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Abstract 

 

 “Wrestling with Writer’s Block: Pedagogical Interventions that Work and Why” 

presents a study about first year composition students’ experiences with writer’s block 

and how understanding one’s writer identity and writing process is essential to learning to 

compose through this experience. Prior research from within composition studies that 

examines the inability to write refers to this phenomenon as writer’s block, writing 

anxiety, and writing apprehension (Rose; Bloom; Daly and Miller). These terms are 

significant as language like writing anxiety or apprehension considers the inability to 

write as a chronic problem that needs diagnosis and treatment; consequently, this 

perspective negatively shapes how instructors work with students who struggle to write 

as it encourages instructors and students to seek to eradicate the phenomena, rather than 

learning to understand it as part of many writer’s processes. Additionally, research on 

writer’s block has almost exclusively been about instructors’ perceptions of how and why 

students experience writer’s block, rather than including students themselves. This 

oversight limits instruction as students need to share their experiences with writer’s block 

and what strategies they find useful for overcoming moments of writer’s block and to 

learn from each other. 

 “Wrestling with Writer’s Block” builds on this prior work by reasserting that we 

need to address and describe the phenomena through the colloquial and student-preferred 

term of writer’s block. Through analyzing three interviews with students who identify as 

experiencing writer’s block, this project describes how understanding one’s own identity 

as a writer and individual writing process is essential to better understanding writer’s 

block. This thesis argues that writer’s block is an integral part of the writing process for 
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many students; as such, exploring the experience presents an opportunity for growth and 

learning and should not be seen as an enemy to composing. By studying students’ 

descriptions of their writer identity, metaphorical language about writing and writer’s 

block, and language of transfer, “Wrestling with Writer’s Block” argues that instructors 

must incorporate pedagogy which does not treat students who experience writer’s block 

like they are broken or sick; rather, instructors should encourage students to discover 

their writer identity and individual writing process to increase their confidence as writers 

and work with rather than against writer’s block.  
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Introduction 

 

 2+ hours. That is the longest consecutive tutoring experience I have ever had with 

a student, and she barely wrote a word. While I had worked with students who were 

nervous about writing before, I had never seen it to this extreme. I tried everything I 

could think of to help her: brainstorming, bulleted lists, free writing, etc. None of it 

worked, and she kept saying the same thing: “I just want to write it all down once I know 

what I want to say. I can’t write anything down.” Yet, somehow, she still wanted help 

with…something. I wanted to help her, but for the life of me I could not figure out how to 

encourage the student in writing down her ideas. When the session ended, I knew she was 

frustrated after walking away from the writing center, and I was too—even more than 

two years later, that feeling of frustration and even guilt over my inability to assist the 

student in a meaningful way, stays with me. 

 After this session, I almost wanted to quit tutoring and abandon working in 

education. What kind of writing tutor or teacher cannot even get someone to try writing 

anything down? I felt completely useless, especially since I had exhausted every strategy 

that I could think of or knew at the time to help her. When I talked to my then supervisor 

about the session, we came up with some options, including briefly walking away during 

the session to give the student time to think and write on her own. But, I still was not 

completely satisfied. The student left seeming so defeated, and I knew that if she 

continued her current pattern, she would have a long and arduous college experience. 

 Though I have grown significantly as a writing tutor and teacher, I still remember 

this student clearly. This session became a foundation for my pedagogy and for this 

project, because I knew that there had a better way to support students like her. As an 
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instructor, I do my best to encourage my students when they are resistant to writing, and 

as a writing tutor, I have encountered more students like her, though I still find that these 

sessions challenge me when I have exhausted all the strategies that I typically use to help 

students compose. However, like this original session, these other sessions leave me 

feeling unsatisfied, because I believe there has to be something more that I can do. At the 

time of this original session, I did not know what to call this experience. All I knew for 

certain was it was a tutoring session that would stick with me for a long time, and I really 

wished I could gain the skills I needed to help other students like her in the future. 

 Though I might not have known what to call this phenomenon, several scholars in 

writing studies have also been intrigued and studied this inability to write, trying to 

determine the cause. Mike Rose calls this phenomenon “writer’s block,” citing ridged and 

formulaic writing rules that students internalize as an algorithm for writing the perfect 

paper. Other scholars like Lynn Z. Bloom believe that the inability to write stems from a 

chronic problem which keeps students from writing, often referring to the experience as 

“writing anxiety.” Finally, researchers like John Daly and Deborah Miller use the term 

“writing apprehension,” a softer variant of writing anxiety, and focus on evaluating the 

apprehension levels of students in order to provide focused support. Though the 

scholarship varies across the board for what we should cause the inability to write, the 

research all centers around the same concern that I had with my student: what do 

instructors do to help writers who are so reluctant, fearful, or resistant to writing that 

instructors exhaust all of their strategies and still do not get anywhere? Are these 

pedagogical practices that instructors use actually effective? Or is there something deeper 



Imirie 3 
 

 

that students need to understand about writing or themselves in order to overcome the 

inability to write? 

Commonplace Factors Associated with Writer’s Block 

 While I will never know what was causing writer’s block for the student I worked 

with, other scholars in composition studies have explored several possible challenges that 

students may experience during composing that contribute to their writer’s block. Some 

scholars refer to these as possible causes for writer’s block, though as I will explain 

below, there is not one definitive cause for experiencing writer’s block. My student might 

have experienced all of these causes or none of them. Since everyone’s prior experience 

with writing is different, each person’s challenges with writer’s block is also likely to be 

different, despite major commonalities. These challenges might be external, such as 

taking several credits a semester, working a part-time job, etc., and these challenges 

might be internal, such as finding motivation to write. In the following section, I will 

explain some of the major challenges explored by scholars and their impact on writer’s 

block. 

Motivation 

Though instructors may be quick to scoff at motivation as a significant challenge 

in overcoming writer’s block, they would only be dismissing students’ experiences with 

writing and in first-year composition classrooms. Instructors may expect students to 

simply “fake it until they make it” or pretend to care, but the reality is that being 

motivated is a significant internal challenge that impacts the writing process and can 

contribute to writer’s block. Susan B. McLeod examined the role of motivation as well as 

other affective factors with college students, and Jui-Jung Tsao et al. examined 
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motivation and its relationship to evaluation and feedback in L2 writers.  In both of these 

studies, McLeod and Tsao et. al found that intrinsic motivation (such as a personal desire 

to improve) rather than extrinsic motivation (such as an instructor’s feedback on papers) 

was more likely to motivate students to improve their writing. As a result, students need 

to find value in their writing or in a class in order to be motivated to write. In the context 

of the COVID-19 pandemic, instructors have learned that apathy and lack of motivation 

does not always mean that students do not want to care about the projects that we do. 

Instead, motivation is connected to other larger factors that we cannot ignore. Instructors 

cannot continue to blame students for lacking motivation.  

A lack of motivation can also be connected specifically to writer’s block, because 

these two factors can interlock and impact one another: writer’s block can decrease 

motivation, and lack of motivation can be a cause of writer’s block. Instructors can seek 

this impact of motivation in writers anecdotally in their classrooms with students who 

seem apathetic and unengaged with their writing. In a case study by Bloom, two writers, 

Curtis and Marlon, both indicated verbally that they wanted to engage in their writing 

(“Composing Process”). However, their actions demonstrated how their lack of 

motivation contributed to their writer’s block. Bloom referred to Curtis as a “smiler” 

(“Composing Process” 5) who would pleasantly smile through writing workshops 

without writing a word. His smiling illustrated his unwillingness to understand the 

gravity of not writing, which was more incompletes and more “F’s,” which would not get 

him into law school. Marlon, on the other hand, became angry when confronted with not 

writing. He consistently put family and work priorities ahead of his writing, yet he was 

still unmotivated to change even when this order of priorities impacted getting his degree. 
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Though both of these students actively sought out help and support for their writing (and 

even were encouraged by faculty to attend certain workshops), they ultimately could not 

find the proper motivation to write (“Composing Process” 5-7). While lack of motivation 

can present as apathy, it can also look like procrastination, defensiveness, self-deception, 

and other types of emotional responses. Regardless, students like Curtis and Marlon who 

struggle to reprioritize and find their motivation for writing will struggle with writer’s 

block. 

Often, instructors may blame students when they do not want to write or profess 

that they cannot write. While it is true that some students are chronic procrastinators or 

see little value in learning about writing, being motivated may be more significant than 

instructors realize to experiencing and then overcoming writer’s block. Clearly, 

instructors cannot force students to write, but perhaps they can reconsider how they 

motivate students beyond simply expecting them to be engaged instantaneously. 

Instructors cannot tell students to care until they have reasons that they believe, and 

pedagogies might better support them if instructors help them find those reasons.  

Another way that motivation impacts writer’s block is due to disciplinary 

knowledge and students’ inability to find value in all of the courses they take (Driscoll 5). 

Instructors know that students in FYC are typically taking more than one class, often in 

several different disciplines at once. Instructors know that each of these disciplines have 

different values and purposes, and we can understand the value and importance of 

learning these disciplinary conventions. Students, however, may instead experience this 

range of values and perspectives as daunting and overwhelming. This overwhelming 

feeling may cause them to shut down and become unmotivated, thus contributing to 
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writer’s block. Further, if students do not understand why writing is different depending 

on context, they may find it challenging to find value in a general education class like 

first year writing, which is supposed to provide a foundation for writing in all academic 

disciplines in higher education. Their writer’s block then has more to do with genre and 

discipline knowledge cutting into their motivation, leading them to shut down and not 

know where to start with a specific paper. They may believe they are writing to the 

teacher, but in reality, they may really be trying to write to the discipline. David 

Bartholomae calls this process “inventing the university,” and this presents challenges to 

students who struggle to adapt to different writing contexts. Not knowing where to start 

or not being motivated could actually stem from an overwhelming sense that writing is 

going to be different in all contexts, which creates writer’s block. 

 Instructors can continue to see this connection between motivation and disciplines 

when we examine the connection to genre knowledge. Driscoll and Wells also 

acknowledge that students do not always know (or care) about the larger discipline/genre 

expectations that guide writing requirements or “rules.” Not knowing these conventions 

and expectations becomes incredibly daunting, especially if instructors expect students to 

understand these concepts quickly. When students are learning them all at once, it is 

natural for them to make mistakes and mix up genre knowledge. Many of them are 

encountering new genres of writing that they have never seen before and feels unfamiliar 

or uncomfortable. All of these experiences can also create moments of writer’s block due 

to the unknown territory students are expected to dive into. Driscoll and Wells also 

address the factor of motivation in the context of fault and blame. Instructors are not 

necessarily at fault for teaching students who continue to write “incorrectly” or struggle 
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to compose. Likewise, students are not always at fault for not understanding these 

conventions and expectations as quickly as we hope they will.  

Longer Papers/Projects 

Another challenge that students may encounter that causes writer’s block is 

writing longer papers or projects (“Anxious Writers”; Faigley; Newkirk). While 

instructors may be rather unsympathetic with students’ concerns over larger assignments, 

too easily dismissing this means instructors fail to recognize the real challenges of 

writing a sustained argument. Instructors forget that students may not have been asked to 

create an original argument that analyzes and synthesizes evidence, recognizes and 

captures the attention of an intended audience, and drives home the importance and 

validity of this argument. These types of papers and projects are typically longer because 

of the scope of the project, and while we might write this off as an excuse of students 

who simply want to write less, we instead must recognize how complex inventing, 

drafting, and revising a sustained argument can be and how that complexity may lead to 

writer’s block. 

Jeanne, a student from Bloom’s study “Anxious Writers in Context,” presents an 

interesting case for how writer’s block manifests with larger papers. When writing longer 

papers, Jeanne often procrastinated by pacing, letting the dog out, giving tours of her 

home, and engaging in small talk (“Composing Processes” 7-8).These behaviors are 

similar to those that students might experience when they get overwhelmed with a longer 

paper and project. Many instructors might criticize these behaviors and see them as 

simply avoiding writing. In some cases, this might be true, but instructors also could 
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examine these behaviors as attempts to overcome writer’s block or a sign of being 

overwhelmed with such a large writing task.  

Instructors can also consider the relationship between writer’s block and longer 

papers in the following way: longer papers may not inherently cause writer’s block, but 

these two factors of the writing process may “reinforce” each other (Faigley 11). 

Instructors should also take this into consideration when they remember that writer’s 

block impacts all writers. Jeanne was not a FYC student; instead, she was a graduate 

student who by all other standards was a “good” writer, but she still was overwhelmed 

when faced with a longer paper. In her case, writer’s block was situated and conditional, 

rather than a constant part of her writing process. If longer papers do have a relationship 

with writer’s block experiences, then we can anticipate that as students encounter longer 

projects in their classes, they will continue to experience writer’s block even when by all 

other standards, they “know how to write.” As a result, the relationship between longer 

papers and writer’s block must be acknowledged as a potential part of growth as a writer. 

Instructors can also then connect this relationship back to the motivation challenge, given 

that longer papers can be connected to discipline and genre experience, which impacts 

motivation for writing. Instructors can look at the challenges that cause writer’s block as 

more holistic than independent variables. 

Perfectionism 

Students often feel the pressure to be perfect with writing, and this pressure is 

sometimes based on previous educational experiences or family expectations. However, 

students may also put undue pressure on themselves to be perfect in their writing and 

become their own harshest critic (Newkirk). Rather than allowing themselves the 
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freedom to make mistakes and get something wrong, students believe that their writing 

has to be perfect on the first try. This can create several moments of writer’s block and 

decrease motivation as well. For example, in Rose’s “Rigid Rules” study, Ruth spends 

hours on the first paragraph of a paper trying to perfect it (160). Ruth’s deeply rooted 

desire for the perfect beginning to an essay significantly impacted her composing 

process, because she could not write anything else until she was satisfied with this first 

paragraph. Students like Ruth and other blockers put unrealistic expectations on 

themselves, which results in an inability to write. As a result, instructors need to 

understand perfectionism as a very real internal battle that many students face when 

writing. If we do not, then we ignore another significant challenge that may contribute to 

writer’s block. 

Time 

Like longer papers, time is another constraint that is beyond an instructor’s 

control (Newkirk). We may teach by semester or by quarter; regardless, we and therefore 

our students are held to the amount of time that we have in a semester or quarter in the 

writing classroom. This is not something we are able to readily change even though it can 

be a significant factor to causing writer’s block. Time and motivation are also related; 

however, the distinction between the two is that time is an external factor whereas 

motivation is an internal factor. These two things intersect and impact one another, but 

they are not identical. Time is also related to the time that students are able to devote to 

our specific class. Many students are juggling a full-time class load, sports, family 

obligations, jobs, mental health, “adulting” responsibilities, etc. And this is before any 
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extenuating “life happens” circumstances might get in the way. As a result, the time that 

they can devote to our classes is limited.  

Understanding Writer’s Block by Listening to Our Students 

 Whether the challenge or cause of writer’s block is motivation, longer papers and 

projects, perfectionism, or time constraints, scholars have explored several possibilities 

for why students might struggle to write. However, one thing that they rarely do is give 

students the opportunity to explain their own experiences. If students are the ones 

struggling to write, then they would be the best authority on their experiences rather than 

instructors interpreting an evaluation of writing anxiety or apprehension levels. In order 

to best understand and to aid their students in learning to compose despite experiencing a 

‘block’ in their creative processes, instructors must listen to how students describe this 

experience and what aspects of pedagogical practices in first year writing most impact 

them. Particularly, and as my findings show, though much of the research has discussed 

how to diagnose and treat the inability to write, scholars have not discussed the 

possibility that not knowing what to write can simply be another part in the writing 

process. When instructors and students stop trying to eradicate the experience and instead 

learn to investigate it, even recognizing it as a consistent part of the individual writer’s 

process, then finally, instructors and students can be in a position to best write through it. 

 In order to help students to understand the experience of writer’s block, we first 

must consider further the terminology that we use to describe this inability to write. As I 

will explain in my literature review, using writer’s block to describe the inability to write 

points to a temporary obstacle rather than a chronic condition, a change in perspective 

which will positively impact how instructors interact with students who experience 
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writer’s block. Additionally, I will also demonstrate in my lit review to show that writer’s 

block impacts all writers, whether we consider them experienced or basic, and I will 

explain some of the challenges in teaching students with writer’s block and what 

strategies instructors currently use to support these students. In my methods section, I 

will explain the mixed-methods research approach that I used to ask students about their 

experiences with writer’s block and what they learned in first year composition that 

helped them overcome moments of writer’s block. In my research, three findings 

appeared in my interviews: understanding writer identity and the individual writing 

process, metaphors and analogies to describe writer’s block and writing, and transferring 

writing knowledge and writer’s block. I will use these findings to show that students 

believe writer’s block is a tool that they use as a part of their writing process rather than 

an enemy to composing. The goal of this project is to return to writer’s block as the 

foundational term for understanding the inability to write to show how writer’s block 

illustrates the inability to write as a temporary obstacle rather than a chronic condition.  

 Writer’s block is not a sign of a broken writer or writing process, but instead an 

essential part of the writing process and an opportunity to learn more about oneself as a 

writer. Rather than teaching strategies which they hope will help students to get rid of 

their writer’s block completely, instructors should instead teach students to recognize 

these moments as opportunities for growth and learning about their writing processes. 

Students and instructors need to understand that experiencing writer’s block does not 

make someone a bad writer or incorrect or broken. They are just a writer. And, all writers 

must learn how to work with their writing processes to become better writers. 
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Literature Review 

 

Defining Writer’s Block/Writing Anxiety/Writing Apprehension 

 Scholars exploring this inability to write have developed several different terms 

they use to define this phenomenon. Subsequently, the interventions they suggest to help 

the writer return to producing text reflects their belief in the central cause of the 

experience. The three main terms used in the current scholarship are writer’s block,1 

writing anxiety, and writing apprehension. The variety in terminology may at first appear 

to indicate a simple miscommunication among scholars or that perhaps that there is a 

distinction between these three different experiences. However, a careful examination of 

the usage of these three terms indicates something much deeper about both the 

complexity of this issue as well as how those who experience writer’s block, (or writing 

anxiety, or writing apprehension) are perceived by scholars and instructors. Analyzing 

these terms in greater details demonstrates that this terminology constructs how students 

perceive of themselves when they feel like they cannot write. However, instructors also 

use this terminology, often to label students and to describe provided support and why it 

should help the writer to progress.  

 As writing instructors who work with students, we must understand some of the 

leading scholars’ definitions to see how these definitions have shaped our understanding 

of what it means to not be able to write. As I will show, while writer’s block implies a 

physical obstacle or barrier that gets in the way of the composing process, descriptions of 

 
1 Throughout this paper, I will predominantly use the term writer’s block. As I will explain in further detail 

below, this term best reflects an experience of a ‘barrier’ to the process of writing; and, like any barrier, a 

variety of strategies that are suitable to a specific situation must be engaged in order to work around the 

issue. 
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writing anxiety and writing apprehension has led to instructors believing that they have to 

fix students who say they cannot write.  

Writer’s Block: Obstacles and the Tortured Artist 

 The term writer’s block has been romanticized in popular culture, and students are 

likely exposed to this term through popular culture first before even entering a first-year 

composition course. Characters like Jack Torrance in The Shining are driven to insanity 

as blocked writers, and Carrie Bradshaw in Sex and the City shows the glamorous yet 

tortured life of a successful writer in the big city. For many people, “writer’s block” is a 

familiar idea to description of the inability to write; further, this term is often applied as a 

catchall phrase when discussing writing to describe why “inspiration” or “the muse” has 

yet to strike. As a result, writer’s block has been romanticized, conjuring the image of the 

tortured writer in the attic frantically typing on a typewriter, who only stops when their 

muse has abandoned them. Feeding into this romantic image, in novels like Little Women, 

characters like Jo March frantically scribble away in the attic, and her family and friends 

know better than to bother her for fear of interrupting her genius. The tortured writer in 

the attic usually bemoans their lack of inspiration and abandonment of their muse, saying 

that they cannot write another word until inspiration strikes or their muse returns; when 

they are “unblocked” and once again inspired, they begin to once again compose at a 

frantic pace. As a result, when students have moments of writer’s block, they might also 

throw up their hands and declare that they cannot write until they are inspired or “feel 

like it.” Yet especially for students, the deadline still looms, and they need to both better 

understand what they are experiencing, its manifestations in their processes for writing, 

as well as gain strategies for dealing with their writer’s block.  
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In popular culture, writer’s block seems to imply an almost spiritual experience 

with writing, but scholarship typically examines writer’s block as a compulsive urge to 

produce writing “correctly.” In 1980, Rose noted that beginning writers had internalized 

several rules about writing such as a thesis always needs to have three points or they need 

to create an outline before they begin writing a paper (“Rigid Rules”). Rose famously 

discusses the distinctions between beginning and experienced writers in terms of writing 

rules, and he describes the conformity to algorithmic writing rules as “writer’s block” 

(“Rigid Rules” 169). While many of these rules serve as building blocks for beginning 

writers (and were taught by well-meaning instructors), many beginning writers apply 

these rules as if they are an algorithm for perfect writing. In other words, they believe that 

if they follow these rules, they will be able to construct a perfect paper. In essence, these 

beginning writers construct writing as a process that must be done in a specific way in 

order to achieve a desired outcome, such as writing more quickly, writing sentences that 

“sound good,” or even just writing with more confidence. 

Additionally, Rose’s description of writer’s block points to a connection between 

writer’s block and instructor pedagogy, since students learn many of these algorithms in 

prior writing classes. For many beginning writers, not following these writing rules is 

“bad,” and these rules define the “only way” to write. These “algorithms” which 

instructors have created in order to provide guidance and support actually hinders 

students’ process (“Rigid Rules” 164). For example, an instructor might want students to 

practice writing longer body paragraphs, and so give them a rule that every paragraph 

must have 9 sentences; this can become internalized by inexperienced writers as every 

paragraph must have 9 sentences, rather than reflecting a particular goal (longer 
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paragraphs) and practicing to expand the writing repertoire. This of course does not mean 

that instructors are completely to blame for students feeling unable to write; however, it 

does demonstrate the importance of this term writer’s block and its relationship to 

instructor pedagogy, as well as how students perceive writer’s block and how they can or 

cannot overcome it based on prior knowledge. Thus, we can begin to see how the 

combination of the popular definition of writer’s block (more based on feeling and 

intuition) and the scholarly definition (rooted in conformity to well-meaning instruction) 

combine together to create an embodied experience with writer’s block. 

Algorithmic rules may also turn into a representation of a “muse,” thus showing 

the intersection between the popular and academic definitions of writer’s block and their 

influences on students. In 2009, Rose published a follow-up study where he reiterates the 

importance of flexibility and multiple strategies as methods for overcoming writer’s 

block (Writer’s Block 82). He explains that students initially do well with recognizing 

patterns (such as outlining as a common strategy) in the writing process. They may even 

recognize how useful a particular behavior is to helping them in their composing process 

to the degree that they experience less writer’s block. However, they may not understand 

how these patterns work and the mental process behind what this pattern represents 

(Writer’s Block 92-93). For example, a student may learn that using a graphic organizer 

can be helpful to organize their thoughts before drafting. The graphic organizer is a 

strategy that the student employs then in other scenarios. However, because students may 

not always understand the mental process behind what the pattern represents, this helpful 

graphic organizer (originally a heuristic) becomes a writing rule. The student believes 

that they simply cannot write at all without a graphic organizer, which becomes a 
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substitute for the ever illusive “muse” or “inspiration.” When a heuristic becomes a 

writing rule, this heuristic also turns into a sort of crutch for students who do not 

recognize the purpose of heuristics in the first place. The goal of heuristics and multiple 

strategies is of course for students to have options that they bring with them to multiple 

writing scenarios, and they may employ all, some, or none of these strategies depending 

on the context. Unfortunately, students do not always make this connection, especially 

when they are desperate for a solution for overcoming their writer’s block. Thus, the 

popular “muse” greatly influences students’ interpretation of scholarly strategies for 

writer’s block.  

Writer’s Block to Writing Anxiety: Treatment of a Chronic Condition 

As scholars’ understanding of writer’s block grew, many chose to adapt a 

different term to describe the inability to write. This term is writing anxiety (“Writing 

Block, Anxiety, and Apprehension”; Karakaya and Ülper; Reigstad). “Anxiety” (rather 

than block) indicates something deeper about the developing understanding of the 

inability to write among major scholars. When instructors use writing anxiety rather than 

writer’s block, this phenomenon becomes a chronic condition rather than a romanticized 

block. It is important to recognize here that there is a distinction between writing 

anxiety—which refers to the inability to write—and clinical anxiety, which refers to a 

type of anxiety that is tied to other psychological factors and not necessarily related to 

writing. The reason this distinction is important is because the word “anxiety” has a very 

clear and specific connotation to those outside of the discourse community of 

composition studies; when scholars use “writing anxiety,” this does not necessarily mean 

that these writers have been diagnosed by a licensed professional as having clinical 
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anxiety tied to the situation of writing or performing writing tasks. Likewise, not all 

students who have clinical anxiety may identify as an anxious writer. The purpose of 

using “writing anxiety” as a term to describe an inability and negative affect towards 

producing writing  —or maybe as a term instead of writer’s block (Rose)—is to 

encapsulate more of the affective factors behind not being able to write. 

While writer’s block, for example, seems to indicate a single or several single 

moments in time or in the composing process when a writer finds themselves unable to 

write, writing anxiety more often describes a problem that is seen as long-term; the use of 

the term writing anxiety appears when scholars describe writers who consistently struggle 

with being able to write, regardless of context. For example, Rose’s studies with writer’s 

block contrast beginning writers (who are identified as blockers) with experienced writers 

(“Rigid Rules”; Writer's Block: The Cognitive Dimension). These beginning or less 

experienced writers are typically newer to academic writing or writing strategies in 

general. By contrast, Bloom, which use the term writing anxiety, studies the writing 

processes of graduate students who are older, more experienced, but who still struggle to 

write (“Composing Processes”; “Anxious Writers”). The implication from studies like 

Bloom’s, who use the term “writing anxiety,” is that struggling to write is a chronic 

problem that anxious writers experience over and over again. Though Rose does evaluate 

how students can turn heuristics into algorithms, thus starting the writer’s block cycle 

again, Bloom’s studies more deeply investigate the long-term implications of what it 

means to struggle with writing given her terminology and chosen populations. 

Additionally, using the term anxiety also appears to have led to this desire among 

scholars to “diagnose” and “treat” writing anxiety as though it were a psychological 
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problem. Such treatments of writing anxiety are of limited efficacy though, as most 

scholarship has found that many different kinds of writers might experience writing 

anxiety, and there is no real defining cause of writing anxiety (Bishop; “Writing Block, 

Anxiety, and Apprehension”; Daly and Wilson; McLeod). Thus, there is no singular 

“pedagogical treatment” for writing anxiety. However, more productively, the use of the 

term “anxiety” has led to scholars exploring affective factors, which has been a valuable 

contribution to this conversation. As a result, “writing anxiety” instead of “writer’s 

block” has led to a much different interpretation of the inability to write. 

Writing Apprehension: A Move to Practical Support 

Writing anxiety is used almost interchangeably with writing apprehension—the 

third term used to describe the inability to write in composition studies. Writing 

apprehension, rather than indicating a single moment, obstacle, or long-term problem in 

need of treatment, appears to be accompanied by the influx of offering practical strategies 

or solutions. In this way, it differs from discussions of writers’ block (which treats the 

experience as a romanticized obstacle) or writing anxiety (which treats the inability to 

write as a chronic condition in need of diagnosis or treatment). The term “apprehension” 

is less tied to the clinical and diagnostic implications of “anxiety,” which reduces the 

perception that students need to be treated for the inability to write while the term 

maintains the long-term perspective on the struggle to write. However, apprehension does 

suggest hesitation or reluctance to write, which remains consistent with the exploration of 

affective factors and embodied experiences that the term “anxiety” helped to unpack. The 

use of the term apprehension may also stem from a desire to use a word that is not as 

emotionally charged as the term anxiety may imply. However, as we discuss 
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“apprehension” further, we will see that scholars still perceive students’ writing 

apprehension as problematic, though moving away from “anxiety” is less clinical. 

Despite the change in terminology from “anxiety” to “apprehension” many similar 

patterns and perspectives on the struggle to write remain. 

The term writing apprehension is perhaps most popularly attributed to John Daly, 

who, along with Deborah Miller, created the Writing Apprehension Test (WAT). The 

purpose of the WAT is to assess students’ experiences with writing apprehension and 

evaluate how apprehensive they are about writing. After students complete this 

evaluation, their score reveals how their level of writing apprehension. Though the move 

away from “anxiety” may have changed perspective on the inability to write in some 

ways, the use of the WAT and its “diagnose and treat” method still permeates how 

scholars and instructors view the impact of writing apprehension as problematic. 

Although instructors may identify students as merely apprehensive rather than anxious, 

but many of the implications of “writing anxiety” still influence this perception.  

That said, scholars who utilize the term “writing apprehension” do approach the 

struggle to write from a more practical perspective by investigating the connections 

between writing apprehension and writing skills as well as evaluating strategies to 

support apprehensive writers. For instance, Daly researched the writing apprehension 

levels of beginning vs. experienced writers and determined that the skill competency of 

those who experienced a higher level of writing apprehension was lower than the writers 

with lower levels of writing apprehension. In short, the less experienced a writer, the 

more likely they are to be more apprehensive about their performance. As a result, Daly’s 

study showed that writing apprehension and writing skills are linked, though he was 
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unable to determine whether or not writing apprehension causes low writing skills or vice 

versa (13). To put it differently, a student can be highly apprehensive and yet still 

perform well as a writer. Daly’s study also demonstrated the cyclical nature of the 

correlation between writing apprehension and skills competency. The more writing 

apprehension a student experiences, the more likely their writing skills2 suffer, which 

causes yet more writing apprehension. Through this example study, we can see how 

writing apprehension, similar to Rose’s studies on writer’s block, explores the direct 

impact of struggling to write on writing skills.  

Moreover, scholars who prefer writing apprehension also appear to be more 

interested in methods of practical support and strategies (also similar to Rose). For 

instance, Debra A.H. Matthews indicates how scholars’ approach to defining writing 

apprehension has changed in favor of providing practical support for students. Matthews 

explores more specific pedagogical practices and classroom activities which she has seen 

support apprehensive writers in her classroom. Matthews demonstrates the ways in which 

scholars have begun to consider more practical approaches to supporting apprehensive 

writers; whereas Daly focuses upon identifying these students by evaluating them for 

writing apprehension, Matthews instead explores how practices like conferencing and 

free writing can support apprehensive writers. Although her pedagogical suggestions are 

not new, Matthews demonstrates how using “apprehension” instead of “anxiety” has 

helped us focus on providing options and strategies to students when they struggle to 

compose. If students are merely apprehensive, then instructors may treat students as 

 
2 Daly’s definition of “skills” (13) is admittedly limited; however, Daly’s purpose is to demonstrate 

possible correlation between writing apprehensions and writing competency rather than define writing 

“skills.” 
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simply needing an extra push or a bit more encouragement to become more confident. 

We may believe that apprehensive suggests the need for additional support, while anxiety 

implies the need for treatment before a writer can even consider what strategies might be 

effective for helping them to write. Writing apprehension then, while it still carries many 

of the unhelpful implications of writing anxiety, helps us reconsider the importance of 

providing students with options and choices for how they can overcome their struggle to 

write, as outlined by Rose in his studies on writer’s block. 

Why Definitions Matter: A Return to Writer’s Block 

Definitions are an important part of perception of an idea or concept. Defining an 

idea and making it distinct from other ideas establishes its permanence and boundaries. 

However, in the case of the inability to write, the variety of terminology for the same 

phenomenon demonstrates that students’ struggle to write has created conflict for how to 

support writers. Terms like writer’s block have been romanticized and seem to focus 

solely on the composing process. Conversely, writing anxiety seems to create a diagnose 

and treat approach to supporting writers, and writing apprehension appears more holistic, 

offering highly practical pedagogical approaches. Because of the diversity in definitions, 

scholars have very little to determine what writers actually experience in these 

challenging moments of not being able to write, or the best ways to support them. 

For the purpose of this paper, I will be using the term writer’s block. Despite its 

romanticized origins, writer’s block, unlike writing anxiety and writing apprehension, 

does not define students by their inability to write. We do not use terms such as “anxious 

writers,” apprehensive writers,” or labels like highly anxious or highly apprehensive. 

When we use writer’s block, we are more likely to simply use words like “students” or 
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“writers.” Admittedly, Rose does use the terms “blockers” and “non-blockers” in his 

research on writer’s block. However, I will not be using these terms to differentiate 

between writers. Additionally, my data also indicates that students see writer’s block as a 

temporary obstacle. They see themselves more as writers who experience a block (and 

recognize that all writers may have this experience) instead of identifying as someone 

who continuously gets anxious or apprehensive about writing. Writer’s block then 

suggests that the block is temporary and can be overcome, and writers who are blocked 

are not constantly fighting a chronic condition. By using writer’s block, we also give 

students agency to determine what works for them as writers in their process instead of 

constantly providing new strategies for them to try and overwhelming them.  

Writer’s Block Affects All Writers 

There is a myth in the field of composition that writer’s block only significantly 

impacts writers labeled as basic or beginning. This is likely based on the research which 

has indicated that this population of writers are more likely to have blocks in their writing 

process because they have less writing knowledge or experience (Daly). As a result, 

instructors may expect or even anticipate writers in first-year composition to experience 

constant writer’s block. However, scholarship has demonstrated that writer’s block 

actually impacts all writers regardless of experience or other factors like personality, race, 

gender, social class, etc (“Anxious Writers”; Buley-Meissner; Reigstad; Wynne et. al). 

Even though scholars like Rose might use the term “non-blockers,” experienced 

or skilled writers also have writer’s block. In popular culture, experienced writers 

constantly experience writer’s block. Earlier in this paper, I mentioned Jack Torrance and 

Carrie Bradshaw as popular constructions of writers, influenced by the muse. These 
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tortured artists are not new to writing, and in films or TV shows like these, the writers do 

eventually overcome their writer’s block by the conclusion of the film, TV show, or 

book. For example, though depressed screenwriter Charlie Kaufman in Adaptation and 

struggling songwriter Roger Radcliffe in 101 Dalmatians both experience writer’s block, 

they eventually overcome their blocks and achieve personal or financial success. Roger 

finally writes his hit song, “Cruella De Vil,” which creates the financial security for his 

family, and Charlie completes the script for his adaptation of Susan Orlean’s The Orchid 

Thief, relieving him of the writer’s block which burdens him for most of the film. As a 

result, the message about writer’s block in these examples is that experienced writers do 

have writer’s block; however, these writers will be able to successfully overcome these 

moments every time. Writer’s block is common in popular culture, but overcoming 

writer’s block is equally common. 

In these examples from popular culture, students see that writer’s block is a 

common part of the writing process of experienced writers, yet when they enter a FYC 

classroom, students are labeled as basic or beginning when they also experience writer’s 

block. This conflict about who struggles with writing is key to understanding writer’s 

block. If all writers experience writer’s block, then writers who get writer’s block are not 

inherently bad or broken; further, our approach to teaching how to overcome writer’s 

block needs to change to account for this important understanding of writer’s block as 

something all writer’s experience. 

In this next section, I will debunk the myth that writer’s block only happens to 

basic/beginning writers, and then I will demonstrate how current scholarship has already 

begun to study writer’s block in experienced writers. By doing this, instructors can 
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continue to move away from treating writer’s block as a hindrance to the writing process, 

and we can eliminate the expectation that good writers cannot get blocked. 

Blocks Do Not Equal Basic or Beginning 

 Basic writers are often defined by their skill in writing and/or their experience 

with writing (Buley-Meissner; Reigstad; Bishop). Basic writers might also be referred to 

as beginning, inexperienced, or remedial, and while these labels might be intended to 

describe a writer’s progress up to a certain point, labels like this also play a significant 

role in shaping how instructors perceive writers individually. When we put writers in 

categories of basic or experienced, we make the choice to examine and evaluate writers 

based on their product rather than their process. For instance, Rose discusses the 

implication of the word “remedial,” often used interchangeably with basic, as a way to 

quantify writing skills and learning (“The Language of Exclusion”). Words like remedial 

and basic have also been used to reaffirm a hierarchy in higher education, making these 

terms charged with implications of insufficiency and students who lack skills to be 

competent at writing: “to be remedial is to be substandard, inadequate, and, because of 

the origins of the term, the inadequacy is metaphorically connected to disease and mental 

defect” (“The Language of Exclusion” 349). 

 In reality, many of the struggles that basic writers experience that give them 

writer’s block are common in all writers, and basic writers do not have entirely negative 

relationships with writing. Mary-Louise Buley-Meissner researched the writing 

apprehension levels of basic writers and the relationship of these levels to their writing 

ability by conducting self-evaluations of 12 students. One of her findings showed that 

basic writers struggle with bigger picture elements such as developing ideas or 
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organization, which are steps in the writing process that experienced writers also struggle 

with. In addition, basic writers also have similar positive relationships with writing as 

writers who are more experienced. Buley-Meissner also concluded that basic writers 

enjoy using writing to see their own thoughts and find this helpful for coming up with 

ideas (4). These basic writers do find writing as a useful tool despite the fact that we may 

believe that “basic writers are conditioned to dislike writing” (Buley-Meissner 4). 

Through this study, we can see that basic writers have more many similarities to 

experienced writers both in terms of their struggles with writing and in their relationship 

to writing their thoughts. Therefore, these categories of “basic” and “experienced” that 

we use to categorize writers are not as effective as we may believe. 

In current scholarship, the purpose of identifying and categorizing basic writers 

has been to provide early intervention for these writers so instructors can provide support 

to them sooner, though our methods of categorization may neglect experienced writers 

who would also benefit from this support. Buley-Meissner provides early intervention by 

using the WAT in her research with student self-evaluations, and Thomas J. Reigstad 

concluded that identifying highly apprehensive writers early was important so that these 

writers could get the support they need as soon as possible. Given that many students take 

FYC in their first or second semester of college, these types of courses would qualify as a 

point of early intervention and is an important course to provide students with strategies 

and coping skills to overcome their writer’s block. However, what scholars like Buley-

Meissner and Reigstad do not touch on is how this can benefit all writers, not just those 

that we identify as basic writers. If we only do this “early intervention” approach for 

basic writers, specifically in FYC, then we make the assumption that all writers do not 
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need this kind of support and only basic writers experience writer’s block. However, 

because writer’s block can happen to any writer, experienced writers may also benefit 

from an early intervention approach in new writing contexts or with specific writing 

genres. While experienced writers may be able to overcome their writer’s block in some 

situations with specific writing genres, they may experience writer’s block again when 

encounter a new genre or writing situation. Thus, all writers, whether basic or 

experienced, would benefit from support for their writer’s block.  

One common form of support that instructors of FYC point to for basic writers are 

writing centers. Writing centers have provided students effective support for writing in 

academic and professional contexts. Unfortunately, writing centers have also struggled 

with the reputation that only writers who are weak or struggling writers would benefit 

from this support. Instructors perpetuate this reputation when they only bring up writing 

centers as resources when students are struggling, rather than suggesting them as a 

resource for all students in our classrooms. As a result, early intervention strategies may 

reinforce students’ perspectives on themselves as weak writers and neglect students who, 

despite being “good” writers, would thrive even more when accessing resources like a 

writing center. Scholars like Wendy Bishop demonstrate that writer’s block even happens 

for writing center tutors; moreover, when tutors understand their own experiences with 

writer’s block, they are better able to support all writers who come to a writing center. In 

Bishop’s study, tutors kept journals about their writing experiences, and Bishop notes that 

these tutors were constantly renegotiating their writing knowledge to meet their 

instructors’ preferences (39). This negotiation may happen because of a new writing 

genre, context, or academic discipline; regardless, the tutors became basic writers in these 
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contexts when they had to reevaluate what they know about writing in order meet the 

demands of a new challenge: “at some point we are all basic writers. We all have writing 

tasks that make us apprehensive, tentative, reluctant, and so on. Successful writers have 

learned how to conquer their writing apprehension, and less successful, often basic, 

writers have not” (Bishop 34). Through her research into writing center tutors and 

writer’s block, Bishop bridges the gap that Buley-Meissner and Reigstad do not explore: 

all writers do experience writer’s block depending on genre and context, so all writers 

develop their own strategies for overcoming their writer’s block. 

Experienced Does Not Equal Expert: Blocks Happen to All of Us 

 While the majority of the current research has focused on writer’s block in 

“basic” writers on their own or in relationship with experience writers, some scholars 

have examined how writer’s block specifically impacts the writing process of 

experienced writers. Bloom, in particular, examined writer’s block in two dissertation 

writers and explored the role of context in overcoming writer’s block. This study 

provides an excellent analysis of writer’s block impacting experienced writers, because 

students who are writing dissertations have spent a significant amount of time writing in 

an academic setting. Additionally, if these students have reached the highest level of 

academia, they have proven themselves to be “good” writers; yet, Bloom’s subjects, 

Sarah and Ellen, both experienced writer’s block throughout writing their dissertation. 

Bloom noted that it was contextual factors outside the classroom that impacted their 

writing processes and caused Sarah to be successful while Ellen was not. In Sarah’s case, 

her teaching responsibilities as a graduate student overwhelmed her and she prioritized 

this work along with other administrative duties over writing her dissertation (“Anxious 
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Writers” 163-164). After refocusing her goals, she was able to successfully complete her 

dissertation (“Anxious Writers” 166). By contrast, Ellen’s contextual factors were her 

demands as a wife and a mother, as well as little knowledge on how to do a sustained 

research project (“Anxious Writers” 166-167). Bloom’s advice to Ellen was similar in 

terms of refocusing goals and connecting with her advisor; unfortunately, Ellen’s external 

factors continued to be her priority, and she was unable to complete her dissertation. Both 

of these women had blocks in their writing process that significantly impacted their work 

despite previous success with writing. 

Two things are important to recognize in Bloom’s study. First, experienced 

writers can also be impacted by writing anxiety, and some are able to adapt and overcome 

it successfully (Sarah) while some have more difficulty (Ellen). Even if writers have 

previously been successful in overcoming their writer’s block, writer’s block can still 

impact writers we might otherwise consider experienced—especially, when they are 

facing a new writing situation for the first time. Additionally, Bloom’s study indicates the 

importance of acknowledging the impact of context outside the classroom on any writer. 

While composition pedagogies may be able to support writers with writer’s block within 

the classroom, there are other external factors that also may contribute to this writer’s 

block. 

Both Ellen and Sarah experienced blocks in conjunction with external factors; as 

instructors, we should also consider the external factors that impact FYC students and 

cause blocks in their composing process. For Ellen, genre knowledge played a significant 

role in her inability to overcome her writer’s block, whereas Sarah experienced external 

obligations such as family and work commitments. Yet, neither of these external factors 
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are unusual or only impact experienced dissertation writers like Sarah or Ellen. Writers in 

FYC also often encounter new writing genres; likewise, FYC students are typically 

juggling multiple classes, part-time or full-time work, family responsibilities, sports, and 

other external factors which can contribute to their writer’s block. While instructors may 

not be able to control these factors (nor should they attempt to), they can provide support 

for our students by engaging them with empathy and by offering strategies to help them 

know who they are as writers and what they individually need to do to overcome their 

writer’s block. Instructors must be careful not to only seriously consider students like 

Ellen and Sarah as experiencing significant writer’s block and seeking to help them 

overcome it, while assuming that FYC experiences of blocking are less significant. 

Instructors cannot only be empathetic to writers once they have reached a level of writing 

that we believe counts as truly difficult, because this perpetuates the categorization of 

writers as basic or experienced. 

Scholars have also proposed ways to specifically support graduate students like 

Sarah and Ellen who experience writer’s block. Like Bloom, Wynne et. al also use the 

term writing anxiety, and they introduced the idea of writing groups specifically designed 

for graduate students. Wynne et. al. argue that studies (“Rigid Rules”; Daly; Daly and 

Miller) have examined how writer’s block impacts undergraduate students, but only some 

studies (“Anxious Writers”) have examined how writer’s block affects graduate students 

(370). The goal of this proposed writing group is to create a space where graduate 

students meet weekly to check in with one another on their writing, ask about progress, 

and encourage one another (Wynne et. al 372). This group would combine writing and 

counseling-style support, and members will also keep a weekly journal to document their 
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progress. While Wynne et. al offer a proposal rather than a full study, their article shows 

how we can support writers who struggle with writer’s block through a community of 

writers. Wynne et. al specifically consider this community in the context of graduate 

students and experienced writers, but we can also consider how we can apply these same 

principles to FYC. Instructors do often build community as part of the experience of 

FYC, but students may benefit from sharing their writing accomplishments and 

challenges with one another. As a result, this kind of writing community can provide 

support for all writers, whether they are “basic” or “experienced.” 

Not Basic or Experienced: Just a Writer 

 If instructors continue to think that writer’s block only impacts “basic” writers, 

then they do writers a disservice by pretending that writer’s block is a sign of an 

inexperienced or unskilled writer. Instead, research has demonstrated that writer’s block 

is far more complex than a simple matter of skill, and even writers that instructors might 

label experienced have blocks in their writing process. Because writer’s block impacts all 

writers, instructors cannot assume that writer’s block indicates anything about an 

individual writer. They also cannot approach this issue from a perspective that is 

“remedial,” or treats writers like they are not on par with their peers because they 

experience writer’s block. Writing is complex, and not knowing what to write or how to 

write and struggling to articulate ideas is far more common among all writers than 

instructors and students might initially believe.  

Teaching Writers Who Experience Writer’s Block: Pedagogical Practices 

There are several strategies that many instructors already incorporate in their 

pedagogies which do have the ability to support writers who experience writer’s block. 
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For example, Matthews, Newkirk, and Reigstad emphasized the use of conferencing, 

where Wynne et. al encouraged the creation of writing support groups. However, it is 

critical then to evaluate these pedagogical practices and revisit them in connection to the 

above challenges that contribute to writer’s block. When instructors assess these 

strategies and their effectiveness for helping students overcome these challenges, they 

can determine which strategies are most effective. Instructors can also evaluate what 

strategies are not supporting the previous challenges and then assess what new strategies 

may be useful for supporting students. 

Strategy 1: Conferencing 

Some strategies that instructors currently use to support writers who experience 

writer’s block include conferencing with students individually and having students 

analyze their own composing processes (Reigstad 73). After using conferencing to 

establish a student’s previous experiences with writing, Reigstad explains that these 

conferences can helps instructors collaborate more intentionally on their work: “By 

posing questions about purpose, audience, and organization, instructors help students see 

trouble spots and solutions, and develop confidence in their ability to solve problems and 

make decisions” (73). In Reigstad’s model of conferencing, instructors and students 

begin with building a relationship based on the student’s prior experiences with writing 

and writing classes. Once this relationship has formed, then instructors can use 

conferences to guide students to develop their writing process and build their confidence 

as writers. Though not explicitly stated by Reigstad, individual conferencing may also 

support in developing genre knowledge, because they can engage with their instructor, 

who is an expert in that discipline, about the conventions and expectations for writing in 
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that genre and in that discipline. Having students analyze their own composing process 

may allow students to understand themselves as writers and uncover the reasons for their 

need for perfectionism, a challenge that may cause writer’s block discussed in the 

previous section. 

Strategy 2: Free writing 

A popular technique used in many writing classrooms is freewriting, a technique 

popularized by expressivism and expressivist theory (Elbow). In many composition 

classrooms, freewriting often involves giving students a prompt or question and then 

asking them to write their thoughts answering these questions or responding to the 

prompt. One of the leading scholars in expressivism and expressivist pedagogy, Peter 

Elbow, described in his book, Writing Without Teachers, the importance of freewriting to 

have control over one’s words and discover and develop one’s voice. Though Elbow’s 

focus was not explicitly on writer’s block, Matthews focuses on freewriting as a tool for 

overcoming writer’s block, because freewriting can help students develop ideas, learn to 

write within time constraints, and communicate their attitudes or relationships with new 

topics in a low stakes way (91-93). Freewriting also responds to the challenge of 

perfectionism and learning new genres. When students free write, they must let go of a 

perfectionistic voice and write whatever comes to mind, ignoring things like grammar 

and spelling. Through freewriting, writers expect and embrace imperfection in their 

words and voice, and they can overcome moments of writer’s block to generate ideas. 

Instructors can also consider freewriting as a way to meet the challenge of genre and 

discipline knowledge. If students engage in freewriting first, then they initially do not 

have to worry about meeting genre conventions. They can instead focus on inventing 
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their ideas for a project, which would help them overcome these moments of writer’s 

block. 

Strategy 3: Scaffolded Drafting and Revising 

Additionally, drafting and revising teaches students to embrace the recursive, 

process-focused style of writing. As Nancy Sommers showed in her study comparing 

student and experienced writers, true revision involves a reimagining or reconceiving of 

ideas rather than only copyediting, which she calls “lexical substitutions” (149). If 

students understand revising as only sentence-level changes, this puts a tremendous 

amount of pressure on these beginning writers to produce a near perfect draft; thus, 

following this “rule” has the potential to produce a significant amount of anxiety around 

writing in students like Ruth, who frantically revises her first paragraph until she believes 

it is perfect (“Rigid Rules”). Like freewriting, encouraging revision can teach writers to 

reduce their need for perfectionism. In turn, if perfectionism is a major contributing 

factor for experiencing writer’s block, revision strategies or even, borrowing from Anne 

Lamott, encouraging students to write a “shitty first draft” can be especially useful for 

supporting writers with writer’s block. Drafting and revision may also help students 

overcome the challenges of time and longer papers. Because students have so many other 

commitments, they may tend to procrastinate and leave all their writing to the last 

possible minute. However, if drafting is included as part of the writing process, then 

students are able to chunk their projects and reduce the impact of time on their process. 

Drafting also allows students to better engage with longer projects, especially when they 

are able to create partial drafts instead of full drafts for every project. While drafting and 
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revising will not eliminate these challenges completely, we can see how these practices 

that we already have are used to meet these challenges that contribute to writer’s block. 

 Clearly, teaching writers who experience writer’s block creates several unique 

challenges. Some of the pedagogical practices that we already use in FYC can support 

students with writer’s block, but these practices still may not always support all writers. 

Understanding our students and their needs and their experiences then is crucial to 

knowing what pedagogical practices we need to apply and when. When we do, we will 

create better relationships with our students and be more successful in helping them 

understand how to overcome their writer’s block. 

Methods 

 

 To investigate the impact and experience of writer’s block in FYC students, I used 

a mixed-methods research. I first conducted a survey of first year composition students at 

Salisbury University and then completed follow-up interviews with three of these survey 

participants. By surveying and interviewing students about their experiences with writer’s 

block, I hoped to provide insight into students’ perspectives about their writer’s block in 

order to help instructors better assist students with strategies for writing through their 

writer's block and teach them to have confidence in their words and ideas. A survey 

allowed for a larger sample of responses (e.g. breadth) from students about their 

experiences with writer’s block and writing. The follow-up interviews gave me deeper 

insight into students’ perspectives on writer’s block. 

My research questions were as follows:  

 1) What are students' experience with writer's block in first year composition? 

 2) What exercises or classroom concepts help students with their writer's block?  
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 3) What strategies do students use to overcome their writer's block after taking 

 first year composition? 

Research Site 

 The research site for this study was Salisbury University, a public four-year 

university in Salisbury, Maryland. There are approximately 7,500 undergraduate students 

at Salisbury. As of Fall 2020, the first-year writing program at Salisbury University uses 

the Writing about Writing curriculum, which teaches students that writing is both 

something people do but also a discipline that people study. In the first unit of this 

curriculum, students read scholarship in writing studies and write an auto-ethnography 

where they explore their own writing process. Students design their own projects 

collecting primary data and secondary sources to create a researched argument based on 

their findings. All participants in this study took first year writing when the program 

implemented the Writing about Writing curriculum, which is important to note because 

the content of this curriculum emphasizes understanding the writing process and one’s 

individual identity as a writer. All three students who were interviewed emphasized this 

content as significant to understanding and overcoming moments of writer’s block. 

Survey 

 The survey was created and conducted through Qualtrics in Fall 2021. Eligible 

participants were students who took first year composition during Fall 2020, Spring 2021, 

or Fall 2021 semesters and who were 18+ years of age. Students were contacted via email 

and provided a link to the survey. Survey responses were anonymous. 

 The survey was divided into three parts. First, students answered questions about 

what semester they took FYC. Then, they responded to statements about their 
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experiences with writer’s block on a 5-point Likert scale. These statements were based on 

Daly and Miller’s Writing Apprehension Test. Finally, students then responded to their 

writing experiences specifically in the context of FYC, also on a 5-point Likert scale. To 

conclude the survey, participants were asked if they were interested in completing an 

interview about their experiences with writer’s block and FYC. Interested participants 

could choose to provide contact information (survey questions are included in Appendix 

A). 

 32 students responded to the survey. Of the 32 who completed the survey, 11 

indicated an interest in completing a potential interview.  

 In order to ask students about their full experience of taking FYC, students were 

contacted for interviewees after they had completed the course. Students who completed 

the course in Fall 2020 and Spring 2021 were contacted in Fall 2021. Students who took 

FYC in Fall 2021 were contacted in Spring 2022 about completing an interview. In doing 

so, I ensured that students had already completed the course when they participated in an 

interview. After these recruitment emails were sent out, three students agreed to 

participate in interviews. 

Interview 

 Interviews were conducted and recorded using Zoom. Interviews were semi-

structured, and questions explored students’ experiences with writer’s block before taking 

FYC, during FYC, and after taking FYC. In addition to eliciting students’ descriptions of 

how they experienced writers block, students were also asked to explain strategies they 

learned in FYC that helped them overcome their writer's block. After this discussion, 

students provided an example paper written in FYC that gave them writer’s block and 
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were asked to describe how the paper gave them writer’s block and how they overcame 

their writer’s block with this specific paper. 

 After each interview, I created a transcript from the interview recording. This 

transcript was de-identified and anonymized. Each student’s paper was also de-identified. 

Each interviewee will be referred to by pseudonyms. The table below lists the 

pseudonyms for the interviewees, what semester they took FYC, and what example paper 

they provided. 

 Roxanne Charlie3 Landon 

Semester They 

Took FYC 

Spring 2021 Spring 2021, and 

then retook in Fall 

2021 

Fall 2020 

Example Paper Unit 3 Reflective 

Letter 

Auto-ethnography Researched 

Argument Paper 

 

Coding and Developing Data 

Survey 

 Survey data analysis began by downloading the survey results from Qualtrics as 

an Excel spreadsheet and removing incomplete survey responses. In total, 43 respondents 

completed at least part of the survey. Responses that were incomplete included tests that I 

had completed to ensure the survey link worked and responses from other participants 

who had only completed the consent form, which verified the participant’s age and 

indicated which semester the participant took FYC. After removing these responses, I 

was left with 32 participants. 

 
3 Charlie was originally interviewed in Fall 2021 and then participated in a follow-up interview in Spring 

2022. At the time of his first interview in Fall 2021, he was retaking the course and thus a current FYC 

student. After realizing this, I reinterviewed him with additional follow-up questions in Spring 2022 to 

adjust for his unique experience with the course. 
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 As I was most interested in students’ experiences with writer’s block, all 

participants had to respond to at least the first two sections of the survey for their results 

to be analyzed. In fact, one survey participant completed the writer’s block statements but 

not the FYC-specific questions. This response was kept due to its contribution to the 

writer’s block statement analysis. Thus, at the end of constructing the sample, 32 

participants provided responses to the writer’s block statements, and 31 participants 

provided responses to the writer’s block statements and the FYC-specific statements. 

 The survey data was initially coded by semester and then organized according to 

the Likert scale responses. Because of the COVID-19 pandemic, students experienced 

different modalities for first year composition which may have impacted their responses. 

Fall 2020 students took FYC mainly as an online asynchronous, online synchronous, or 

hybrid modality. Spring 2021 saw mostly online synchronous or hybrid modality, and 

Fall 2021 saw mostly face-to-face classes for FYC. Coding this data according to 

semester showed whether there were any significant patterns in the participants’ 

responses that might be attributed to pandemic issues. Additionally, I also collapsed some 

of the Likert scale categories, so that Strongly Agree and Agree responses were grouped 

together as one category, and Strongly Disagree and Disagree were also grouped together 

as one category. A representation of survey data responses can be seen in Appendix A.4 

Interview 

 Interviews were conducted via Zoom. Interviewing on Zoom allowed me to 

record each conversation with my interviewee to create a transcript. Additionally, Zoom 

 
4 Though this survey did produce interesting initial findings on students’ experiences with writer’s block, 

my conversations with my interviewees yielded more detailed explanations for the impact of writer’s block. 

As a result, I will focus on the major findings of my interview data rather than my survey in this project. 
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enabled me to share screen with my students when we discussed their example paper 

from FYC that gave them writer’s block. Students were able to direct me to specific 

places in these papers that gave them writer’s block through the screen share function. 

 When examining my interview transcripts, I followed the principles of grounded 

theory in order to examine the three participants’ interview data. According to Kathy 

Charmaz, “grounded theory methods consist of systematic, yet flexible guidelines for 

collecting and analyzing qualitative data to construct theories 'grounded' in the data 

themselves” (2). As a result, grounded theory allowed me to code for patterns grounded 

in the students’ own language and descriptions through an iterative coding process. By 

using grounded theory and performing coding in phases, I remained open-minded and 

permitted the data to guide my codes. Thus, my theory and understanding of writer’s 

block is grounded in my data. 

 Interview transcripts were coded according to the following six categories: 

identity as a writer, metaphor/analogy for experience with writer’s block, transfer, 

sources/source use/evidence, what students learned specifically from E103 that helps 

them overcome their writer’s block, and why their example paper gave them writer’s 

block. A coding key with each code’s definition and example quotes from interviewees 

list provided below. After developing this coding key, I coded all transcripts one code at 

a time in order to be thorough. This individual process allowed me to see a further pattern 

in the identity as a writer code, which was further broken down into two subcodes: 

positive identities as a writer and negative identities as a writer. Likewise, transfer was 

also broken down into two subcodes: high school transfer and college transfer. 
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Coding Key for Interview Transcripts 

Code Definition Example 

Identity as a 

writer 

 

Subcodes: 

positive or 

negative 

Identity as a writer refers to what works for 

the writer and why OR what doesn’t work 

for the writer and why. Identity as a writer 

encompasses how the writer views 

themselves in a writing context, often using 

reflective language about their writing 

process or writer identity. 

 

I differentiate between positive and 

negative identities/explanations to show 

how the writer’s identity is multi-faceted 

and even still being shaped by their writing 

experiences. 

“I’m not much of a 

writer” 

 

“I still get writer’s 

block…but I know 

how to handle it 

better” 

Metaphor/analogy 

for experience 

with writer’s 

block 

This code focuses on any explanation of 

what it’s like to experience writer’s block 

OR personification of writer’s block and 

how it impacts the writing process. Writers 

may also reference preexisting 

metaphorical language or create their own 

metaphors/analogies. 

“[Writer’s block] is 

like an annoying 

neighbor” 

 

“I was like ‘okay, 

I’m either gonna 

learn how to swim 

or I’m gonna sink.’ 

Sink or swim, if you 

will” 

Transfer 

 

Subcodes: high 

school and 

college 

This code means how students are 

understanding how they apply what they 

know or learn about writing in other 

contexts. This knowledge is not limited to 

the composing process but encompasses 

other aspects of writing as well, such as 

researching sources. 

 

Writers might refer to past high school 

experiences and how they are transferring 

that learning to college. They also might 

describe how students have transferred 

what they learned in English 103 to other 

courses in college. I have subcodes for 

each of these types of moments. 

“103 is mainly a 

intro to what writers 

should be capable 

of. And then when 

you’re taking other 

classes when you 

really learn how to 

have a different 

subjects of what you 

should write in the 

class” 

Sources/source 

use/evidence 

Writers refer to how they use sources or 

evidence when they are researching or 

composing in their writing process. Writers 

might specifically describe the challenges 

of finding sources or using evidence to 

support their claims. 

“I really struggled 

with uh you know I 

picked I picked like 

specific moments 

where I you know I 

struggled with 
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writing and but I 

determining how I 

wanted to go about 

explaining those 

specific moments 

that I really 

struggled with 

[doing this]” 

What you learned 

specifically from 

E103 that helps 

you overcome 

your writer’s 

block 

Students might describe a specific strategy 

or concept that was part of English 103 that 

helped them with overcoming writer’s 

block. They also might identify resources. 

They also may describe things they learned 

about themselves as a writer while in E103 

that help them overcome writer’s block 

(creating overlap with identity as a writer) 

“I touched up on uh 

certain threshold 

concepts that were 

really really really 

important” 

 

“I learned how to 

use Salisbury 

University uh library 

system” 

Why example 

paper gave you 

writer’s block 

Each writer provided an example paper 

that they wrote during E103 that gave them 

writer’s block. The genres of these 

example papers varied. The writer points to 

specific moments in the writing process of 

that paper when they experienced writer’s 

block. These comments might be more 

wholistic about the overall experience of 

the paper, or they might be about a 

particular section. 

“it gave me a little 

bit of writer’s block 

because I wasn’t 

sure what the teacher 

wanted from me” 
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Finding 1: Writing Identity Incorporates the Process and Experience of Writer’s 

Block 

 

 Writer identity appears implicitly in many scholars’ explorations of writer’s 

block. Research participants often refer to knowing themselves as writers and their 

writing process as an important component of overcoming moments of writer’s block. 

For example, Rose’s non-blockers “operate with fluid, easily modified, even easily 

discarded rules and plans” that they use to guide their writing and writing process (“Rigid 

Rules” 168). If something does not work for them as writers or for their writing process, 

they are quick to adapt a new strategy or abandon ones that do not work for them. 

Likewise, Sommers’ experienced writers also “rely on their own internalized sense of 

good writing” that her student writer participants have yet to develop (154). Both Rose’s 

and Sommers’ students demonstrate the importance of understanding process and suggest 

the inherent connection between process knowledge and writerly identity. 

 My interviewees consistently referenced the connection between process and 

identity when discussing their own experiences with writer’s block as well. The writer 

identity code refers to both how students view themselves as writers as well as how they 

understand their writing process. It is defined as “what works for the writer and why OR 

what doesn’t work for the writer and why. Identity as a writer encompasses how the 

writer views themselves in a writing context, often using reflective language about their 

writing process or writer identity.” In their interview, Roxanne, Charlie, and Landon all 

described moments that explained how their writing process worked in great detail; thus, 

this code provides the foundation for understanding the impact of writer identity on 

overcoming writer’s block. 
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 In total, identity as a writer was coded 62 times across the three interviewees’ 

transcripts.5 My interviewees described the importance of knowing themselves as writers 

and understanding their writing process for overcoming moments of writer’s block. 

Roxanne, Charlie, and Landon all pointed to specific moments before, during, and after 

FYC where understanding who they were as writers helped them compose and feel more 

confident about their writing process. For example, Roxanne indicated that organization 

was an important part of her writer identity to overcoming moments of insecurity. Charlie 

explained how he believed building on one’s writing knowledge and understanding 

writing as a process shaped who he is now as a writer. Finally, Landon emphasized being 

a part of a community of writers as a significant part of his writer identity. 

 Writer identity and process could be positive or negative. Positive writer identity 

refers to codes when writers explain who they are as writers or what does work for them 

in their writing process. Negative writer identity refers to codes when writers explain who 

they are not as writers or what does not work for them in their writing process. For 

example, a positive writer identity statement from Roxanne is “I still get writer’s 

block…but I know how to handle it better,” and a negative writer identity statement from 

Charlie is “I’m not much of a writer.” Across these transcripts, 44 of these writer identity 

codes were positive writer identities and 18 were negative writer identities. Though each 

of my interviewees spent more time considering what they were as writers rather than 

what they were not, reflection on their writer identities and the writing process was 

significant to their experience with writer’s block before, during, and after FYC. 

 
5 For the full list of codes for each interviewee, see Appendix B. 
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 An aspect of explaining their identity as a writer included referencing or 

describing their writing process. Writing process and writer identity were thus 

intertwined, reflecting that significant connection. Process influences identity, and 

identity influences process. In addition to emphasizing what they liked about their writing 

process, all three participants also described what did not work for them as writers. Doing 

so demonstrates a metacognitive awareness of their developing writer identities. Most 

significantly, all three participants explained that they still experience moments of 

writer’s block, but that they still feel confident about their writer identity despite this. In 

other words, all three students said that they continue to have writer’s block after 

completing FYC. However, they all believed that they better knew how to navigate 

moments of writer’s block because they knew themselves as writers. When they have a 

writer’s block moment, they employ a strategy that they know works for their writing 

process to overcome these writer’s block moments. Rather than freezing or giving up, 

they simply try a new strategy or reflect back on what they know helps them overcome 

writer’s block. 

 Instructors might expect students to be frustrated that they continue to experience 

writer’s block. Instructors may also believe that they or their students have somehow 

failed because a student continues to experience writer’s block after taking FYC. 

However, none of these students are angry or frustrated; they simply view writer’s block 

as another part of their writing process and an opportunity to grow as writers. This 

perspective allows instructors and students to consider the integral role of reflecting on 

one’s writer identity and individual writing process for overcoming writer’s block, 

because these students no longer see writer’s block as an enemy or a permanent obstacle 
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to their process, but instead adapt to moments of writer’s block by paying attention to 

their writer identity.  

Positive Writer Identity 

 In this section, I will explain some of the most significant moments of writer 

identity as described by Roxanne, Charlie, and Landon in order to show how 

foundational understanding individual writer identity and writing process is to 

overcoming writer’s block. Overall, Roxanne, Charlie, and Landon all had more positive 

connotations about their identities as writers than negative, indicating that FYC helped 

them form a positive understanding of their writer identities and writing processes. 

Roxanne had 19 positive codes and 5 negative codes, Charlie had 19 positive codes and 

12 negative codes, and Landon had 10 positive codes and 2 negative codes (see Appendix 

B). For positive writer identity, each student described who they were as writers and how 

this connected to their experiences with writer’s block.  

Roxanne 

 Roxanne states that in FYC, “I learned a lot about myself as a writer and why I 

was doing things the way I was doing them.” She credited this learning experience of 

about her writer identity as something that helps her overcome moments of writer’s 

block. Though writing could be “anxiety-inducing,” learning about her own writing 

process helped her unpack what was effective for overcoming writer’s block as a whole. 

She later explained that “I needed to slow down and think about what I was doing rather 

than rushing to get through to the next part, which is kind of what I think I was doing 

before.” Roxanne used the articles she read in class to understand the writing process and 

reflect on her own process. In doing so, she recognized her tendency to rush herself 
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through writing and allow herself time to pause, organize, and draft. Understanding this 

aspect of her writer identity allowed her to feel less anxious and more confident in her 

writer identity and writing process. 

Charlie 

 Charlie also reflects on positive experiences with FYC as they relate to his writer 

identity and writing process; he sees himself as a part of a community of writers.6 For 

Charlie, understanding that no writer will ever be perfect and that learning his writer 

identity and writing process was essential for helping him overcome his writer’s block 

and understand himself as a writer. He describes how “as writers, we no matter how 

much experience we have, we’re always gonna struggle with writer’s block, but that’s 

okay. We always have something new to learn.” Charlie uses language like “we” in this 

moment, demonstrating how he is forming his writer identity in relationship to a writing 

community. Charlie also asserts that while he believes he will always struggle with 

writer’s block, “that’s okay,” because “writer’s block is a form of learning.” Rather than 

a hindrance, Charlie sees writer’s block as a tool that he uses as a part of his writing 

process.  

Landon 

 Landon likewise describes how his writing process and his experience with 

writer’s block has changed since taking FYC. When asked to describe his experiences 

with writer’s block, Landon explained he used to have writer’s block when it came to 

drafting. However, now he experiences writer’s block more during the brainstorming or 

invention phase of his writing process: “I guess I’m not still perfect writer, but I would 

 
6 This language also reflects content in the Writing about Writing curriculum used in FYC at Salisbury 

University. 
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know what should I write when I uh have that kinda um question what direction I’m 

given.” For Landon, clear and specific directions are helpful for overcoming moments of 

writer’s block. Landon likes to know exactly what his professor expects from him for any 

assignment. 

What Instructors Can Learn from Roxanne, Charlie, and Landon’s Experiences 

 Like Roxanne and Charlie, Landon’s identity as a writer is still overwhelmingly 

positive despite continuing to experience writer’s block. For all three of these writers, 

learning the process that works for them and why has helped them understand themselves 

and feel more confident in their writing process. Charlie even states that after learning 

about his writer identity and process, “I’ve gotten so much more comfortable with 

writing,” and Roxanne explains “I know how to handle [writer’s block] better.” Learning 

about their writing process has increased these writers’ confidence and even their sense 

of independence. They understand what works for them and use that to help them 

compose, instead of attempting to follow strategies or experiences that are ineffective. 

Positive Writing Processes 

 Roxanne, Charlie, and Landon all describe specific strategies that they continue to 

use as part of their writing process that help them in their writing process in addition to 

describing an overall positive identity. As instructors, it is important for us to see that 

some of these strategies are ones that we may already teach and some may be strategies 

that we might not have previously considered. The important thing to recognize here is 

the variety in strategies and why students find them effective. As described below by 

each student, some strategies are about process, some focus on environment or an 

embodied writing experience, and still other strategies emphasize campus resources. 
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Instructors should recognize that various strategies work, and encourage students to try 

out strategies and recognize what’s important to them as writers— building the 

connection between identity and process. 

Roxanne 

 After saying that drafting is a helpful strategy for her writing process, Roxanne 

describes the different organizational tools that she might use depending on what strategy 

is most effective in that writing context: “I’ll take sticky notes or I’ll make a lit matrix or 

just come up with endless ideas and just like go at ‘em. And then I just like figure out 

which one’s probably gonna be the best or the one that like suits what I’m trying to write 

the best.” Roxanne indicates variety in her strategies as well as a high level of comfort 

and confidence in using these strategies to overcome writer’s block. In her process, 

Roxanne understands that she likes “breaking up the big things into the little things.” 

Writing drafts, sticky notes, and lit matrixes all provide her with a way to break bigger 

projects into more manageable chunks, a method to overcome her writer’s block with 

longer papers and projects (“Anxious Writers”; Faigley; Newkirk). Through 

understanding her writing process and what works for her, Roxanne has adapted several 

strategies that support her overall writing process and help her compose more efficiently. 

Charlie 

 Charlie also discusses an important strategy that helps him overcome writer’s 

block which speaks to the embodied experience of writing. For Charlie, sitting still at a 

desk or table does not help him compose. Instead, feeling free to move around helps him 

overcome moments of writer’s block and know what he wants to write: “it was in 

moments where I used I you know I moved my hands I shake my head you know, I get 
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up and I just do like a couple jumping jacks or something. It was after doing those 

specific movements, I was able to uh I was able to determine what I wanted to say next.” 

This movement strategy may initially be seen as disruptive, yet Charlie believes this is an 

essential part of his writing process which helps him know what he wants to write. 

Movement is the key for Charlie to overcome his writer’s block. Many students may 

come to FYC without exploring a strategy like movement to help overcome writer’s 

block. Like Charlie, they may have been taught that writing can only happen when you 

are sitting still, hands poised above a keyboard, and fail to realize that stillness may 

actually be detrimental to their writing process. During FYC, Charlie not only learned 

that movement helps him overcome his writer’s block, but that different kinds of 

movement—like shaking his head or doing jumping jacks—are equally useful for 

overcoming moments of writer’s block. 

Landon 

 Landon’s specific strategies are connected to community and campus resources, 

and he notes that his experiences in high school helped him shape these strategies that he 

has developed further after coming to college. He says that in high school, “I would just 

stay in lunch time with my teacher and then just like do my paper with my teacher, but 

now it’s more like I could ask my professor about it or I could just go to the Writing 

Center.” Landon’s strategy in high school was to talk to his teacher about his writing, 

demonstrating Landon’s interest in clear direction and understanding that feedback helps 

him understand expectations for different assignments. Now, he continues to speak with 

his instructors, but he also uses the University Writing Center as a resource. Landon has 

expanded this strategy to include peer tutors in the writing center. Like Roxanne, 
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understanding his writing process and writer identity has helped Landon continue to 

develop this strategy that he already knows works for him to help him overcome his 

writer’s block. 

Negative Writer Identity 

 Though each of these writers predominantly describe positive writer identities and 

things in their writing process that work well for them, they all also note some negative 

aspects of their writer identity and what does not work for them as a writer. It is 

important to be clear that “negative” does not always mean that the writer sees what they 

are doing as bad or that they have a poor perception as a writer. Rather, coding a 

statement as negative also refers to statements such as “I’m not…,” when the writer 

explains what their writer identity is not or what their writing process does not include. 

Additionally, while only 18 writer identity statements out of 62 coded as negative, these 

negative codes demonstrate how these writers actively reflect on what does and does not 

work for them as writers. Roxanne’s negative identities reflect on the emotional 

experiences of evaluation. Roxanne and Charlie both illustrate their conflict in 

understanding how they identify as writers and being a part of a community of writers, 

and Charlie explained that sitting still in his writing process negatively impacts his 

writing process and causes writer’s block. Finally, Landon explained that writer’s block 

did not go away, but evolved and grew with him as a writer. The purpose of analyzing 

this negative code is to show how writers continue to reflect on their writer identity and 

how writers should pay attention to what does not work for them in their writing process 

as much as they pay attention to what does work. 
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Roxanne 

 For Roxanne, having her writing evaluated and critiqued often contributes to her 

experience with writer’s block and negatively impacts her writing process. She explains 

that prior to FYC, “I was like highly anxious on my writing and being judged on my 

writing in particular.” She uses terms like “anxiety” to describe her experiences, 

suggesting that her experience with writer’s block and writing in general has an 

emotional layer for her. This fear of judgment can cause moments of writer’s block, and 

Roxanne has learned that recursiveness in her writing stems from this insecurity, causing 

her to believe that her recursive writing is a negative part of her writer identity: “I’m a 

very recursive writer like oh, it’s bad, and that’s definitely part of the reason why I have 

so much writer’s block is because I’m like ‘is this good enough?” Roxanne describes 

these moments of second guessing and questioning the quality of her writing as negative, 

and she believes that this is one of the reasons she experiences writer’s block. 

 Perl’s explanation of felt sense is particularly useful here for understanding 

Roxanne’s negative identity description. Perl reminds, “What we pay attention to is the 

part of our bodies where we experience ourselves directly. For many people, it’s the area 

of their stomachs; for others, there is a more generalized response and they maintain a 

hovering attention to what they experience throughout their bodies” (Perl 367). When we 

compare Perl’s explanation of felt sense to Roxanne’s experiences, we can see how 

Roxanne’s felt sense is still developing. Her feelings of insecurity about her writing, 

manifesting in feeling anxious and second-guessing herself, interfere with her composing 

process. However, Roxanne is still learning to listen to her felt sense, and the first step to 

learning this is the “hovering attention” that Perl describes. While we may initially read 
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Roxanne’s experience as problematic as instructors, Roxanne’s self-awareness of the 

impact of her insecurity on her writing process also illustrates that she has deeply 

considered all aspects of herself as a writer, both positive and negative. Her writer 

identity and process is multi-faceted and still evolving. 

Roxanne and Charlie 

 Roxanne and Charlie both demonstrate how their understanding of themselves as 

writers and being a part of a writing community conflict with their overall understanding 

of what it means to be a writer. Roxanne states, “I’m not a creative writer I would say” 

and Charlie explains, “I don’t really do a whole lot of writing outside of school just 

because I’m not much of a writer.” These statements are examples of the “I’m not…” 

statements that I described earlier, where both of these students are explaining who they 

are not as writers. Roxanne specifies that she is not a creative writer, but Charlie says that 

he does not see himself as a writer at all. Yet both of their statements conflict with the 

heavy reflection on their writer identity and writing process, and in Charlie’s case, other 

language that he used throughout his interview to include himself in a community of 

writers. Though he says “I’m not much of a writer,” Charlie also repeatedly used phrases 

like “as writers, we” or “our process.” This conflict shows how their writer identity is 

evolving; though they do have a stronger self-awareness of themselves as writers and 

their writing process, they still are reluctant to fully identify as writers because they 

believe a true writer also writes creatively and/or outside of an academic setting. Though 

Charlie and Roxanne may not yet fully live into their writer identities, they do 

demonstrate their individual growth as academic writers and are in tune with their own 

writing processes. 
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Charlie 

 Charlie’s expressions of negative writer identity also connect to his descriptions 

of the importance of movement to his writing process as well as how writing rules impact 

his writing process. Charlie explains that in K-12 education, he was taught to sit down 

and write a paper from beginning to end without taking breaks or getting up to move. 

This became a writing rule (“Rigid Rules”) that he felt he had to follow, which he 

believes contributes to his own experiences with writer’s block: “I’m kind of stuck in 

these kind of little uh little uh kind of guidelines you know rules that I can’t break out 

of.” Though these writing rules of sitting still to write and writing the paper all at once 

contributed to Charlie’s writer’s block in a negative way, he learned through FYC that he 

does not have to follow these writing rules if they do not work for him. Movement is now 

an essential part of Charlie’s writing process, and as he has applied this strategy to help 

him overcome his writer’s block, he believes that “just sitting down in a room is very 

very uh detrimental to the writing process.” Like Roxanne, Charlie’s awareness of what 

does and does not work for him as a writer has increased his ability to overcome his 

writer’s block. He knows that the writing rule of sitting still to compose does not work 

for him, so he created a new strategy that is more effective and helps him overcome his 

writer’s block. 

Landon 

 Landon explains that for him, his experience with writer’s block has changed 

based on which part of the writing process he finds most challenging. He states, “before, 

my writing blocks it’s more like giving direction and follow direction, but now it’s more 

like a creative writing.” As Landon has grown more comfortable with interpreting 
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instructions and feedback from his instructors, his writer’s block with this area of the 

writing process has decreased. Now, he notes that invention or “creative” writing, coming 

up with ideas, gives him the most writer’s block. Though Landon does not believe his 

writer’s block has gone away, he shows that his experiences with writer’s block has 

changed as he has grown as a writer. As his writer identity has evolved, so has the ways 

writer’s block impacts his writing process. Writer’s block does still negatively impact his 

writing process, but like Roxanne and Charlie, Landon demonstrates how knowing his 

writer identity helps him understand the ways that writer’s block impacts him and how 

those experiences have changed overtime. 

Writer’s Block is Not Gone 

 Despite their significant positive experiences with overcoming writer’s block and 

developing individual strategies that work for their own writing processes, Roxanne, 

Charlie, and Landon all say that they continue to experience writer’s block. Roxanne 

notes that FYC was “not a miracle cure” and “[FYC] didn’t get rid of my writer’s block 

by any means.” Likewise, Charlie declares that he “struggle[s] with writer’s block all the 

time...It’s something that’s always been there, and we’re always gonna struggle with it. 

But I think that uh that’s okay. It’s okay to have blocks in our thought process.” Landon 

as well indicated that he is “not still perfect writer”; however, none of these writers 

indicated in any way that they believe they somehow failed as a writer or that they are 

bad or broken writers because they still experience writer’s block. In fact, Charlie 

indicates that “it’s okay to have blocks in our thought process.” Indeed, if writing is a 

form of learning or a natural part of the writing process, then students and instructors 

should not expect a student to never experience writer’s block again. If a student 
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continues to experience writer’s block, they have not failed as a writer, and their 

instructor has not failed them as their writing teacher. They simply have an opportunity to 

learn how to overcome their writer’s block in a new context and further develop their 

writer identity and confidence in their writing process. 

 After taking FYC, all three writers have gained a new perspective on writer’s 

block and how to overcome it. For Roxanne, overcoming writer’s block means 

developing ways to manage her writer’s block so her writing insecurity does not 

overwhelm her. For Charlie, writer’s block is a tool that he uses to learn about himself as 

a writer and his writing process, and he overcomes his writer’s block by not sticking to 

strict writing rules which negatively impact his writing process. For Landon, community 

and conversation about his writing are crucial for overcoming his writer’s block. He still 

gets writer’s block, but he experiences writer’s block in a different part of his writing 

process. Roxanne, Charlie, and Landon all illustrate how essential understanding one’s 

writer identity and writing process is to overcoming writer’s block. These students 

recognize that they do not have to write a certain way if it does not work for them. 

Similarly, if we as instructors recognize this importance, we release ourselves from the 

expectations that writing has to be taught a specific way. We should relieve ourselves 

from the pressure to keep our students from never having writer’s block again and teach 

them instead how to individually overcome their writer’s block. Though these writers 

may not feel confident yet to call themselves “writers,” their reflections indicate that they 

have entered the discourse community of writers and how their developing writer identity 

helps them overcome their writer’s block. 
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Finding 2: Metaphors and Analogies to Explain Writer’s Block 

 

 One of the unexpected findings in this study is the use of metaphor language and 

analogies from my interviewees. Roxanne and Charlie both used metaphor language and 

analogies to explain their experiences with writer’s block to me and describe what it was 

like to have writer’s block. For the purpose of this paper, I am defining this code as “any 

explanation of what it’s like to experience writer’s block OR personification of writer’s 

block and how it impacts the writing process. Writers may also reference preexisting 

metaphorical language or create their own metaphors/analogies.” This kind of 

metaphorical language must be analyzed in order to uncover the variety in experiences 

with writer’s block, as well as expand on the conversation of metaphorical language that 

already exists in the field of composition and rhetoric. Because these metaphors provided 

an important lens to understand Roxanne and Charlie’s experiences with writer’s block, 

these metaphors are a key component to understand students’ experiences with writer’s 

block and how they perceive themselves as writers who have writer’s block. 

 Though I have an overarching code for metaphors and analogies to describe 

experiences with writer’s block, I have also further broken down this code into two sub-

codes: pre-existing and self-made. Pre-existing simply means a metaphor or analogy 

already in existence that might be used in other contexts (sink or swim for example, or 

freeze like a deer in headlights). Roxanne and Charlie use these pre-existing metaphors 

throughout their interviews, but the majority of their statements coded as self-made. I 

define self-made metaphors as a metaphor or analogy that the student created, typically 

specific to their experience with writer’s block. These self-made metaphors were 

generally more extensive, and students spent more time explaining these metaphors in 
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order to describe their experiences with writer’s block. In this next section, I will describe 

the current scholarship about metaphor language and its application to writing studies, 

then unpack both the pre-existing and self-made metaphors that Roxanne and Charlie use 

to explain their experiences with writer’s block. 

Current Scholarship on Metaphor Use 

 David L. Ritchie provides an overview of the literature on metaphorical language 

in Metaphor. Ritchie defines metaphor as “seeing, experiencing, or talking about 

something in terms of something else” (8). When we apply this definition to students’ use 

of metaphorical language as students describe their experiences with writer’s block, 

metaphor becomes an essential part of unpacking writer’s block and its role in the writing 

process. Because writer’s block can feel abstract, students rely on a comparison to other 

experiences or personifying writer’s block in order to explain what their experiences with 

writer’s block and overcoming it are like. Since Ritchie’s definition of metaphor is broad, 

I am able to code students’ use of metaphor for a variety of examples, such as comparing 

writer’s block to a person, an emotion, or another abstract concept. By using Ritchie’s 

definition to shape my metaphor code, I am able to examine all the ways that students 

employ metaphorical language to describe their experiences with writer’s block. 

 Ritchie’s definition provides instructors with a definition for metaphors, but 

George Lakoff and Mark Johnson explain the many uses for metaphor in their 

foundational text on metaphor language, Metaphors We Live By. Lakoff and Johnson 

argue that metaphors provide a foundation that shapes who we are and how we perceive 

the world. In this text, they examine metaphors and analogies used in everyday 

conversation to demonstrate how these metaphors shape our understanding of concepts 
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such as love, money, and time. Because metaphors play a significant role in meaning 

making in everyday life and conversation, students will bring this metaphorical language 

with them into their examination of their writing process in order to make meaning about 

their writing and writer’s block. Lakoff and Johnson also indicate that creating self-made 

metaphors is essential to sharing experiences with one another and that personal 

metaphors “highlight and make coherent our pasts, our present activities, and our dreams, 

hopes, and goals as well. A large part of self-understanding is the search for appropriate 

personal metaphors that make sense of our lives” (Lakoff and Johnson 233). Since 

metaphors contribute to every day self-understanding, we can apply this framework to 

how students use metaphors and analogies to describe their experiences with writer’s 

block and writing. Metaphors encourage self-reflection and examining identity, which is 

essential to understanding how students overcome their writer’s block and learn about 

their writer identity. 

  Other composition instructors have already begun to examine self-made 

metaphors in the composition classroom for understanding writer’s block. In particular, 

Gwendolyn Hart examined the role of metaphor’s relationship with writer’s block for 

instructors and students. Her qualitative studies examined metaphors in both first-year 

and upper-level writing classrooms. In these contexts, students and instructors studied 

scholars’ metaphors for writer’s block and wrote their own metaphors. The students and 

instructors then compared their metaphors with one another. Hart argues that by 

participating in this study, students gained self-awareness of their own and others’ 

writing through metaphor. As a result, Hart’s research expands on Lakoff and Johnson’s 

argument about metaphors creating opportunities for self-understanding. In addition, Hart 



Imirie 59 
 

 

argues for metaphorical literacy in the classroom to understand the rhetorical use of 

metaphor. 

 Because this research demonstrates the value of metaphor to writing studies, we 

should continue to notice and to evaluate metaphorical language in first year writing. This 

research provides a foundation for my analysis of metaphor and analogy to describe 

writer’s block. In my interviews, metaphor/analogies coded 14 times total. Compared to 

the previous writer identity code, this number may at first seem insignificant. However, 

my purpose in analyzing these metaphors is to look specifically at the kinds of metaphors 

and analogies that these students used and their context. Ritchie argues that “analyzing 

metaphors and patterns of metaphor use in any communication context will contribute 

both to our understanding of metaphor and to our understanding of the contexts in which 

metaphors are used” (208). Additionally, though participants in Hart’s study were told to 

create their own metaphors, the students in my interviews used and created metaphors 

unprompted. Roxanne and Charlie both attempt to make meaning out of their experiences 

with writer’s block and use metaphors to explain these experiences to another person. 

Since metaphor is a way of perceiving and understanding the world around us, these 

metaphors give us deeper insight into these students as writers and the many ways 

writer’s block can impact the writing process.  

Preexisting Metaphors 

 While the dominant subcode for metaphors were self-made, we do still need to 

examine the role of preexisting metaphors in Roxanne and Charlie’s interviews.7 These 

 
7 Landon did not use metaphors and analogies to describe his experience with writer’s block. There are 

several reasons why this may be the case. This could be because metaphorical language is not how Landon 

thinks about his experiences with writer’s block. Additionally, Landon’s first language is not English, 

which also might be a contributing factor to him not using metaphorical language as much as the other two. 



Imirie 60 
 

 

preexisting metaphors indicate an attempt to make meaning by finding common ground. 

In other words, students use these preexisting metaphors in order to connect a common 

experience or phrase with what it is like for them to experience writer’s block. The 

purpose of these metaphors connects with Lakoff and Johnson and Ritchie’s research 

about using metaphors to create common experiences. For Roxanne and Charlie, using 

these preexisting metaphors establishes important ground for making meaning about their 

experience. They relate writer’s block to a metaphor that someone else may have heard or 

seen before in order to help someone else understand their experiences with writer’s 

block. 

Roxanne 

 For Roxanne, preexisting metaphors followed a binary “this or that” pattern. She 

used metaphorical language 4 times in her interview. Half of these metaphors were self-

made and half were preexisting. Her first preexisting metaphor used a water analogy to 

describe what it was like to be in FYC, and she mentioned that she was not expecting the 

course to be so writing heavy. She states, “I kinda got shoved into the deep end, and then 

I was like ‘okay, I’m either gonna learn how to swim or I’m gonna sink.’ Sink or swim, if 

you will.” Roxanne’s metaphor indicates that a feeling of drowning was a strong part of 

her initial experience with writer’s block and FYC in general. She also uses metaphorical 

language that Laura R. Micciche describes as “bodily-based,” or metaphors that connect 

to an embodied experience with writing (52). By saying that she “got shoved into the 

deep end,” Roxanne illustrates that she needed a strong push by another force in order to 

engage with FYC. Additionally, she believed that she only had two options for her FYC 

 
It is possible that as an L2 writer, he is not as familiar with the pre-existing metaphors that the others used 

and does not feel comfortable creating his own metaphors. 
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experience: sink or swim. Sinking would mean not adapting to this writing heavy course 

and subsequently being unsuccessful, and swimming would mean successfully navigating 

these new writing genres and expectations of FYC. 

 Roxanne continues to use this binary pattern with her preexisting metaphors when 

she describes the impact of her identity as a procrastinator on her writing process. She 

explains that there may be a strong connection between the two, though she feels unclear 

if one might cause the other: “Maybe it’s a chicken and egg situation, I don’t know.” The 

preexisting metaphor that Roxanne is referring to here is “which came first, the chicken 

or the egg,” and in this case, she is referring to procrastination and writer’s block as her 

own chicken and egg. Though not explicitly a “this or that” metaphor like sink or swim, 

we can still designate this metaphor as a binary because Roxanne is trying to determine 

whether procrastination or writer’s block are the root of her challenges in her writing 

process. Once again, as described by Lakoff and Johnson and Ritchie, Roxanne explains 

her writing process and experience with writer’s block using this preexisting metaphor 

which uses this binary structure. Though initially we might assume that Roxanne also 

believes that there are only two options here, she indicates some uncertainty as well 

despite this initial binary structure with her use of “maybe” and “I don’t know.” She is 

still unclear what connection there may be, demonstrating that her meaning making for 

how procrastinating is connected to her writing process is still something she is 

developing as a writer and learner. 

Charlie 

 Charlie also repeatedly uses metaphorical language to describe his experiences 

with writer’s block, though unlike Roxanne, the majority of his metaphors are self-made. 
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However, Charlie does still use some preexisting metaphors to describe his prior 

experiences with writing before taking FYC and his learning about writer’s block and 

himself as a writer. When asked about his previous writing experience, Charlie explained, 

“I would freeze up like a deer in headlights.” He uses a metaphor where he describes 

himself as an animal and writing as a car on the road aiming its “headlights” at him. 

When given a writing prompt, he did not know what to do and had a challenging time 

putting any words on paper. 

 This action of “freezing” is drastically different than Roxanne’s “sink or swim” 

metaphor in that Roxanne knew that she had options; the only thing Charlie believed he 

could do was freeze. However, for both of these metaphors used by Roxanne and Charlie, 

there is a strong element of fear and danger associated with writing. Both of these 

students use metaphors related to life-or-death situations to describe their prior 

experiences in order to explain how much writer’s block negatively impacted their 

writing process. Thus, despite the differences in their approaches, Roxanne and Charlie 

both clearly communicate their fearful responses to writing prior to taking FYC. 

 Charlie also used metaphors that provide a physical representation for finding 

solutions for writer’s block. Lakoff and Johnson note that arguments are often described 

using war metaphors (4), and Charlie uses a similar metaphor to describe why it is 

important for him to understand his writing process and experience with writer’s block: 

“knowing that there is a solution is half the battle.” For Charlie, “battle” is his term to 

describe his experiences with writer’s block and writing, whether this is battling a writing 

prompt or fighting to stay focused while composing. When paired with Charlie’s “freeze 

like a deer in headlights” metaphor, we see how Charlie’s experiences with writing 
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appears to trigger a fight or freeze response, which he describes most accurately through 

these preexisting metaphors. 

Self-made Metaphors 

 For the purposes of this project, I am defining self-made metaphors or analogies 

as any metaphor that Roxanne and Charlie use that is more specific to their individual 

experiences with writer’s block or their writing process. As Hart demonstrates, self-made 

metaphors can be an essential part of students understanding writer’s block and its impact 

on their writing process because “students demonstrated an awareness of how metaphor 

can be used to reframe [an] issue when they remarked on how changing the way one 

views writing could change one’s experience of writing” (297). Analyzing these self-

made metaphors becomes an essential part of understanding the impact of writer’s block 

on Charlie and Roxanne as individual writers. Their self-reflection through this 

metaphorical language illustrates how deeply their identity as writers and experiences 

with writer’s block continue to impact their writing process. 

Roxanne 

 Though Roxanne generally uses less metaphorical language than Charlie, her self-

made metaphors and analogies point to both the emotional experience with writer’s block 

as well as the uncertainty she experiences when composing. When describing her high 

school writing experiences, Roxanne explained that her high school teacher suggested a 

lit matrix to help her stay organized and said, “she was like ‘this will save your life.’ And 

I’m just like ‘this is saving my life but also like, about to cry.’” The metaphorical 

language that is important here is the emotional response that Roxanne illustrates. 

Roxanne has previously described writing as an emotionally taxing endeavor, using 
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works like “anxiety-inducing.” This emotion carries into how Roxanne uses metaphor 

with “sink or swim” and “about to cry.” We can further connect this emotional response 

to Roxanne’s experience of feeling insecure about her writing when she described her 

experience of writing her example paper that she provided in her interview. She states, “I 

know that it probably it probably got a little more dicey when I was trying to it probably 

got a little more dicey when I was trying to explain what I learned about myself.” 

Roxanne uses the analogy “dicey” tellingly here. “Dicey” describes a composing 

experience that feels uncertain or unclear. Elbow might describe this “dicey” term as a 

connection to his own cooking metaphor for writing, though his cooking metaphor 

focuses more specifically on the interactions of ideas rather than specific cooking 

terminology to describe the writing process (49). Through this specific word choice, 

Roxanne indicates how uncertain she felt when writing her reflection paper. 

Charlie 

 Though Charlie occasionally used preexisting metaphors, the majority of his 

metaphorical language was self-made. Moreover, Charlie’s self-made metaphors were far 

more extended and detailed than his preexisting metaphors. He spent more time making 

clear and specific connections between these metaphors and his experiences with writer’s 

block, demonstrating the value of creating his own metaphors to understand his writing 

process and writer’s block (Hart). In the first of these extended metaphors, Charlie 

compares writing in general to math, a seemingly unrelated discipline: 

 “we build knowledge like it’s a math class. So you know you’re building on 

 you’re  continuously building on different concepts. Like you know, 2+2=4. 
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 Okay, so we’re gonna take that idea of 2+2=4 and then take 4, which is a new 

 concept, and then say  okay, so if 2+2=4, 4+2 would equal 6. And so I think in 

 writing, we do that all the time. We’re taking ideas and we’re building on them. 

 You know it’s like a it’s like an extended form of conversation.” 

Charlie’s metaphor indicates several things about his experience with writing and writer’s 

block. Though he initially would “freeze,” he now believes writing is about knowledge 

building on itself. Every new thing he learns about writing adds to his prior knowledge, 

and he uses basic addition to explain this particular concept. Additionally, Charlie also 

indicates the importance of a larger community for this process through his use of “we” 

and “an extended form of conversation.” For Charlie, communication with a larger 

community of writers is an important part of meaning making with writing. As a result, 

this self-made metaphor reveals Charlie’s value of community and knowledge making in 

the writing process, as well as how he makes connections between academic disciplines. 

 Charlie also consistently uses what Lakoff and Johnson call personification 

metaphors (33-34) to explain how writer’s block impacts his writing process. Lakoff and 

Johnson describe these metaphors as “the physical object is further specified as being a 

person. This allows us to comprehend a wide variety of experiences with non-human 

entities in terms of human motivations, characteristics, and activities” (33).  Though 

writer’s block is an abstract concept rather than a physical object, we can still apply this 

definition to Charlie’s use of personification metaphors, because Charlie describes 

writer’s block as a person or gives writer’s block human characteristics. Charlie states 

that writer’s block “shapes a writer” and that after taking FYC, writer’s block “followed 

me” into other writing contexts. In these metaphors, writer’s block both crafts the writing 
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experience and moves along with a writer. Charlie’s personification of writer’s block 

then indicates how he perceives writer’s block as a living thing more than Roxanne 

describes. 

 Charlie’s most powerful example of metaphor language for writer’s block 

describes this phenomenon as a specific kind of person. Doing so demonstrates further 

how he sees writer’s block as a living entity and a tool that is an essential part of the 

writing process: 

 “[Writer’s block]’s kind of like an annoying neighbor. They’re there, and they get 

 on your nerves, and they’re always asking for you like, “hey, can I borrow 20 

 bucks?” or you know, “hey, would you mind like mowing your lawn for me?” Uh 

 but at the end of the day, they’re also there to help you. You know? If you ever 

 get into trouble, you know, they’re there to bail you out you know like they want 

 you to improve upon your life as they improve upon their own. Writer’s block is 

 teaching you to improve upon your writing style. Specifically, your writing style 

 and your just your uh your prose your word choice all of it you’re improving on 

 it.” 

This extended metaphor of the annoying neighbor serves as the crux of Charlie’s 

understanding of writer’s block. Writer’s block is both “annoying” and “neighborly.” 

Even though writer’s block may get in the way of the composing process or negatively 

impact a writer’s identity, writer’s block can also be used as a helpful tool. If writer’s 

block is “teaching you to improve your writing style,” then Charlie’s relationship with 

writer’s block has evolved into learning how to use writer’s block to better understand his 

own writing process and writer identity. 
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 Additionally, because writer’s block is posed as a neighbor, writer’s block also is 

someone close by. Though Charlie may not always interact with writer’s block, he is 

aware of its presence in every writing context, and writer’s block may play a large or 

small part of his writing process depending on what he is currently experiencing as a 

writer. Thus, for a writer like Charlie who sees value in the opportunities writer’s block 

presents, writer’s block is the annoying neighbor who is always around, sometimes 

bothering you, but also supports you when you need it. 

Metaphors Explain Writer Identity and Experience 

 Roxanne and Charlie’s metaphors of annoying neighbors, chickens (or eggs), 

mathematics, and drowning all illustrate the value of using metaphorical language to 

describe their experiences with writer’s block and writing more generally. Further, as 

they each balance between using pre-existing and self-made metaphors, their descriptions 

show the complexity of explaining what it is like to experience writer’s block. By using 

these kinds of metaphors, Roxanne and Charlie are able to capture the emotional 

experiences of writing and writer’s block as well as the relationship between writer’s 

block and the writing process. The self-made metaphors provide a deeper examination of 

writer identity as well, because these metaphors are unique to each writer’s experiences 

and writer identity. Their self-made metaphors reflect their writer identity and writing 

process, making these metaphors a valuable contribution to understanding the ways that 

writer identity shapes students’ experiences and conversations with writer’s block. 
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Finding 3: Transfer of Writer Identity, Writing Process Knowledge, and Writer’s 

Block  

 

        My last significant finding is students’ understanding of transfer, both of their writer 

identities and their writing processes, to other writing contexts. My transfer code is 

defined as “how students are understanding how they apply what they know or learn 

about writing in other contexts. This knowledge is not limited to the composing process 

but encompasses other aspects of writing as well, such as researching sources.” I had also 

created subcodes for transfer: high school and college. The high school subcode was 

intended to demonstrate what knowledge students transferred from their high school 

experiences to college writing, and the college subcode was for transfer that occurred 

from one college course (such as first year writing) to other college courses. However, 

this additional coding was not useful for differentiating any significant difference 

between transfer experiences. For the purpose of the transfer finding, I will focus on the 

larger transfer code rather than break this down into the previous subcodes. 

 As a whole, instructors of first year writing want students to take what they learn 

in these courses and apply this knowledge to all the other writing contexts they 

experience in college. Courses like first year writing are designed to be a foundation for 

all academic writing. However, due to the challenges with transfer, instructors may find 

that students do not always transfer writing knowledge that we expect them to, or they 

might not transfer knowledge at all, because these new writing contexts feel “ new and 

foreign” (Driscoll 2). When this writing knowledge transfer does not happen, students 

may be more likely to experience writer’s block. In this section, I will explain some of 

the research on transfer and its connection to writing studies and writer’s block, and then 
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use this research to explain moments of transfer described by Roxanne, Charlie, and 

Landon. 

Current Scholarship on Transfer 

 Transfer is not a new concept for writing studies or even higher education as a 

whole. According to Dana Driscoll, a leading scholar in writing transfer, transfer refers to 

“how much knowledge students are able to apply from one context, such as first-year 

composition, to a new context” (1). This definition provided the foundation for my own 

transfer code. For the purpose of building writing knowledge, transfer is essential to a 

student’s education experience. Instructors in all disciplines want students to be able to 

transfer knowledge from one class or context to the next, and first year writing is 

considered to be the foundational class for introducing students to academic writing 

norms. However, students often find transfer challenging. As Driscoll describes, transfer 

is often an “active” process (2), meaning students need to thoughtfully reflect on their 

previous writing experiences and apply this information to other classes and contexts. 

Additionally, Driscoll argues that students may struggle to find value in their classes (5), 

making transfer difficult. In general education classes like first year writing, students may 

struggle to see the value in this course if they do not see connections between the content 

and their majors or future goals. Though transfer is one of the most important skills a 

student can learn, this process becomes much more complicated when we consider how 

students understand transfer and apply writing knowledge. 

 Additionally, Driscoll and Wells examined the relationship between student 

dispositions and transfer in order to evaluate how these dispositions or personalities may 

impact students’ ability to transfer. They ultimately conclude that more research should 
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be done on individual students’ dispositions and their relationship to transfer. As part of 

their research, Driscoll and Wells examine the role of fault or blame for transfer (9). 

When students are not able to successfully transfer writing knowledge, they may blame 

instructors for not teaching them well enough or blame the class for not being useful or 

applicable. Likewise, instructors may be inclined to blame students for not learning the 

material well enough. This conflict between instructors and students on the responsibility 

of transfer relates back to Driscoll’s discussion of finding value in a class. If students 

struggle to find value or importance in a particular class, then they may not engage in the 

active process of transferring writing knowledge. Students may not even realize the value 

of a class like first year writing until much later with other classes, at which point this 

conflict between instructors and students may deepen. Future instructors may also blame 

students for not learning the material well or other instructors for not teaching writing 

well. Thus, this conflict between instructors and students around transfer complicates 

how transfer of writing knowledge happens and how it may impact experiences with 

writer’s block. 

 In the interest of examining transfer from several angles, Neil Simpkins addresses 

transfer in the context of accommodations and writing in order to show how students with 

disabilities consider both in their transfer experience. Though Simpkins’ focus is 

primarily on disability and accommodation transfer, his research still offers valuable 

contribution to understanding writing transfer. For example, Simpkins advocates for 

instructors to “crip”8 writing time in order to reevaluate expectations for how long 

 
8 In disability studies, the word “crip” is an reclamation of the word “cripple,” which is a slur used to 

describe a person with a disability. However, scholars like Simpkins have reclaimed the word “crip” as a 

positive and proactive way of thinking about disability and how disability creates new narratives in the 

world. 
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writing should take. Though we may believe that a particular writing assignment should 

only take a certain amount of time, everyone’s writing process is different. By advocating 

for this change to writing instruction, Simpkins emphasizes process over product and 

lends an additional perspective on how we can think about writing transfer in terms of 

learning the writing process rather than just the content of a class. When we consider all 

kinds of transfer, whether this is accommodations, writing knowledge, or class concept, 

we can see how complex this process of transfer truly is and how important it is to 

writing studies as a whole. 

 For the purpose of my project on writer’s block, transfer matters because first year 

writing is considered the gateway class to all other courses and writing in every single 

other discipline. Evaluating how students transfer what they learn in FYC to other 

contexts is then essential to see what knowledge they transfer, how, and why. We can 

also use this code and my interviewees’ responses to change our understanding of blame 

and fault. We do not need to blame students for not transferring knowledge, especially if 

they have not had the opportunity to apply some of the things they learned in FYC to 

other contexts yet. Finally, our goals as instructors have been to give students writing 

knowledge that they can use in all other contexts, but we traditionally also want them to 

leave writer’s block behind. If, however, writer’s block is always going to be a part of the 

writing process, we need to rethink transfer in this context in order to support students 

who will continue to experience writer’s block. In the following section, I will illustrate 

the impact of transfer and writer’s block for Roxanne, Charlie, and Landon’s experiences 

with first year writing. 
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Transfer in Action 

 To provide context for each interviewee’s experience with transfer, I will reiterate 

when each participant took first year writing and explain when they were interviewed. 

This will establish how much time they have had to reflect on their experiences with FYC 

and how they have been able to apply the writing knowledge from the course to other 

writing contexts. Roxanne took and completed the course in Spring 2021 and was 

interviewed in Fall 2021. Charlie took and did not complete the course in Spring 2021, 

then retook and completed the course in Fall 2021. He was interviewed initially in Fall 

2021 and reinterviewed in Spring 2022. Landon took the course in Fall 2020 and was 

interviewed in Spring 2022. Each of these students had an opportunity to reflect on their 

experiences taking first year writing prior to their interviews, though the amount of time 

between their completion of the course and their interviews varied. As can be seen in 

their interviews, this time to reflect on their learning and apply writing knowledge to 

other contexts informed how each person understood transfer and connections across 

their writing experiences. 

Roxanne 

 Roxanne referred to a process that she called a “knowledge dump” or “brain 

dump” as something she learned in first year writing and transferred to other courses. She 

explains, “I have like written exams for one of my English classes which is just like a 

knowledge dump.” Roxanne illustrates how she uses the knowledge from FYC to another 

English class. Importantly, Roxanne chose to describe the “knowledge dump” technique 

in the context of a written exam rather than writing a paper. Though this initially might 

appear to be a small detail, her attention to this exam as another type of writing that she 
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currently does is important, because this shows how she has adapted and transferred her 

paper writing knowledge to a different context and purpose. Roxanne has successfully 

transferred this knowledge to a different writing context. 

 A key transfer experience for Roxanne included ways that she transferred writing 

knowledge from high school to college and applied this knowledge to her writing in 

FYC. When she explained writing that she did for a political science class, Roxanne said, 

“I made a lit matrix, which is um something that my literature teacher in high school 

showed us how to do.” This lit matrix is something that Roxanne consistently referenced 

as a helpful practice for her writing process. Though she initially learned this technique in 

high school, Roxanne continues to find this useful and she adapts it for college writing. 

 However, Roxanne also noted another moment of high school writing which did 

not transfer well into college writing. She described the importance of finding a “good 

rhythm” while composing, which meant being able to write consistently and in a way that 

worked for her and her process. She says that finding this good rhythm was “something 

that I didn’t get the opportunity to do in high school.” Though Roxanne’s good rhythm is 

a practice that works well for her and her process, she believed she did not have the 

chance to explore this because of the way she was taught to write in high school. 

Moments like these demonstrate the importance of Simpkins’ argument about cripping 

writing time. While Roxanne may have been told to write in a specific way in high 

school, she found freedom in finding a technique which worked better for her, which was 

encouraged by her time in first year writing. Once again, by understanding what works 

for her and her writing process, Roxanne successfully navigates the writing knowledge 

that transfers well to other writing contexts and what does not transfer or work for her. 
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Charlie 

 Charlie’s transfer codes also make connections to cripping writing transfer when 

he explains the importance of movement to his writing process and generating ideas. 

Charlie explained that in K-12, he was told to sit still and write an entire paper beginning 

to end without stopping. This was a practice that he transferred to his college writing, but 

transferring this knowledge did not help his writing process. He says, “I think that’s kind 

of where I think you know middle school and high school teachings have kind of uh 

shaped who I am as a writer, but in a negative way.” Charlie describes how foundational 

his K-12 writing experiences have been to his writer identity and writing process, but he 

acknowledges that these experiences also made writing and transfer challenging for him 

once he recognized that some of this teaching had a negative impact. In his follow-up 

interview, Charlie came back to the importance of movement to his process. As a music 

major, he explained how performance is related to movement and can help with nerves 

and generating ideas: “when you sit down to perform if you’re nervous a little anxious, 

you know, something everyone recommends is to just get around, walk, you know, just 

uh do a little jumping jacks before you go on stage. And I think the same applies to 

writing” In Charlie’s example of movement for the writing process, he crips the writing 

process by explaining that expecting him to sit still and write does not work for him and 

his process. By encouraging similar cripping of writing and writing transfer, other 

students may also find that movement can support their writing process and writer 

identity. 

 Charlie continues to explain the importance of building knowledge in writing and 

its impact on transfer: “You know, what someone writes, you know, other writers can use 
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in the in the future to kind of just create their own writing.” As with the writer identity 

code, communities of writers plays an important role in how Charlie understands writers 

transferring knowledge from one context to another. This kind of transfer is more than 

just content or skills based. Charlie understands and applies the overall process of 

transferring knowledge and meaning making, and he demonstrates how he sees what he 

learned in first year writing applying to future writers and contexts. Charlie goes into 

further detail about this in his follow-up interview after completing first year composition 

when he explains connections that he sees between movement in the writing process and 

a wellness and performance class he was taking in Spring 2022: “I think, you know, 

[movement] something that is just reintegrated throughout other classes such as the 

wellness and performance class, so I thought that was a little cool uh thing to tie in there. 

It’s just refreshing to know that it’s not just writing that, you know, all of this is 

important it comes into any kind of other aspect.” Though many students might find it 

easy to make connections between first year writing and another writing intensive course, 

Charlie demonstrates a much more complex understanding of transfer in how he 

considers the impact of movement on his writing process and how this kind of movement 

is encouraged in other courses to help relieve stress. In this example, Charlie’s 

understanding of his writing process translates not just to transfer of writing knowledge, 

but transfer of his learning process and style. 

 Finally, Charlie addresses the significance of finding value in a course (Driscoll 

and Wells) and how important it is for students to take first year writing seriously. In a 

final reflective letter for first year writing, Charlie explained that he wrote a letter to his 

younger self before taking the course, describing his most significant learning in first year 
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writing and why this class matters to his younger self. He says, “Most students when they 

take a GenEd course, you know, ‘oh I’m just doing this for the grade,’ you know, and 

‘the second I leave the class I’ll never need any of this ever again.’ And this is not the 

case.” Charlie’s previous reflections and examples of successful transfer illustrate the 

value Charlie has found in first year writing and how he sees this GenEd course as 

important for all of his other writing and classroom experiences. His example phrases, 

“‘oh I’m just doing this for the grade’” and “‘the second I leave the class I’ll never need 

any of this ever again,’” reflect some students’ challenges with finding value in a course 

like first year writing, which impacts transfer. In their studies, Driscoll and Wells argue 

that “the value students placed on tasks directly impacted their motivation to transfer; 

without value, students generally will not engage in mindful abstraction and therefore fail 

to see situations in which transfer of knowledge could occur…‘value’ for students was 

almost entirely based on student beliefs about future writing contexts” (8). Because 

Charlie was able to find value in first year writing, he was more motivated to transfer 

writing knowledge to future writing and learning contexts. 

Landon 

 Landon cited that one of the most important things he learned in first year writing 

was “APA format.” Traditionally, instructors consider APA format to focus mainly on 

citation and formatting style; however, based on context, I believe that for Landon, “APA 

format” means citation, formatting, and IMRAD style writing. As a biochemistry major, 

Landon explained that he used APA format in his biology, chemistry, and physics 

classes. In fact, six out of ten of Landon’s transfer codes all mention APA formatting. 

This kind of transfer would be considered low road transfer as defined by Driscoll. 



Imirie 77 
 

 

Something like formatting is more concrete to transfer to other courses than more abstract 

concepts. However, Landon demonstrates a clear understanding of how relevant APA is 

to several of his courses, most of them STEM-related. Driscoll makes a distinction 

between low road and high road transfer. In writing, low road transfer is “grammatical, 

organizational, or stylistic maneuvers learned over and over” that students can more 

easily transfer from one writing context to another (Driscoll 4). Though Driscoll would 

call Landon’s emphasis on APA style low road transfer, Landon readily applies the 

knowledge from first year writing consistently and confidently to more than one course, 

indicating a more complicated and abstract level of writing transfer. 

 Driscoll’s definition of high road transfer however helps to unpack how Landon 

compares his experiences in first year writing, STEM courses, and a literature class that 

he was taking in Spring 2022. She defines high road transfer as defined as “conscious 

effort to abstract connections and similarities between new and previous knowledge” 

(Driscoll 4). This type of transfer is much more conscious and relates to Landon’s 

understanding of writing transfer in several academic disciplines. He says: 

 “I was using a lot of MLA format in that [literature] class. But uh I think that class 

 is kinda similar to [first year writing]. But it’s more based on reading a book and 

 then…it’s a creative writing class, so there is not a lot of like research in it, but 

 what I want to say is, I don’t know it’s kind of like two different writing style.” 

Landon does several key things that indicate high road transfer. He first references MLA 

formatting, which has a close relationship with APA formatting that he uses often and 

feels confident with in his writing process. He then says that the literature class is 

“similar” to first year writing, but makes a distinction between the kind of research that 
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he performs in a literature class and research that he did in first year writing and in his 

science classes. He concludes by saying that these classes are “two different writing 

style[s].” Landon’s train of thought here indicates the complexity of transfer from one 

academic discipline to another; however, his language is not frustrated or angry that he 

did not learn what he needed in order to be successful. Instead, he is reflective and 

thoughtful, carefully examining the ways in which these courses’ “writing style[s]” are 

similar and different to one another. This high road transfer may still be in progress, but 

this indicates Landon’s ability to think critically about writing transfer in several 

academic disciplines and his own experiences and strengths as a writer. 

 Similar to Charlie, Landon also considers the way that writing knowledge builds 

on itself as well as demonstrates how the conflict between instructors and students when 

transfer does not happen well can be reevaluated. Landon explains that “if the professor 

want you to write, it’s more like a add on to uh you have this knowledge, and then the 

professor the new professor give you all this direction, and you have to use your uh old 

knowledge to add on to the new uh stuff.” Landon’s explanation of knowledge building 

on itself is similar to Charlie’s, except Landon specifically talks about the role of the 

professor or instructor in this knowledge building and transfer. Driscoll and Wells discuss 

how students might place blame or fault on instructors when transfer does not happen 

well. In Landon’s experiences, he has had several instances of successful transfer of 

writing knowledge, and he has also had moments when that transfer more challenging. 

However, Landon appears to blame neither his professors or his classes for moments 

when transfer do not happen. He simply reflects on these experiences and continues to 

reevaluate his writing knowledge, incorporating new information from each new 
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professor that he works with. Though Landon may take this approach because he has 

actually had successful moments of transfer, the fact that he sees his professor as an ally 

rather than an enemy in his writing knowledge building indicates how much he values his 

instructors as part of this process. This type of relationship clearly fosters positive writing 

transfer for Landon and should be considered further for future transfer purposes.  

 As the interviewee who had the most time between completely first year writing 

and his interview, Landon had the most to say about transfer. More specifically, he 

indicated the value (Driscoll and Wells) that he places on first year writing as an essential 

general education course. He says, “I think that just uh general education need it for any 

majors because you have to know that in order to pursue a higher level majors class.” His 

use of the phrases “any majors” and “higher level majors class” demonstrate two kinds of 

writing transfer that comes from first year writing. Landon believes writing knowledge 

from first year writing can transfer to any academic discipline, and he again shows the 

importance of writing knowledge building as a student continues into their specific major 

and is expected to show higher levels of critical thinking and writing ability. He 

continues, “[first year writing] is mainly like a intro to what writers should be capable of. 

And then, when you’re taking other classes when you really learn how to have a different 

subjects of what you should write in the class.” Landon’s language indicates hope in 

gaining new writing knowledge in each course. Though Landon considers first year 

writing to be foundational for writing in all majors, he also acknowledges that students 

will continue to learn about writing as they take other classes in other disciplines. Landon 

once again does not appear frustrated or alarmed at this prospect; he simply accepts it and 

argues for how important first year writing is for beginning this process. 
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 Landon’s most important code of transfer occurred after we had officially 

concluded the interview, but he still had more to say. He explained that when he began 

taking classes at Salisbury University, he did not understand why he had to take first year 

writing. He felt confident in writing abilities from high school and did not feel that he 

would learn anything from FYC. He did not find value (Driscoll and Wells) in this class. 

However, he then explained, “after I take [first year writing], uh then after I take the more 

scientific class I feel like yeah, you have to take the class actually, because yeah. Some of 

things you haven’t been taught before.” Despite Landon’s initial reluctance and lack of 

motivation for the course, Landon recognized the value of first year writing and how 

what he learned transferred, thus finding value in the class. Interestingly, Landon shows 

how this value continues to grow by saying that he found value right after taking the 

class, and then again after taking “more scientific” classes. The value Landon placed on 

first year writing grew as he had more time to apply what he learned to other courses and 

academic disciplines. 

Transferring Writer’s Block with Writing Knowledge 

 For students like Roxanne, Charlie, and Landon, writer’s block does not go away 

after taking first year writing. Instead, writer’s block also transfers along with writing 

knowledge to new contexts. Instructors may initially see this writer’s block transfer as 

discouraging; however, this transfer is just the opposite. These students do not believe 

that this transfer of writer’s block means that they are poor writers or that they have failed 

as writers in some way. Instead, writer’s block is simply another part of the writing 

process which naturally will transfer to new writing contexts. If instructors change the 

way we think about writer’s block to expect writer’s block to transfer with writing 
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knowledge, then instructors and students can adapt learning strategies to focus on writer 

identity and using this knowledge about the student’s own writing process to overcome 

writer’s block in new contexts. Therefore, when writer identity and writer’s block transfer 

together, students can become more confident and capable writers and learners of the 

writing process. 

Labels and Diagnoses: Why “Treating” Writer’s Block is Not the Answer 
 

One of the most common themes in the literature about writer’s block is that 

many scholars have approached the inability to write from a “treatment” perspective, 

meaning that scholars and instructors have studied how to “diagnose” writers who get 

anxious about their writing. Thus, pedagogical practices mainly have responded to 

writer’s block as a negative thing and something to eliminate from the writing process 

entirely. Consequently, we have believed that writer’s block needs to be treated in order 

for a writer to be more efficient or successful. We can connect this back to definitions 

and terminology, as the use of the term “writing anxiety” connects to clinical anxiety, 

which is something that is diagnosed and treated. Many scholars who use the terms 

writing anxiety or writing apprehension use a diagnose and treat method to work with 

writer’s block. However, as Roxanne, Charlie, and Landon have demonstrated, writer’s 

block is not an enemy, but a tool and an important part of the writing process. Therefore, 

instructors must recognize the importance of restructuring our perspective and breaking 

down our instinct to diagnose and treat people who experience writer’s block. By 

abandoning this approach in favor of emphasizing writer identity and process, we move 

away from treating writers as people we need to “fix” and instead see our students as 

writers who are learning about their own process. 
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Treat vs. Teach: Instructors’ Perspectives on Writer’s Block 

  As teachers, we have several roles in our classroom for our students. We mentor, 

coach, advise, cheerlead, motivate, guide, co-learn, and in addition to all of that, we 

instruct. However, we have somehow confused these different roles with diagnosing and 

treating students as well. We are not doctors, and we should not treat students like 

patients. We are not mechanics, and we should not treat our students like a car that will 

not start. Because identifying a cause of writer’s block depends on many complicated 

factors, “treating” writer’s block does not provide an effective way to support students 

who experience writer’s block. If we completely eliminated writer’s block from the 

process, then students like Charlie would no longer have this “form of learning” which is 

so essential to his process. Additionally, the diagnosis and treat method distorts our view 

of our students as writers and as people. If we believe that with the right diagnosis and 

treatment of writer’s block, we can eliminate writer’s block for good, we ignore the 

importance of process and writing as a mode of learning. We also set unrealistic 

expectations of ourselves as instructors and of what writer’s block “looks” like. 

 The diagnose and treatment method in scholarship is both explicit and implicit; in 

each case, this method has a strong influence on how we as teachers understand writer’s 

block and students who experience it. Articles titled “Treatment of Writing Apprehension 

and Its Effects on Composition” explicitly lean into this method through using the word 

treatment (Fox). This article title also linguistically treats writer’s block as a disease or 

infection and the “treatment” like a pill or medication. This perspective on writer’s block 

does damage our approach to our students’ identities as writers, because we become 

conditioned to talk about writer’s block as a negative condition which needs to be treated 
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before a student can consider themselves writers. We look at a student who has writer’s 

block as a problem or deviant from the rest of the world of writers, so we quickly act to 

help them treat their writer’s block. We may even worry that other students will voice the 

same concern, thus causing an outbreak of writer’s block in our classrooms. However, we 

must avoid this type of terminology and framework when supporting students who 

experience writer’s block. If we instead see their writer’s block as simply a temporary 

obstacle in their composing process, then we can approach this from a supporting angle 

instead of a treatment angle. 

 Additionally, the diagnose and treatment method puts tremendous pressure on 

instructors to “fix” writers. We expect that we can solve a student’s writer’s block by 

giving them the right tools, strategies, or treatments to overcome their writer’s block, and 

then the student is fine. They will never experience writer’s block again. In reality, 

writer’s block can be influenced by factors such as genre and discipline knowledge, 

motivation, or the scope of a project, challenges which writers are likely to encounter 

again as they continue to write (“Anxious Writer’s in Context”; Driscoll; Driscoll and 

Wells). Though students might overcome writer’s block in one situation with one tool, 

they likely will have to continue to use these tools and others as they learn more about 

their writing process and their identities as writers. 

 As Roxanne, Charlie, and Landon all explained, they still experience writer’s 

block, but understanding their writer identity and writing process has helped them 

continue to overcome these moments and develop additional strategies which are in line 

with their writer identities. Instructors should not expect themselves to “fix” everything. 

The diagnosis and treatment method puts this expectation on instructors to eliminate 
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writer’s block from a student permanently due to the clinical approach of this method. 

We cannot succeed in this endeavor because it does not work and it does not align with 

our role as teachers. Instead, we should continue to mentor, coach, and guide students as 

they learn their writing process. If we emphasize process over product in our students, we 

should also expect the same from ourselves. We should not expect instructors to produce 

students who never again have writer’s block. 

Profile vs Process: Understanding Identity Does Not Mean Diagnosing Students 

 Another aspect of the diagnose and treatment method to writer’s block is the 

profile of a student who experiences writer’s block. In an attempt to more efficiently 

identify these writers, instructors have created evaluations, assessments, and other tests to 

identify who experiences writer’s block and who does not. Additionally, instructors have 

created a list of common characteristics which we believe may indicate that a student is 

more likely to experience writer’s block. For example, İsmail Karakaya and Hakan Ülper 

developed a “writing anxiety scale” which they used to try and predict writer’s block in 

different student populations. The tests and scales are a form of diagnosis. Much like 

standardized exams, instructors use them to determine which students do not need 

additional support and which students are likely to have trouble which writing. However, 

this approach reduces students to numbers on a Likert scale. Instructors only see one part 

of their story and identity as writers. Profiles, though initially helpful, only serve to 

stereotype students. As I previously discussed, writer’s block can happen to all writers, 

not just writers we expect to experience writer’s block. If instructors follow a profile, 

they not only assume that some populations will certainly experience writer’s block when 
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they might not, instructors also may see other writers who do need some support ignored 

simply because they do not fit a profile. 

 One of the common evaluations used to assess whether or not students experience 

writer’s block is the (WAT) created by Daly and Miller. This test is organized with a list 

of statements about writer’s block and the person taking the test uses a Likert scale to 

evaluate their agreement with each statement. Daly and Miller then created a way to 

evaluate and determine a score for the person who took the test which determines how 

apprehensive about writing they are likely to be. These types of evaluations can have 

their uses, and my own research uses the WAT as part of my data collection as some of 

my survey questions are modeled upon this test. However, the way instructors apply 

these types of tests and results needs to change. First, because of the similarity to 

standardized exams, students know when they take this test that they are being evaluated 

and categorized in some way. They are aware of the assessment, which can be 

demoralizing and create stigma around writer’s block. Second, if we use these results to 

pinpoint who is likely to be someone who experiences writer’s block, then we ignore the 

complexity of writer’s block and why someone may experience writer’s block. Though 

some (Reigstad; Buley-Meissner) may argue for early intervention techniques for helping 

students overcome writer’s block, this still follows a diagnose and treatment mentality 

that we need to turn away from.  

 Rather than diagnosing a student with writing apprehension through a test, some 

teacher-scholars have attempted to create a profile of common characteristics of students 

with writer’s block in order to more quickly identify and support these writers 

(McAndrew). Initially, this research may appear helpful rather than harmful. However, 



Imirie 86 
 

 

writer’s block is far too complex and conditional to be confined a list of common 

characteristics. Writers may have little to no trouble with composing until they encounter 

a new genre which is vastly different from any kind of writing they have done before. 

Writers may also have developed strategies based on their understanding of their writing 

process which are effective; even though these writers do regularly get writer’s block, 

they have figured out a way to overcome it that works for them. The profile is another 

example of an early intervention tool, and it is also a way to label students as blockers or 

non-blockers (Rose), experienced or beginning (Sommers), or apprehensive or non-

apprehensive (Daly and Miller). When we use these kinds of labels, students internalize 

them as the truth. If we continue to use profiles and tests to diagnose and treat writer’s 

block, we become partly responsible for students’ relationships with writing. We become 

responsible because we ignore their voices and experiences and treat students like another 

cog in the wheel of the education, another student to “fix” on the assembly line. We must 

not continue to use these methods if students are to take ownership of their writer 

identities and writing process. 

Personality, Self-Esteem, and Other Affective Factors Do Not Work as Strong Indicators 

for Writer’s Block 

Research on writer’s block has also attempted to profile students who experience 

writer’s block based on their personalities, self-esteem, and other affective factors; these 

factors have no influence on who may experience writer’s block. As instructors and 

scholars, we may be quick to assume that a person who is shy, quiet, and introverted may 

be more inclined to experience writer’s block, because we assume that people with these 

personality traits struggle to express their ideas. Like creating a profile of a writer with 
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writer’s block, assigning specific personality traits to writers who experience writer’s 

block does a disservice to students who have these traits and students who do not have 

these traits. Likewise, students who are outgoing and otherwise have little trouble 

expressing their ideas verbally may experience writer’s block often, whether this is due to 

modality, genre knowledge, motivation, or another challenge that causes writer’s block. 

Though scholars have also explored whether or not self-esteem or other affective factors 

might impact writer’s block, this research has not offered any significant conclusions. 

Therefore, we must reconsider the ways that we make assumptions about our students as 

writers based on their personalities, self-esteem, and other affective factors. 

Personality: Why Who You Are as a Person May Not Say Who You Are as a Writer 

Through our writing, we can give a powerful representation of who we are and 

our identities, providing we are familiar enough with our writer identity and process to 

help this come across. However, a gregarious personality does not necessarily indicate 

that a writer always feels comfortable expressing their ideas and thoughts through writing 

in a way that feels authentic to that writer; likewise, a reserved personality does not 

indicate that the writer will be unable to express their ideas through writing. Because 

writer’s block can impact any writer regardless of experience, we should apply the same 

logic to personality and self-esteem. The conflict with this assumption that personality 

correlates with writer’s block may stem from how we emphasize writers finding their 

own voice and how we believe writing can be used to express oneself. 

Additionally, high or low self-esteem is not always a strong indicator of writer’s 

block, though in some cases low writing specific self-esteem when it comes to writing 

may be connected to writer’s block, though the correlation is not strong (Daly and Wilson 
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333). Students like Roxanne may feel insecure about their writing and experience writer’s 

block because of it, but her interview indicates that an increase in confidence in writing 

does not decrease writer’s block. Even our moods may or may not be strong indicators of 

whether or not we experience writer’s block (Vanhille). We should then not use 

personalities and self-esteem as a way to indicate whether or not a writer will experience 

writer’s block.  

Emotions and Other Affective Factors: 

How Feelings are Connected to Writer’s Block 

One of the challenges of emotion and feelings and their involvement in the 

writing process is that writers can be positively and negatively impacted by their 

emotions during their composing process. Micciche argues that emotion plays an 

essential role in writing and rhetoric, and Perl and McLeod have indicated that teaching 

students to listen to their emotional experiences during their composing is another way to 

develop an understanding of writer identity and the writing process. Perl calls this 

emotional experience “felt sense,” a way to self-evaluate during composing, and McLeod 

simply notes that teaching writers to listen to these affective factors in order to determine 

what works and what does not in their writing process. McLeod suggests that all emotion 

should be analyzed and interpreted so beginning writers can learn to read their reactions 

during their writing process (433). Though some writers may find this process helpful, 

the process of learning to read emotions and accurately interpret them can be challenging. 

Roxanne demonstrates this when she uses words like “anxiety-inducing” and her 

drowning metaphor. Initially, writers may find it difficult to determine whether a negative 

feeling during composing is a sign that the idea is not working or simply feeling insecure 
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or uncertain about the idea. Roxanne is still developing her felt sense and learning to 

listen to her emotions and experiences. Thus, emotion may not be a specific indicator of 

writer’s block, but it can be a significant part of the writing process that we should 

continue to pay attention to. 

Writer’s Block is Not the Enemy to Composing 

 

 Students deserve a much more dynamic and humane approach to their writer’s 

block than a diagnose and treatment method. They already are writers; they do not need 

to be fixed in order to be considered writers. They experience writer’s block, but there is 

no tried and true method for treating writer’s block. We must let go of these expectations 

of our students and ourselves. We hurt our students when we assume whether or not they 

experience writer’s block and treat them like they are sick or broken when they tell us 

they have writer’s block. We label them and attempt to diagnose writer’s block as though 

it is a disease. Furthermore, students will internalize this sickness and brokenness as a 

true representation of themselves as writers. In attempting to cure them of a perceived 

disease, we actually do greater harm than good, labeling students with a negative identity 

and self-perception that they may never be able to recover from. 

 As teachers, we hurt ourselves when we believe it is our responsibility to help 

them so they never get writer’s block again. We are not supposed to fix students our 

students, and they do not need to be fixed. Our role instead is to mentor and support them 

as they learn their writer identity and individual writing process. If we listen to our 

students and allow them to tell us about their writer’s block experiences, we support them 

in discovering their writing process and their writer identity, an approach much more 

aligned with our roles and responsibilities as teachers. Our pedagogies should focus then 
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not on fixing broken students, but on coaching capable writers. When we encourage 

identity discovering and understanding the writing process, we assume again the role of 

mentor rather than doctor. Writer’s block is not an enemy, but a tool, an opportunity for 

growth and learning.  

 In the spirit of listening to students about their process and using this to inform 

my own pedagogies, I now have my own metaphor for writer’s block. I have already 

described writer’s block as a tool (inspired by Charlie’s own description); however, my 

metaphor is more specific. Writer’s block is like a Swiss army knife. This multi-use tool 

can be confusing at first to learn how to use, because like a Swiss army knife, writer’s 

block does not have just one use in the writing process. Some parts of this multi-tool are 

used more often and are more familiar, like a blade or scissors; conversely, we may not 

know the names of the other parts of the tool or understand how they work, like a wire 

stripper or metal file. As writers, we learn how this multi-tool works overtime, and we 

discover new ways to use writer’s block as we encounter new writing contexts. We may 

even use writer’s block for a purpose that others have not explored yet. However, our 

familiarity with our Swiss army writer’s block increases as we write and reflect on our 

own writer identities and writing process. Through this reflection, we are better writers, 

thinkers, and teachers.   
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Appendix A 

530 Survey Data Analysis 

31 Total Responses 

Semester Taken ENGL 103 Total 

Fall 2020 9 

Spring 2021 9 

Fall 2021 13 

 

31 Total Responses 

Statement SA A U D SD 

1. Avoid writing 13  4 4 6 8 

2. No fear of 

being graded 

1 8 3 14 5 

3. Look forward to 

writing down 

ideas 

8 10 5 5 3 

4. Afraid of 

writing when they 

are being graded 

7 11 4 6 3 

5. Writing course 

is frightening 

4 8 3 12 4 

6. Mind goes 

blank when 

working on 

paper/project 

9 6 6 10 0 

7. Expressing 

ideas in writing = 

waste of time 

2 1 2 15 10 

8. Like writing 

ideas down 

13 8 2 6 2 

9. Feel confident 

in expressing 

ideas clearly in 

writing 

6 8 5 9 3 

10. Like other 

people reading my 

writing  

5 7 8 7 4 

11. Nervous about 

writing 

4 14 4 7 2 

12. People enjoy 

what I write 

2 15 12 0 2 

13. I enjoy writing 7 8 4 6 6 
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14. Never seem to 

clearly write down 

ideas 

6 4 8 12 1 

15. Writing is fun 5 7 8 5 6 

16. Expect to do 

poorly in writing 

class 

5 6 4 11 5 

17. Like seeing 

thoughts on paper 

7 12 5 7 0 

18. Enjoy 

discussing my 

writing with 

others 

2 14 7 6 2 

19. Handing in 

writing = know I 

will do poorly 

3 2 7 15 4 

20. Easy for me to 

write 

2 9 6 10 4 

21. Don’t think I 

write as well as 

other people 

9 12 1 8 1 

22. Not good at 

writing 

3 8 5 10 5 

 

30 Total Responses 

 

Statement SA A U D SD 

1. Excited to 

take E103 

3 7 5 12 3 

2. Taking E103 

= less anxious 

writer 

5 9 10 5 1 

3. Better writer 

because of E103 

7 12 6 3 2 

4. What I 

learned in E103 

helped me be 

less anxious 

about writing 

4 12 9 3 2 

5. After E103, I 

still get anxious 

about writing 

4 10 10 6 0 
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Appendix B 

Totals for All Codes for Roxanne, Charlie, and Landon 

Code Individual Interview Totals Overall Totals 

Identity as a writer 

 

Subcodes: positive 

or negative 

• Roxanne 

o Total: 19 

▪ Positive: 15 

▪ Negative: 4 

• Charlie 

o Total: 31 

▪ Positive: 19 

▪ Negative: 12 

• Landon 

o Total: 12 

▪ Positive: 10 

▪ Negative: 2 

Total Overall: 62 

Total Positive: 

44 

Total Negative: 

18 

 

Metaphor/analogy 

for experience with 

writer’s block 

• Roxanne 

o Total: 4 

• Charlie 

o Total: 10 

• Landon 

o Total: 0 

Total: 14 

Transfer 

 

Subcodes: high 

school and college 

• Roxanne 

o Total: 4 

▪ High School: 2 

▪ College: 2 

• Charlie 

o Total: 8 

▪ High School: 1 

▪ College: 7 

• Landon 

o Total: 10 

▪ High School: 0 

▪ College: 10 

Total Overall: 22 

Total College: 19 

Total High 

School: 3 

 

Sources/source 

use/evidence 
• Roxanne 

o Total: 2 

• Charlie 

o Total: 5 

• Landon 

o Total: 3 

Total: 10 

What you learned 

specifically from 

E103 that helps you 

• Roxanne 

o Total: 6 

• Charlie 

o Total: 12 

Total: 20 
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overcome your 

writer’s block 
• Landon 

o Total: 2 

Why example paper 

gave you writer’s 

block 

• Roxanne 

o Total: 3 

• Charlie 

o Total: 2 

• Landon 

o Total: 2 

Total: 7 

 

  

 

 


