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Being a student involves the constant application o f a number of mental skills, and it is 
possible, at some time during your course, you may have difficulty in writing. Here are 
some thoughts if you ever encounter writer’s block.  
 

What are examples of some possible underlying issue s? 
 

Personal factors  
 

�  anxiety - students can be afraid to make a start, f earful of making mistakes 
�  burden of success/ failure 
�  changes in motivation: why has your energy dried up ? 
�  depression: not seeing the point of things 
�  difficulty in shifting one’s focus or style, ie. fr om extroversion to introversion 
�  fear of being revealed 
�  fear of not being smart enough 
�  feeling overwhelmed 
�  issues around the future/ fear of finishing uni 
�  low self-esteem/ little confidence in own ideas 
�  perfectionism: are you trying too hard? 
�  postmodernism: no yardsticks of validity or worth 
�  procrastination: you’ve got to start some time 
�  sense of self too closely linked to achievements an d feedback  
�  wanting to express self in another way or another m edium 
�  writing creatively, then being afraid of encounteri ng emotions, so not 

finishing 
 

Interpersonal factors  
 

�  competition with peers, ie. feeling other people ar e simply better at writing 
�  difficult relationship with a supervisor, feeling h arassed by supervisor 
�  disillusionment with the academic environment 
�  fear of criticism, both external and your own 
�  loneliness/ isolation of writing;: dealing with sol itude 
�  sense of responsibility to subjects/ research parti cipants, fear of offending them 

 

Environmental factors  
 

�  physical state; poor sleep, diet, exercise, constan t anxiety, headaches 
�  poor goal/ task management 
�  poor writing conditions; little privacy, noise         

        
Skill Development  
       

�  difficulties with the act or process of writing 
�  focusing on output, not looking at the process 
�  inexperience in writing/ summarising/ researching 
�  not knowing your learning style 
�  time management 
�  unfamiliarity with the process and requirements of academic writing 

 

A basic  question: 
  

Do I really ‘identify’ with writing, or with my uni  course, or with my professional future? 
 

 



What can you do about writer’s block? What strategi es/changes might be useful? 
 

�  Personal factors 
�  general stress management  
�  noticing achievements 
�  practise positive expectancy 

 

Interpersonal factors  
·  have a friend/ fellow student take notes while you talk about part of your thesis/ 

essay 
·  really ‘own’ the role of writer 
·  set up writing groups  
·  talk to someone you trust about what you intend to write before writing 

 

Environmental factors  
·  alternative writing spaces 
·  not using computer all the time 

 

Skill Development  
·  change focus; don’t sit and stew 
·  dialogue with the work 
·  do ‘second order’ tasks, eg look up references or w eblinks, both when beginning 

or when ‘blocked’ 
·  explore the meaning of words, writing, self-express ion 
·  reduce interruptions (eg. email, phone calls), to m aintain focus 
·  re-name chapters 
·  review when writing flowed or was not blocked 
·  start with a quote 
·  start writing any time, then extensively correct/ r evise 
·  visualise structure 
·  work on habit/ routine rather than impulse/ inspira tion 
·  write for 10, 20 minutes, regularly, in blocks, wit h mini-deadlines, with planned 

breaks and earned rewards 
 
What strategies/ resources does the University prov ide? 
 

Many resources to help with writer’s block and othe r academic issues can be found at 
the University’s  Transition Unit   www.services.unimelb.edu.au/transition  
 

See also  
 

Counselling Service    www.services.unimelb.edu.au/counsel  
 

Disability Liaison Unit    www.services.unimelb.edu.au/disability  
 

International Student Services   www.services.unimelb.edu.au/international  
 

Language and Learning Skills Unit  www.services.unimelb.edu.au/llsu  
 
Some useful books  
 

Victoria Nelson On Writer’s Block  
 

Nick Repak  Coping with Academic Pressure  
 

Tricia Vilkinas The Thesis Journey: Tales of Personal Triumph 
 

 


