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Susie Day received her bachelor's and master's degrees in 
English from I l l inois State University (1971, 7973), has been an 
instructor and lecturer there since 1973, has written or co-
authorted twelve col lege textbooks in the f ie ld  of English, and has 
nevertheless managed to lead an excit ing and varied l i fe. Susie 
i s  now studying to b e  a psychotherapist; her thesis research con-
cerns writer's block. With a colleague in psychology, she i s  
currently wri t ing a text on  psychology o f  women. 

Though textbook writers are obvi-
ously not corr~pletelycrippled by 
writer's block, most of us have 
experienced some form of writing 
anxiety during some of our pro-
jects. We do get our work done, 
but we also may appreciate the 
acuity of Zachary Leader when he 
states that "misery is at least as 
important an index or distinguishing 
feature of writer's block as silence." 
My ,thesisresearch for my graduate 
degree in psychology involves ob-
serving how people go about long, 
complex, and mainly self-paced 
writing projects (like textbooks). 
My current human subjects are 
graduate students writing theses 
and dissertations. As textbook 
authors engaged in somewhat simi-
lar pursuits, you may find-my re-
search interesting and helpful. 

In broad reading on the subject, 
I have found the terms wri t ing 
anxiety, writer's b lock,  wri t ing 
apprehension used in many differ-
ent and inconsistent ways. Some 
people say that wri t ing anxiety is 
a state in which some writing is 
produced, but painfully, and 
writer's b lock involves no writing 
being produced at all. Others say 
that wri t ing anxiety refers to an 
emotion, and writer's b lock is a 
mental state. Still others insist that 
wri t ing anxiety is a deep intrapsy-
chic conflict, while wri t ing appre-
hension is its milder form. Finally, 
others say that writer's b lock 
does not exist at all! Each school 
of thinkers is perfectly sure of its 

correctness, and for obvious rea-
sons I re,Fuse to be drawn further 
into the issue. I use the terminolo-
gy that seems most natural to the 
discussion at hand. 

I believe that writer's block in-
volves a mixture of emotional, cog-
nitive, and situational aspects. For 
this series in TAA, l will divide my 
discussion into these three catego-
ries. You will see how they overlap 
and influence one another (after all, 
is an attitude a belief or a feeling?) 
but this traditional and convenient 
classification will serve. If you are 
like the many writers I have spoken 
with on this topic, you will probably 
see something of yourself in all of 
the categories. 

Emotion and the Writing 
Proccss  

Anyone who haswritten for evalu-
ation or performance knows that 
emotion is involved, although much 
of the research has focused on the 
cognitive angle, which Iwill discuss 
next time. George Mandler, in 
Mind and Body: Psychology of 
Emotion and Stress. explains the 
interweaving of thought and emo-
tion. An emotion has two parts, 
physiological (an upswing in the 
autonomic nervous system) and 
cognitive (the mind's interpretation 
or labeling of the physical agita-
tion). The same body signs (rapid 
pulse and breathing, butterflies in 
the stomach, etc.) can be interpret-
ed in different ways by different 

people, or even different ways by 
the same person. Some research-
ers will even contend that a l l  emo-
tions actually feel the same way in 
the body, and the variations are just 
in how we label them. An interest-
ing theory, but not one to be casu-
ally put forth at family picnics un-
less everyone already suspects 
you're eccentric. 

Mandler believes that one source 
of a nervous system upswing is the 
interruption of a plan or planned 
behavior--the interruptions activate 
the nervous system. The writing 
process is full of interruptions--
decisions about words and style, 
thoughts about the audience, 
children's demands for Poptarts, 
changes in plan, reassessments--
and is thus Full of emotions. If you 
are a writer who labels this upswing 
as anxiety or frustration, you will 
see it as destructive to your writing 
process. If you can label it as ex-
citement--which feels the same 
way--you can see it as constructive. 

I usuallyfeel excited when Iwrite. 
At the end of a good long session, 
my shirt is usually tugged out of 
shape, and my hair is standing on 
end from running my hands through 
it. My husband looks at me and 
says, "Going well, huh?" 

Researchers have taught people 
to manipulate their interpretations 
of nervous system activity in order 
to find the agitation enabling. For 
example, sports contestants can 
learn to use their pregame agitation 
as "gearing up" instead of "getting 
jittery," and anxious test takers are 
taught to do the same before an 
exam. When I speak in public, I try 
to label my prespeech feeling as 
being thrilled rather than afraid. 

Learning theorist Albert Bandura 
noted that "People vary in their 
judgmental sets." He found that 
people who tended to see their 
nervous arousal as coming from 
personal weaknesses were more 
likely to doubt their abilities than 
people "who regard their arousal as 
a common transitory reaction that 
even the most competent people 
experience." Again, how people 
interpret their feelings influences 
their self-confidence, and writers 
can learn to experience nervous 
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