“I believe brick walls are there for a reason. They're not there to keep us out. They are there to give us a chance to show how badly we want something”
 – Randy Pausch, Professor
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Conquering the Brick Wall:

Dealing with ‘Writer’s Block’ and Finding your Voice
What is writer’s block? The answer varies among writers, but often writer’s block feels like a brick wall that stands between the paper (or the keyboard) and the writer. No matter what you do, you feel like you just can’t write anything decent!

Many professional writers have had difficulty, at some point, with finding the inspiration or the voice with which to write. Some might even say that battling this challenge is a central process to finding your voice and your purpose as a writer. 

Over time, most writers develop strategies that help them to find their inspiration and get through the ‘brick wall.’ There are several websites and books on this subject that you can refer to for guidance. Below, I’ve compiled a few strategies that have helped others, and links to websites with more advice. However, before you read the strategies below, try asking yourself, “Why am I feeling blocked?” Think about how you feel when you sit down to write, and try to identify what is going on inside your head. While there could be more than one reason why you are having trouble, some common causes of writer’s block include: stress, confusion, procrastination or lack of inspiration. 

The strategies below are organized to correspond with some possible causes. Flip through the list until you find tips that are helpful for you, and check out the websites at the bottom for more advice. 

Stress[image: image2.wmf]
When you sit down to write do you worry about school, friends, family, work, etc, instead of being productive? If you are writing as part of your schoolwork, the stress of making a good grade can also weigh on your mind and make it difficult to get the words flowing. 

Strategies

· Identify & deal with the source of the stress – Write down a list of the things that you are worried about. Can you deal with any of them right away? If you don’t have the time, just making a few notes about how you will deal with these problems later (e.g. setting a time to call a friend who you’ve been fighting with, or alotting an hour to studying for your test) will help take your mind off these stressors so that you can focus on your writing. That said, try to eventually deal with these problems directly, or they will probably continue to stress you out!

· Use your stress to spark your writing – writing can be a great outlet for strong feelings and a source for creativity. Can you write about the things that are bothering you? Consider keeping a journal or channelling your experiences into fiction.

· Establish a calming writing ritual – This could be setting aside an hour at the same time each day to write, or establishing some habits that get you in the mood to write, like playing music that you love, pouring a cup of tea, flipping through a book written by an author who you admire, etc. If you can turn your writing time into a relaxing time, you may find that writing becomes a useful outlet from your stressful life, not another thing to worry about. 
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Confusion and/or Procrastination
Are you feeling a little lost about your writing project and unsure of where to start? This is a common problem for student writers, and for many writers in general. Maybe you’re dreading an assignment so you’ve been putting it off and now that deadline is looming closer. So what can you do?

Strategies
· Clarify your task. Go to your teacher and ask for more information about the assignment. Is there a marking scheme? Can the teacher give you an example of what he or she wants you to do? You could also ask your classmates for help (but beware, they might be as clueless as you are)!

· Break down your tasks into smaller steps. This can make the writing a lot less scary. For example, if you have an assignment to write a poem about love and don’t know where to start, you could make a list of all the steps you need to do in order to get to the point where you complete a poem that you are satisfied with. 

Here are some sample steps:

1. go to the library & take out a book of love poems

2. spend 1/2 hour reading poems 

3. brainstorm ideas for poem or free write (see note below)

4. write a draft poem (or a few)!

5. wait 1 day – read poem over & revise

6. check for spelling, grammar, rhythm errors, change as desired

7. show it to a friend for her opinion

8. hand poem in to teacher.

As you complete each task, you can check it off your list and feel good about what you’ve done! It is much easier to get started when you have a plan.

· Use an outline as your compass 

If you are writing a short story or an essay, an outline can help keep you focused. Some people like to start writing in the middle of the story or the end of the story – if you keep an outline on your desk while you write, you can start anywhere and still have an idea of where its all going – and refer back to it when you get lost.

Lack of Inspiration[image: image4.wmf]

Sometimes you just don’t feel like writing, or you can’t think of anything meaningful to say. Try to be patient, and remember that inspiration comes from outside of ourselves - and therefore writers need to experience life [and not just stare at their computer screens] in order to become inspired.

Strategies

· Take a hike [or do something else that you enjoy]. Take some time to walk, bake, swim, draw…etc. Take notice of your senses: how does the water feel against your skin? How do the cookies smell? Of course, if you’re on a deadline, you’ll need to limit your ‘inspiration time’ somewhat. 

· Juggle your projects – If you are doing schoolwork, switch to a different subject for a while then return to your writing later. Or work on a different piece of writing for a while. 

· Try a different writing format or style – if you’re working on a short story, try writing a skit, or a poem. Sometimes playing with different writing forms (consider: haiku, a political speech or a children’s rhyme) can get the ball rolling.

· Stop the censors! Try a free write (aka stream of consciousness writing). Take 3 – 5 minutes and write or type everything that comes to your mind. That means no checking for spelling or grammar or clarity - just keep writing what ever pops up. Like warming up the engine before you start the car –  a free write can get the writing flowing. Setting an egg timer can help keep you on task.

· Let your ideas steep - If you drink a cup of tea as soon as you put the teabag in, it will taste weak. Same goes for your ideas - your brain needs time to sit and steep and develop an idea before it is ready to go. So if a certain piece just isn’t working for you, don’t be afraid to put it aside for awhile and revisit it when you’re ready.  

Further Resources on Conquering Writer’s Block
http://www.pencentralonline.com/articles/conqueringwritersblock.html
http://fmwriters.com/Visionback/Vision20/themeconquerl.htm
http://owl.english.purdue.edu/owl/resource/567/01/
This page from The Owl at Purdue offers some useful tips on identifying the causes & cures for writer’s block. This site,is also a great & free general resource for writing tools and ideas – check it out!

http://fmwriters.com/Visionback/Vision20/themeconquerl.htm.
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