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Working through writer’s block 
It happens to pretty much everyone: you have a writing task, but 
you just can’t seem to generate anything to fill the page. What 
can you do when this happens? Read on for some pathways to 
try. 
 

1. Take it one step at a time 
Some assignments can feel overwhelming because they seem so 
large. But writing is a process, so think about one small step at a 
time. Plan to finish your text a few days before it is due, and work 
backwards from there. If your professor expects a draft to be 
ready for a meeting with them or for a peer review, plan to have 
as much text as possible ready for that feedback opportunity. 
 

But if there are no other milestones set by the professor, you will 
need to create a timeline of your own. Schedule time for 
proofreading and editing, time for drafting each section of the 
text, and time for any necessary research. Then, to get started, 
just work on the small piece that you have scheduled. 
 

2. Set the scene 
For many writers, the setting for writing matters. Think about 
when you do your best writing (morning, afternoon, evening?). 
Think about what kind of environment you need (a quiet, 
uninterrupted place? Somewhere with ambient music or white 
noise?). Try to give yourself the conditions that you need to 
facilitate your writing. 
 
3. Prime the pump 
Still blocked? Set a timer and make yourself write continuously 
for 5 minutes. You can write down everything you know about the 
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topic, and any questions that you still have about it. The trick here 
is to keep writing for the whole 5 minutes, even if you have to 
write “I don’t know what to write.”  But really force yourself to 
think about everything you associate with your topic and why it is 
important. This can get your mind in a writing mode, even if you 
don’t use what you’ve written in those 5 minutes in your final text.  
 
4. Visualize 
Another option is to use visual organizers as brainstorming aids. 
For instance, you might create a concept map of main points you 
want to make, drawing arrows or other indicators of how the 
points relate. Or, if your topic is a chronological one, draw a 
storyboard or timeline to organize your thoughts. A Venn diagram 
can help you see where ideas share commonalities, or a flow 
chart can aid you in plotting out a topic that has steps that 
comprise it. Once you have drawn out some ideas, start trying to 
put into writing what the images “say” to you. 
 
5. Give yourself a break 
Writer’s block sometimes happens when a writer is feeling anxiety 
or stress. If you suspect that’s the case, take a short walk, 
engage in some deep breathing exercises, stand up and stretch, 
or try another 10- to 30-minute activity that will help you calm 
your nerves. But don’t just walk away from your text! If you put off 
trying to write too long, you can place yourself in a more stressful 
situation. So after a short de-stressing activity, come back to your 
desk and try one or more of the suggestions above. 
 
6. Use Colby resources 
Assuming that your assignment is not due immediately, book an 
appointment with the Farnham Writer’s Center. No, they won’t 
write your assignment for you. But a Writing Center tutor can be a 
sounding board for your ideas, or they might ask you questions to 
help you brainstorm ideas. 
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