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	Want to Know More?

· Expert writers revise more than novices: 

Levy, C. M., & Ransdell, S. (1995). Is writing as difficult as it seems? Memory & Cognition, 23(6), 767–779. 

· Polishing too soon leads to writer’s block:

Russell, M. (2005). The assumptions we make: How learners and teachers understand writing. Available from National Center for Adult Learning and Literacy Web site: http://www.ncsall.net/
· Rumpelstiltskin:

Grimm, J., & Grimm, W. (1889/2007). Rumpelstiltskin. In The Annotated Rumpelstiltskin. Available from SurLaLune Fairy Tales Web site: http://www.surlalunefairytales.com/
rumpelstiltskin/index.html
Advice from Writing Experts

Davis, K. W. (2007, November 31). Don’t be afraid. Posting to http://www.manageyourwriting.com/2007/12/index.html
Gray-Grant, D. (2007, May 28). Why you need to write yourself a letter. Available from http://www.publicationcoach.com/free-articles/Fatswaller.php

	Turning Blocks into Starting Points

 “I want to write about autism,” said my student.

“That’s a huge topic,” warned the voice of experience in my head. “Give her time to figure that out and find  an angle,” replied my inner teacher. 

So I watched as the pile of sources around my student grew. She was feeling overhwhelmed, but still finding material she thought was relevant. It was time to intervene.

“If you use all that material, you’ll still be writing next quarter,” I observed.

 “But it’s all stuff parents need to know,” she replied.

So much for the standard advice: focus on one aspect of the problem, such as causes or treatment. What next? 

Make the Problem the Solution

“This is a huge amount of information,” I said. “It’s a lot for you to absorb, and you’ve been dealing with your child’s autism for years. What must it be like for parents who’ve just gotten the diagnosis?”

Thus the problem—the overwhelming amount of information—inspired the solution. Dawn decided to write a guide for parents who have just been told that a child has autism. She covered every relevant angle. However, she distilled her piles of information into a series of simple, managable steps. 

For example, when she recommended that parents find a support group, she first gave a brief overview of how these groups work and why people find them helpful. Then she explained how to locate a local group. Each step included just enough to give parents an easy entry point into the best resources available.

Consider Your Block from a Reader’s Point of View

If something about a topic causes you difficulty, remember that it’s likely to be an issue for readers too. Perhaps you’re writing a memo about new rules for reporting expenses. If you’re wondering why the rules have changed, readers probably are too. Providing an explanation might increase compliance. 

If the new procedures are complex, note the points that cause you confusion or frustration. Those would be good points to explain in more depth; you might even want to illustrate them with an example of a correctly completed form.

Diagnose Your Block from a Writer’s Point of View

Many times, writers berate themselves for having poor writing skills when the problem isn’t writing, but research. Like the girl in the story of Rumpelstiltskin, they try to spin straw out of gold. You can cudgel your brain or hope to be rescued by a crabby little man, but the most productive thing to do is to get more and better information.

If the information is available, but it’s difficult to get started, fatigue may be the culprit.  Take a break if you can. If you can’t, read something you’ve written or a piece of writing that you can use as a model. Reading an existing piece of writing will warm up your brain and provide a pattern to follow.

 Freewriting is another way to get going. Even if you just write “I can’t get started” for 5 minutes, you’ll be engaging your brain in the writing process, which tends to generate its own momentum. 

Fear is another potential block. Remind yourself that “the perfect is the enemy of the good.” Expert writers use the first draft to capture their ideas, the second draft to shape them, and later drafts to polish. So give yourself permission to write as badly as the experts do on your first draft. Keep the focus on what your writing will do for your audience, and you’ll be released from the paralysis of seeking perfection. 
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