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: Foreword
Marilyn S. Sternglass

CURRENT RESEARCH IN THE COMPOSING PROCESS ENCOUR-
ages us to believe that if we expose our students to process-centered
strategies, allow them ample time for invention procedures, the
writing of multiple drafts, real audience feedback, and delayed at-
tention to editing, we will have solved most of our instructional
problems. Students who fail to produce competant prose under
these conditions are either too poorly imotivated or too incompetent
to succeed. Now Mike Rose has come along with a study of the cog-
nitive dimension of writer’s block that neatly punctures our self-
satisfied stance and forces us to reexamine some of our newly won,
highly cherished assumptions. -

Students who are shown to be neither incompetent nor unmoti-
vated demonstrate ineffective strategies when trying to address
complex tasks, and in this important study Mike Rose describes,
analyzes, and finally explains the causes of their difficulties. He be-
gins by postulating six basic reasons why some students manifest
blocking characteristics when confronting a complex writing task:
rigid rules, misleading assumptions about composing, premature
editing, poor or inappropriate planning. conflicting rules or strat-
egies, and inadequately understood evaluative criteria.

Rose also leads us to examine recent speculation about how writ- |
ing is produced. Current models present composing as a primarily |
hierarchical process during which writers tend to move from broad
goal-oriented concerns to the production of specific sentences. This
“top-down” orientation is meant to be a corrective to earlier “bottom-
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up” approaches that had students working from word to phrase to
sentence to paragraph. But rather than cither of these approaches.
Rose offers a model. of opportunisin which suggests that while writ-
ers sometimes operate hierarchically, they also respond in less or-
derly fashion to emerging linguistic and rhetorical possibilities.
Three purposes dominate Rose's study of the causes of writer's
block: (1) the development of & questionnaire to identify blockers;
(2) the selection, observation. and stimulated-recall examination of
students experiencing high and low degrees of blocking: (3) a pre-
liminary proposal of @ model of composing. The questionnaire con-
tained 24 items, and from its analysis Rose concluded that it offered
“confirmation of the study’s assumption that a considerable dimen-
sion of writer’s block involves cognitive/behavioral and cognitive/
attitudinal variables.” For teachers puzzled by the writing behavior
of seemingly competent students, the gnestionnaire can provide
valuable insights into the attitudes. strategies, and processes used
by theif students. The stimulated-recall methodology used by Rose
to prompt the students’ remembrance of their thoughts while com-
posing, consisted of viewing videotapes of the writing activities with
the writers immediately after they had completed their composing,
Rose felt that composing aloud, as in other protocol studies. would
have interfered with their normal composing behaviors. Through
these investigations and with the analyses of the texts that were pro-
duced, Rose was able to propose a preliminary saodel of composing,
('entml to this model is that writers must possess a repertoire of
“strategies, rules, plans, frames, and possibly, evaluative criteria,
and the richer the repertoire. the richer the opportunistic activity.”
Through the case studies presented in this study, Rose explores
the strategies and processes of two students, one a high-blocker and
one a low-blocker. These detailed descriptions bring alive the pro-
cesses and problems being explored and demonstrate vividly how
complex approaching a writing task is. Mike Rose’s analysis of these
problems, his proposed model of compuosing, and his implications
for teachers of writing constitute important contributions to our un-
derstanding of another dimension of the complex process of writing,
Bloomington. Indiana
January 1983

11




Preface

THIS STUDY BEGAN FROM A HAPPY COINCIDENCE OF PUBLIC
work and private reading. I was teaching Introduction to Literature
at the same time I was browsing through the fascinating and, by
now, somewhat exotic work of the classical Gestalt psychologists.

" The browsing was sparking an interest in what these days is called

cognitive psychology or cognitive science—a sometimes reductive
but sometimes illuminating study of the way we deal with informa-
tion and solve problems. As it turned out, my private reading wou'd
follow this direction over the next few years. As for my public work,
the teaching was, as it always had been, a pleasure. I had the usual
group of students: those whose comments revealed a bright eager-
ness, others whose remarks bespoke of premature cynicism. And
their papers displayed a familiar range as well: quick and superficial
to cautious and penetrating. We've all seen this range of quality.
And, we've all heard the sorts of things the students were telling
me about these papers during conferences. This time, though, my
night reading sensitized me to something I had certainly seen (and

-heard) before but had not . eally quite seen: the degree to which cer-

tain kinds of planning strategies and rules about writing were inter-
fering with some of my students’ composing.

My recognition led to several pilot studies, one of which I wrote
up in an essay entitled “Rigid Rules, Inflexible Plans, and the Sti-
fling of Language.” I sent the essay forth and it was energetically
sent back enough times to make me doubt the utility of matching
cognitive psychology and stymied composing. But the essay finally
found a home in the December 1980 issue of College Composition
and Communication and the acceptance encouraged me to conduct

¢

.
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xvi Writer's Block

subsequent studies which, however, had to be both cautious and
complex, for the speculations in “Rigid Rules” were very much the
result of simple investigations. It is these subsequent studies—
ranging over several vears and involving just over one thousand stu-
dents—that I offer to the reader of the present volume. But 1 don't
want simply to report results. I want, as well, to offer the framework
that informed the research. '

Though cognitive psychology, like any psychology, can become
narrow and philosophically constraining, it can also illuminate cer-
tain dimensions of the writing process, for it—the best of it any-
way—explores the ways we carry out plans and strategies, organize
information, and evaluate what we do. Much of the present volume
(and of “Rigid Rules” as well) provides a kind of introduction to this
particular way of thinking about thinking. In applying the cognitive
perspective to writing, I have tried to avoid its esoterica and jargon,
but there is a point past which the abandonment of terminology and
the trimming away of procedures result in the trivializing of a disci-
pline. Thus, some special terms remain, but their meaning will be
clarified by context, and where this is not the case, 1 have defined
them with appositives or parenthetical phrases.

I offer this cognitive framework not out of evangelical zeal. My
own psychological training falls more in the psychodynamic/psycho-
analytic camp. But the psychodynamic approach seemed to have

limited explanatory power for most of the students I studied closely.
"Frameworks (or models or paradigms) are like the lenses in a Pho-

roptor, the machine optometrists use to determine the effects dit-
ferent lenses have on vision. Switch lenses and different aspects of a
phenomenon will come into focus. We'll see clearly what was once
fuzzy or indis;inc\-t. In my case, the cognitive framework brought
into resolve what had heretofore been hazy. But an aphorism of
Kenneth Burke's must be kept in mind: “A way of seeing is also a
way of not seeing.” Any framework excludes as well as includes. The
present study attempts to highlight a particular dimension of writer’s
block: it does not attempt a comprehensive treatment of a highly
complex problem. As I note in the Afterword. there are a number of
psvchodynamic and sociological issues that remain for others to ex-
plore. However, if I am right in my investigations of and judgments
about the cognitive dimension of writer’s block, then this study’s
findings are of rreat importance to teachers. If a student’s reliance

13
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on rigid rules, inflexible plans, narrow assumptions and evaluative
criteria is not rooted in some complex emotional reality or in an
intractable social context, then teachers and tutors can readily inter-
vene. Cognitive problems are vulnerable to teaching and reteach.
ing, conferencing, modeling. Furthermore. an investigation of cog-
nitive problems can also have implications tor the teaching of writing
in general—for the teaching of grammar and stylistic rules, plan-
ning strategies, and the nature of composing, The last section of the
Conclusion chapter is devoted to speculations about this study's im-
plications for instruction.

A good deal of the work I'm about to report was originally written
up as a doctoral dissertation. At points throughout the present vol-
ume I refer the researh-oriented reader to that dissertation. But the
present volume is seli-contained and includes research that I con-
ducted afier the completion of the dissertation, as well as some re-
thinking of older formulations and development of new perspectives.

A number of people provided assistance during the writing of the
dissertation, and I thank them in that volume. Some of those peo-
ple, however, were particularly instrumental in the conceiving and
execution of my work and I continue to draw upon their intelligence
and their kindness. Richard Shavelson, a first-rate methodologist,
chaired my dissertation committee and has become a kind of aca-
demic crisis counselor. only a phone call away to protect me from
my own statistical illiteracy. Ruth Mitchell is my other mentor. Her
advice is always generous and penetrating. Many thanks are also
. due Noreen Webb and Barbara Hayves-Roth who provided a good
deal of help with statistical analysis and model-building. I must also
acknowledge the masterful work of Chris Myers. my programmer,
and the selflessness of Nancy Sommers, who read and carefully
commented on the dissertation. Finally, there are people who were
particularly helpful at the beginning and the end of this journey:
James Britton encouraged me when 1 figured that “Rigid Rules” was
fit for files only, and Lee Odell provided a thorough review of an
carlier version of the present manuscript.

Some typists transport words mindlessly from page, through fin-
gertips, onto page; others read carefully, edit, and comment gra-
ciously. Antonia Turman represents the best of the second breed. 1,
and many, many othe, . owe her a great deal of thanks.
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Introduction

“YOU DON'T KNOW WHAT IT 1s,” WROTE FLAUBERT, ‘“TO STAY A
whole day with your head in your hands trying to squeeze your un-
fortunate brain so as to find a word.” Though histrionic, Flaubert’s
complaint is all too familiar to professional writers, student writers,
and teachers of writing. Henry Miller was never able to complete
his book on Lawrence; certain of our students flounder across dead-
lines; some of us have stalled on memos and reports as the blank
page gleamed. Unfortunately, researchers have no surveys or tabu-

lations of how many writers—professional or student—experience |
writer’s block. But autobiographical and biographical material re- /

veals that even the greatest of writers—from Melville to Forster to |
Styron—have been stymied. My pilot surveys suggest that at least ./
10 percent of college students block frequently, and the hoom of
“writer’s block” workshops stands as a reminder that writer’s block is
a problem outside of the classroom as well.! And the problem might
not simply be one of discomfort and missed deadlines. Extrapolat-
ing from Morris Holland’s report on the related problemn of writing
anxiety,? it is possible that sustained experiences of writer’s block
influence students’ career choices. Frequent blockers could have
trouble envisioning themselves in jobs requiring reports or exten-
sive memoranda.

The odd thing is that though writer’s block is a familiar, even popu-
lar notion, it is one of the least studied dysfunctions of the compbsing
process. Skill problems have long been examined and a bewildering
panoply of treatments—from sentence-combining to role-playing—
has been built. But when the capable writer cannot write, we are

puzzled and often resort to broad affective explanations, e.g," , “He’s




2 Writer's Block

afraid of evaluation,” "She's too hard on herself.” Significantly, the
one possibly related topic that does appear in the research literature
is “writing apprehension” or “writing anxiety —again, affective. It
is possible that this affective bent explains why writer's block has
never been the object of the educators scrutiny: it is perceived
as a mysterious, amorphous emotional difficulty, not as a delimit-
able problem that can be analyzed and then remedied through in-
struction and tutorial programs. Before one can hope, thea, to help
people through writers block, the basic questions have to be an-
swered—what is writer’s block and what causes it? Then the ap-
plied, more practical stage of such investigation can emerge: how
can one help students, businessmen, even professional writers un-
lock their unfortunate brains to start the flow of words mmce again?

But delimiting and defining a notion as complex and tinged with
myth and popular speculation as writer’s block is more easily said
than done. How can writer’s block become the foeus of careful
study? Twao initial procedures are necessary: (1) A definition must be
proposed that posits exclusion rules, that is, establishes boundaries
for rejecting inappropriate cases. (2) Patterns must be sought out
in whatever data are available: then suitable models can be pro-
posed—the legitimacy of a particular model being determined by
its capacity to explain the data. Further, more rigorous studies can.’
then be conducted to test the model. Considering writer's block,
several models come to mind: behaviorist (to explore histories of
unpleasant writing experience), psychoanalytic (to explore deep-
seated fears and defenses), and sociological/political (to explore the
environmental conditions that limit a writer). My preliminary ex-
plorations, some of which.are presented in “Rigid Rules, Inflexible
Plans, and the 'Stifling of Langnage: A Cognitivist Analysis of Writ-
er's Block,” suggested that narrow or inappropriate compuosing rules
and planning strategies could be confounding student writers.®
Therefore, the model afforded by cognitive psychology seemed a
suitable framework with which to explain the data. The present
study will also bring that model to bear on writers block. My as-
sumption is that some cases of students” writer's block might be
linked to variables that are more cognitive than affective or motiva-
tional (though there might be affective and motivational corollaries
to and consequences of the cognitive), and more cognitive than so-
ciological/ political (though there could be a sociological/political di-
mension to the writing situations in which rules, plans, and other

17




Introduction 3

cognitive operations are enacted). To my knowledge, a cognitive
orientation has never been applied to writer's block, and thus that
dimension of blocking has not beea examined and described. But
even with the limited focus the cognitive paradigm affords, the
present study sprawls. Writer's block is an exceptionally compli-
cated phenomenon.

Definition of Writer’s Block

First, I'll establish delimiting boundaries.

L. Certainly, the basic writer (e.g., as described by Mina Shaugh-
nessy and by Sondra Perl)* has difficulty getting words on paper.
But, though sociolinguistic and affective forces interfere, a major
reason for these students’ scant productions is simply a lack of fun-
damental writing skillg, The first clarifying boundary that must be
established is that blocking presupposes basic writing skills that, for
some reason, cannot be exercised.

2. A student can possess basic skills but still not produce much
because she is tired, bored, or, in some way, not committed to com-
pleting the writing task at hand. But one could not speak of blocking
here, for the student’s skitls are not truly brought into play. The sec-
ond boundary is that blocking presupposes some degree of alertness
and of effort.

Writer's block, then, can be defined as an inability to begin or
continue writing for reasons other than a lack of basic skill or com-
mitment. Blocking is not simply measured by the passage of time
(for writers often spend productive tir toying with ideas without
putting pen to paper), but by the passa, nf time with limited pro-
ductive involvement in the writing task. Certain behaviors (i.e.,
missing deadlines) are associated with blocking. Feelings of anxiety,
frustration, anger, or confusion often characterize this unproductive
work. Blocking can be manifested in a variety of ways: some high-
blockers produce only a few sentences; others produce many more,
but these sentences will be false starts, repetitions, blind alleys, or
disconnected fragments of discourse; still others produce a certain
amount of satisfactory prose only to stop in mid-essay. But since
blocking is a composing process dysfunction that is related to skill in
complex, not simple, ways, some high-blockers might eventually
produce quality papers.




4 Writers Block

How does writer's block differ fron” the related concept of writing
apprehension? As defined here, writer's block is broader and sub-
sumes writing apprehension as a possible cause of or reaction to
blocking. My preliminary case-study investigations suggest that not
all high-blockers are apprehensive about writing (though they might
get momentari'y anxious when deadlines loom). For that fact, high-
blockers do not necessarily share the characteristics attributed by
John Daly and his associates to writing-apprehensive students: avoid-
ance of courses and majors involving writing and lower skills as mea-
sured by objective and essay tests.® In addition. not all low-blockers
fit Lynn Bloom’s observation that nonanxious writers find writing
enjoyable and seek out opportunities to practice it.” Apprehensive-
ness, then, can lead to blocking (the anxiety being caused by prior
negative evaluations’ or by more complex psychodynamics*) or can
result from the fix blockers find themselves in. But blocking and ap-
prehensiveness (and low-blocking and nonapprehensiveness) are
not synonymous, not necessarily coexistent, and 1t necessarily
causally linked.

As I've suggested, there can be a number of affective and motiva-
tional explanations for why writers get stymied. but the present
study will attempt to illuminate primarily cognitive variables in-
volved in writer's block. Some writers block for one or more of the
following reasons: (1) the rules by which they guide their composing,
processes are rigid, inappropriately invoked, or incorrect; (2) their
assumptions about composing are misleading: (3) they edit too early
in the composing process; (4) they lack appropriate planning and
discourse strategies or rely on inflexible or inappropriate strategies;
(5) they invoke conflicting rules, assumptions, plans, and strategies;
and (6) they evaluate their writing with inappropriate criteria or cri-
teria that are inadequately understood.

A number of terms used in the above discussion need to be more

fully defined.
Definition of Terms

Rule: A composing rule is a linguistic. sociolinguistic. formal, or
process directive (e.g.. “When possible, avoid the passive voice,” or

“If you can't get started, try freewriting”).
Rigid, Inuppropriately Invoked, or Incorrect Rules: A rigid rule
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is one that dictates absolutes in areas where context and purpose
should direct behavior (e.g., “Always put your thesis statement at
the end of vour first paragraph,” or "Never use the verb ‘to he™). An
inappropriate rule is a normally legitimate directive invoked at a
questionahle time and place in the composing process (e.g., “The
length of sentences should he varied.” invoked during rough draft-
ing). An incorrect rule is one that is simply not true (e.g., "It is
wvrong to begin a sentence with "And™).

Composing-Process Assumptions and Misleading Assumptions: A
composing-process assumption is any helief about the way writing
aceurs. A misleading assumption is a helief that does not redect the
diversity and complexity of the composing process (e.g.. “The best
writing comes wi h little toil; it is inspired and flows onto the page™).

Premature Editing: Editing is defined as the minor revising that
attends to the surfuce of Lmguage: mechanical/grammatical, spell-
ing. lexical, syntactical inaccuracies and inconsistencies are cor-
rected and semantic/syntactic preferences—usually at the sentence
level—are enacted. Though it is fallacious to assume that content
and verbal surface are neatly separable, these corrections and al-
terations often do not reflect a writing rethinking but, rather, a
writer tidving up. Editing becomes anti-productive and premature
when the writer unduly attends to mechanical/verbal surface while
roughing out ideas or writing a first draft. She is refining surface in-
stead of testing ideas and thinking freely,

Interpretive and Writing Strategies for Complexity: ‘This hroad
category subsumes the variety of interpretive, planning, and writing
strategies a student brings to bear on university writing tasks. These
tasks, usually higher-level exposition (e.g., clssification, compare/
contrast, analysis) and argument, demand of the student what James
Moflett has laheled generalizing and theorizing.” The tasks do not
call for the simple chronological pattern found in narration or for the
spatial, object-referenced structure of description; rather, students
have to rely on more abstract frameworks. And while a number of
university students can produce a relatively error-free prose and can
write description and narration well enough, higher-level exposi-
tion and argument often stump them. ™ The reasons they're stumped
are both cognitive and linguistic, that is, involve both conceiving
and planning material as well as generating and shaping written
language."

Probléms can arise hefore actual writing is attempted. The way a

20
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6 Writer's Block

student goes about interpreting the material from which she must
work might be ineflective. For example, she might fail to highlight
pertinent information in lengthy materials, or, conversely, might
get so embroiled in dissecting materials that she produces an over-
whelming, and possibly undifferentiated, array of information.

Related to interpretive strategies (and fo discourse frames) are
the planning strategies students bring to bear on composing. A fun-
damental assumption of this study is that since school-based writing
is obviously nonrandom, purposive behavior, students bring guid-
ing strategies to the production of discourse. These strategies or
plans can be as formal as an outline or as unspecific and “rhythmic”
as a movement from thesis to evidence to solution. A stuclent, ei-
ther on paper or in her head, can lot out the specifics of her strat.
egy before beginning or in increments as she produces her essay.
Whatever the case. some plans can prove to be dysfunctional: an
inflexible plan is one that does not allow modifica*ion or alterna-
tives. An inappropriate plan is a normally functional strategy used at
the wrong place or time in the composing process. Individual dif-
ferences are involved here, but one example could be the construc-
tion of a detailed outline for a piece of expressive prose. A sub.
category of the inappropriate plan is the inadequate plan—a strategy
too simple for the task at hand, e.g., alinear, chronological approach
to a compare/contrast assignment.

As for writing, students might lack the ability to produce and ma-
nipulate the frames of discourse that are required in academic writ-
ing. They might also lack a repertoire of inter- and intra-paragraph
cohesive ties"—particularly transitional devices—or rhetorical
strategies necessary to establish complex relations among ideas.
They might. as well, lack the wide range of sentence-level syntactic
options needed to represent the ideational complexities they wish
to articulate.” The discussion here is obviously of specific higher-
order skills related to specifie writing situations. But the under-
development of these skills can stymie the exercise of a student’s
more general competence,

Conflict: Conflict is defined as a cognitive discord between rules,
strategies, or assumptions. A writer writes with the rapid play of nu-
merous rules, strategies, and assumptions, but there are times
when they work against each other. An illustration: “Avoid the pas-
sive voice” coupled with “Keep the ‘T out of reports.” If the writer
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does not possess some criteria by which she can give one rule more
weight than another as the situation demands. she will find herself
stuck at a number of junctures in her composing.

Attitudes toward Writing: An attitude is an “evaluative orienta- .
tion™ " toward, in this casc, the act or result of composing. Attitudes
toward writing are most likely formed by one's history of evaluation
by others" and are reflected in the evaluations a student levels at
or imagines others leveling at his work. These evaluations can be
broad (“This paper is no good') or specific ("My conclusion seems
tacked-on"). An assumption of this study is that evaluation is rooted
in a comparison with internalized criteria of good writing and/or
with beliefs about the criteria other audiences will use. Evalua-
tion becomes inappropriate when the criteria a student has inter-
malized and/or attributes to others are overblown or inadequately

understood.

Notes Toward a Cognitive Model of the Composing Process

Terms have been defived but have not been organized in a way
that illustrates their relation to cach other. A model could best pro-
vide this illustration. but since I have not conducted the extensive
studies necessary to validate a comprehensive model of the compos-
ing process, what follows must be read as speculation. '

To date, only a handful of researchers have presented models of
the composing process that are based on cognitive psychology: Ber-
tram Bruce, Allan Collins. and Ann Rubin in “A Cognitive Science
Approach to Writing”; Ellen Nold in “Revising”; and Linda Flower
and John Hayes in A Process Model of Composition. ™

Though Bruce and his associates and Nold offer theoretically rich
models, both have limitations. Bruce et al., working from “cognitive
science and hence, historically. from theoretical linguistics and ar-
tificial intelligence™ (p. 3), admit that the composing sequences
they propose “are not carried out in the strict order implied” (p. 12)
in their article, but continue to represent writing as a hierarchical,
sucessively elaborated process. An example: “Let us think, then, of
writing as a procedure with two major steps, which are temporally
ordered: 1) generating ideas; 2) generating structure” (p- 7). Relving
on a cognitive/developmental orientation, Nold criticizes linear
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models of composing and considers individual differences in writers
and tasks in constructing her own model. Yet though she gronnds
her discussion on George Miller's general principles of allotment of
cognitive resources, she focuses her essay on revision, and thus, of
necessity. does not provide a comprehensive model of all dimen-
sions of composing.

In A Process Model. Flower and Hayes have constructed an en-
pirically based model of composing that acconnts for the writer's
memory. @ variety of the writer’s composing subprocesses, and the
materials ontside the writer including the preduct he's producing,
The n odel is based on and reflects at least five fundamental pre-
cepts: "Writing is goal directed”: “Writing processes are hierar-
chically organized™; "Some writing processes may interrupt other
processes over which they have priority”; "Writing processes may
be organized reenrsively”; "Writing goals may be maodified as writ-
ing proceeds” (pp. 95-97). Flower and Hayes' is the most detailed.
multioperational, and comprehensive of composing models con-
structed to date. However, one important quality of the model re-
stricts its fluidity (or requires the positing of overly complex opera-
tions to maintain fluidity). Possibly following the pioneering work
on planning conducted by George Miller, Eugene Galanter, and
Karl Pribram.” Flower and Hayes developed their model from a
“top-down,” hierarchically deductive perspective. so that the fim-
damental orientation is to view the writer as working in orderly
fashion from, say. generation of ideas to production ot sentences.
Flower and Hayes admit that not all writing proceeds in so neat a
fashion and pose the mathematical coneept of "recursiveness” to al-
low for a "complex intermingling of stages™ (p. 46). They pose, as
well, the notion of "priority interrupts.” a provess by which editing
can "take precedence over all other writing processes in the sense
that editing may interrupt the other processes at any time” (p. 99).
After editing, “the generating [of new ideas] process appears to he
second in order of precedence since it interrpts any process exeept
editing” (p. 99). Perhaps these very important operations of “recur-
siveness” and “priority interrupts” could be accounted for in a less
mechanical way—the mechanical orderliness of Flower ar.d Haves'
rendering possibly being rooted in the hicrarchical model of Miller
and his associates. and, too, in Flower and Hayes” method of gather-
ing data (having writers speak aloud while composing). It is conceiv-
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able that when a writer speaks as he writes. he articulates a more
ordered flow of thought than would naturally oceur.

I believe that the operations implied in “recursiveness™ and “pri-
ority interrupts” can better be represented by what Barbara and
Frederick Hayes-Roth have labeled “opportiunism, ™™ Though their
work deals with the planning process, the Haves-Roths' fundamen-

tal assumptions are applicable to writing, for some torm and level of
" planning and enacting are central to the composing process.

The Hayes-Roths explain opportunism thus:

We assume that people’s planning activity is largely opportunistic. That
is. at cach pointin the process, the planner’s current decisions and obser-
vations suggzest various opportunitics for plan development. The plan-
ner's subsequent decisions follow up on selected opportunities. Some-
times, these decision-sequences follow an orderly path and produce a
neat top-down expansion. . . . However, some decisions and observations
might also suggest less orderly opportunities for plan development. . . .

This view of the planning process suggests that planners will produce
many coherent decision sequences, but less coherent sequences as well.
In extreme cases, the overall process might appear chaotic. The relative
orderliness of particular planning processes presumably reflects individ-
ual differences among planners as well as different task demands. (p. 276)

Applied to writing, opportunism suggests that the goals, plans, dis-
course frames, and information that emerge as a writer confronts a
task are not always hierarchically sequenced from most general
strategy to most specific activity. These goals. plans. frames, ote.,
can influence each other in arich variety of ways: for example, while
editing a paragraph. a writer may see that material can be organized
in a different way or as a writer writes a certain phrase, it could cue
other information stored in memory. This fundamental reciprocity
between intent and discovery, goal orientation and goal modifica-
tion is anecdotally documented by professional writers,” and the
notion of opportunism provides a cognitive science operation to ae-
count for it.

The scheme 'm about to present owes a great deal to Flower and
Haves™ elucidation in A Process Model of writing subprocesses and
to the Hayes-Roths” notion of opportunism. But what follows is by
no means a comprehensive model of the composing process. In fact,
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)

it is more a hypothesis preliminary to maodel-building, a metaphori-
cal representation that highlights severai key dimensions and func-
tions of the composing process relevant to the present study: the
relation of writing to high-level strategies and general problem-
solving/composing orientations, and to rules, plans, and discourse

frames.

A writer comes to a writing task with domain knowledge, that is,
with facts and propositions about myriad topics stored in long-term
memory. Some of this knowledge will be retrieved for composing,
(This knowledge can also be stored in nonlinguistic fashion—tacitly,
imagistically.) ‘

The writer also brings with him a number of composing sub-
processes. These are linguistic, styvlistic, rhetorical, sociolinguistic,
and process rules, interpretive as well as intersentence to discourse-
level writing plans, discourse frames, and attitudes, all of which se-
lect, shape. organize, and evaluate domain knowledge. Though
there are numerous rules, plans. and discourse frames, they can
be categoriZed as being either flexible and multioptional or one-
directional, rigid, inflexible. A particularly important composing
activity is “shaping” which occurs as domain knowledge—proposi-
tions, even images—is converted to written language. (James Brit-
ton calls the particular moment of conversion of mind to page “'shap-
ing at the point of utterance.”®) Editing occurs when the writer
focuses on the correction or refinement of language already re-
hearsed in mind or written on paper. Attitudes are manifested when
writers evaluate what they've written.

Directing the writer’s subprocesses are executive operations.
These high-level, often assumption-based, strategies select, orga-
nize, and activate composing subprocesses. It is possible that these
strategies themselves ore conceived of, organized, or weighted in
ways that account for general problem-solving or composing styles.

Outside of the writer is the task environment, which includes a
particular writing project. all attendant materials, and the words-
on-page the writer has converted from thought to written language .

As was stated earlier, some cognitive models posit “top-down,”
deductive, successively elaborated problem-solving behavior. For
example, at the extreme, a writer chooses an executive-level strat-
egy (e.g.. "I'll make this paper an argument”) which, in turn, deter-
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mines the selection and focusing of comgosing subprocesses which,
further, organize and shape domain knowledge. Much less common

are cognitive madels that stress “bottom-up.” inductive, specific to
general problem-solving behavior.# An extreme example of bottom- . -
up composing behavior would be a writer toving with words and
phrases until he develops, upward, an executive-level strategy for
"organizing his essay. '

But this continual distinction between top-down and bottom-up
behavior—at least as far as composing is concerned—is misleading.
Even superficial examination of writers at work reveals the enact-
ment, even the transaction, of both orientations. To pusit one or the
other as being the norm (or both as being the only possibilities) is to
reduce the complexity of composing. Thus the notion of opportun-
ism—with its emnphasis on shifting between top-down and bottom-

up behavior and shifting, as well, “horizontally” among, executive
operafipons, composing subprocesses, dimensions of knowlzdgo. and
elementhof the task environment—seems much truer to the way
writers wr

Blocking ¢y occur »7 assumptions, strategies. or certain kinds of/”

rules, plans, ahd frames hold a writer too rigidly to a top-down dr/
bottom-up orientation or in some other way restrict opportunistic
play. Blocking can also occur if the writer's assumptions, rules, etc.,
conflict or if the criteria to which he matches his production are in-
appropriate or inadequate. ASchematic representation of selected
aspects of the above discussion is presented in Figure 1.

Previous Studies of Writer's Block . )

I have attemgited a definition of writer's block and have outlined a
cognitive orientation with which to examine it. Before turning to
the specifics of the study that was informed by this orientation, let
me quickly survey previous work on writer's block. Unfortunately,
there is not a great deal to summarize. I ran computer searches of
Psycholugical Abstracts, Dissertation Abstracts, and: ERIC and
found no formal social science/educational investigaticns. 2

The only piece of literary scholarship ofy writer's block is Tillie
Olsen’s Silences.®* It approaches the problem from a sociological,
primarily femninist perspective, anecedotally and often poetically de-
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« Fig. 1. A schematic representation of selected cognitive
dimensions and functions of the composing process.
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tailing the dilemma of the writer stymied by an uncaring society.
One can also find useful literary snippets in biographical and auto-
biographical sources and in interviews. A good contemporary re-
source is the four-volume Paris Reciew series Writers at Work.*
My survey of the literature on creativity revealed little. That lit-
erature, a good deal of which is based on psychoanalysis or Helm-
holtz/Wallas stage theories (e.g., preparation, incubation, illumina-
tion, verification), mostly deals with the functional creative process.

Psychoanalytic literature contains a fair amount of discussion of

creative blocks, but surprisingly little concerns writing, Paul Federn
analyzes what he refers to as “the neurotic style,” but that is more a
faulty style (with the faults suggesting psychological disturbances)
than & blocked style.* In Neurotic Distortions of the Creative Pro-
cess, Lawrence Kubie presents several cases of writers whose neu-
roses stymied their flow of prose, but their cases are so idiosyneratic
that few generalizations can be drawn.¥ Though not a psvchoana-
lvst, Marvin Rosenberg adapts a psychoanalytic framework to ex-
plore writer's block in playwrights. He suggests that people experi-
encing writer’s block have been culturally conditioned to inhibit
primary process fantasies and reports the successtul use of hypnosis

to release the creative imagination.? But the most prolific of psycho-

analytic theorists on writer's block is Edmund Bergler. Bergler ana-
lyzed blocking in highly psychosexual terms, defining creative writ-
ing as an expression of unconscious defenses against oral-masochistic
conflicts, and writer's block as the result of the breakdown of those
defenses.®

A nonpsychoanalytic, psychodynamic interpretation of writer's
block is offered by Paul Goodman. He sees the difficulty as lying in
an author’s inability to dissociate relationships and events (that
could become the stuff of fiction) from the emotional reality of his or
her own life.”

Writing textbooks could offer discussions of blocking. 1 reviewed
20 recently published or revised texts.” Texts that were based on
Aristotelian rhetoric (and thus dealt with invention) or on currently
popular prewriting notions detailed methods of generating ideas,
but blocking itself was rarely discussed. Only one book (Frederick
Crews’ The Random House Handbook) directly addressed writer's
block.

1 did find two popular, self-help books on writer’s block: Karin
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Mack and Eric Skjei's Overcoming Writing Blocks and Joan Min-
ninger's Free Yourself to Write.® Overcoming Writing Blocks pre-
sents a sensible blend of literary investigation and self-help psychol-
ogy. The authors discuss and attempt to remedy the “resistances to
self-exposure,” “censorious inner critics,” and misunderstandings of
the composing process that they believe lead to blocking. Free
Yourself to Write lays blame on teachers who scrutinized grammati-
cal errors rather than the substance of student papers and on myths
about writing (e.g., “You must be mad to write,” “You must think
before you write”). Since Minninger informs her book with a trans-
actional analysis framework, she posits that these comments and
myths restrict the child (the feeling dimension of personality) within
us. Though Minninger provides guides to get the blocked writer
started, she also questionably insists that writing is fun apd that
quality prose rests within each of us waiting to be released on the
page.

A small body of literature exists for a pbznomenon related to
writer's block: writing apprehension or anxiety. That literature can
further be separated into the questionnaire and correlational studies
of John Daly and his associates and of Morris Holland, and the natu-
ralistic studies of Lynn Bloom.® Daly defines writing apprehension
as “a general avoidance of writing and situations perceived by the
individu