so, move on to page 11. 

3
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Now What??

You might be frustrated, but don’t worry.  Remember 

when you thought up a bunch of ways to solve the 

problem? Go back to page 8 and look at the list. Pick a 

different solution and search again.  Record your terms 

and results on a separate piece of paper and staple it to 

this page. Keep doing that until you find one that has not 

been done or you have searched all of your solutions.

Now, what happens if you looked through all of your 

solutions and they all seem to exist already?  Still no 

problem! If you have researched all of your possible 

solutions and they all exist already, it is time to go back 

even further in the process. Go back to your problems 

page (page 4) and pick a new problem.  You will have to 

complete all of the steps for this new problem (pages 4 –

10), but guess what?  All that hard work will pay off with a 

great invention!

3
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Whether�you�think�you�can�or�think�
you�can't,�you're�right.

-Henry�Ford

Just remember to 

believe in yourself 

and keep trying!



Patent 

Research

By doing a basic Google search, you can see if anyone is using or 

selling a product.  But, how do you know if someone has come 

up with the idea and claimed it, but has not made it public yet.  

For that, you need to do a patent search.

Because patents are registered with the US Patent and 

Trademark Office, the best way to do a patent search is on their 

site at www.uspto.gov/patents-application-process/search-

patents . However, this can be quite complicated.  If you are in 

8th grade, try to follow the steps in the 7 Step Guide to search 

for inventions like yours.  For everyone else, you can use 

Google’s patent search at www.google.com/patents.  

Record the results of your search here (include the date):

If you found that your invention actually exists already, go back 

to page 11.  Otherwise move on to page 13.

3

12



4
Design It

13

“To invent, you need a good 

imagination and a pile of junk.” 

Thomas Edison

Now that you have a unique invention, 

use this space to draw it out.  Be sure to 

label each part.



Think it 

through

Look over your drawing on the previous page.  Imagine it 

being used.  Do the parts make sense?  If so, great!  If not, 

go back and make some changes to the design. Draw the 

new design here.

4
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Time to Build!

Part 1: Planning

Now that you have selected your design.  Make a list of what 

parts you will need here.

Now make a list of what tools you will need.  Especially think 

about how parts will be held together.

15



Use this space to record anything you learned or found 

interesting during the building process.  Also record any failed 

attempts here.

Time to Build!

Part 2: Building

16



Testing
6

Play�is�the�highest�form�of�
research.
-Albert�Einstein
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You have a model of you invention! 

Congratulations!  This working model is 

called a prototype.  You have probably 

been testing it as you built it, but that is

not where the testing ends. Now you need to have other people 

test your invention.

Who should you ask?  Think about who would use your product.  

If it is meant for young children, ask you little brother/sister, or 

your cousin, or neighbor.  If it is meant for farmers, go to your 

local farm.  

Ask each person who tries it to tell you what they think.  If they 

like it, ask them for an endorsement to include on your display.  

Also be sure to ask everyone how they would improve it.  

Record those answers in your Evaluation section on the next 

page. 



Evaluation

What worked well?

What worked, but could work better?

What didn’t work?

7 Now it is time to think about your 

invention.  Answer the following 

questions.

18



Improvements
How can you make your invention 

better?
7

If you had answers to the second and third questions on the 

previous page, use those answers to make improvements to 

your invention.  Add them to your design, rebuild your 

invention, retest your invention, and then evaluate it again.  

Keep repeating this process until you are happy with the 

result (or you run out of time and need to move on). Use this 

space to record the improvements you make, as well as the 

results of testing those improvements.

19

“When�I�have�finally�decided�that�a�
result�is�worth�getting,�I�go�ahead�on�it�
and�make�trial�after�trial�until�it�comes.”�

Thomas�Edison



Final Product
8

I�do�not�think�there�is�any�thrill�that�can�go�
through�the�human�heart�like�that�felt�by�the�
inventor�as�he�sees�some�creation�of�the�brain�
unfolding�to�success.�
Nikola�Tesla

20

You did it!  Use this space for a drawing or 

picture of your final product.



Name Your 

Invention

Using the inventor’s name:
G.W.G. Ferris – The Ferris Wheel

James Lewis Kraft – Kraft Mac n Cheese

L.S. Heath – Heath Bars

Using a location:
Kolb-Lena Cheese

Funk’s Grove Maple Syrup

Using the components or 
ingredients of the invention:
barbed wire

Using initials or acronyms:
IBM (International Business Machines)

Using words that sound nice 
together:
Hula Hoop

Pudding Pops

Kit Kat

Cap’n Crunch

Using the product’s function:
Dishwasher

Vacuum cleaner

First Alert

Using adjectives to describe the 
product:
Magic Buttoner

Giggle Monster Toy Company

8
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An inventor can use many different methods 

to name their invention.  Here are some ideas 

and examples.

Use this space to Freewrite ideas for your invention name, then 

circle your favorite. 



Show the 

World
8

Invention Name

Student NameProblem Statement

Photos from 

build process

Copies of sketches / notes
Research

Improvements

Endorsements

Sample Display Board Setup

Now it is time to create your display!  Here are some tips 

to help you do your best work.

� Use a tri-fold display board (no larger than 36” x 48”)

� Make sure your titles are large and clear

� Make sure all writing on your display can be read easily (print 

it out from a computer, if possible)

� Use colorful paper to make backgrounds for your information

� Don’t leave large empty spaces, but also don’t put on so 

much information that it is overwhelming

� Be sure to include information from each section of your 

journal

� Be Creative!!!

22



Tell the World

� What problem does your invention solve?

� How did you get your idea?

� How do you know that this has not been 

invented before?

� Are you interested in pursuing a patent?

� What was the most difficult part of creating 

your invention?

� Who would benefit from your invention? 

How would they benefit?

� How could you sell your product?

� Did you make any improvements to your 

invention?

8
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Finally, it is time to get ready to tell 

everyone about your invention! Have 

someone ask you these questions to 

practice your presentation.



Great Illinois Inventions
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www.illinoisinvents.org

info@illinoisinvents.org


