
19 Tricks to Shatter Writer's Block
I’m a fiction writer, so my tricks are developed for fiction writers, but most of them can
help you no matter what you’re writing, including poetry, memoir, song lyrics, a
screenplay, a business presentation, or even a school paper.

With any of these tips, make a backup copy of your work before making any radical
changes.

Radical Expansion
Pick a section of your piece that isn’t working, or just pick the most recent section you’ve
written. If you’re writing a novel, pick a scene; if a short story, pick a paragraph; if a poem, a
line or a stanza. Then expand on it. Radically. Stay within the action or image of the
section, but overwrite it, make it florid, pack it with details. You’re not editing now, you’re
generating. Remember that you can always cut it back later.

Get a Head Start
Keep a list of writing prompts handy. Tape them above your desk, write them in a notes
app on your computer or your smartphone, paste them into the end of the manuscript
you’re working on. Whenever you get stuck, look at your list, grab the next  prompt
without thinking, and start writing. Keep going for 15 minutes or as long as it feels good.
The Artist’s Way by Julia Cameron is a great book for this, or just search the Web for
prompts.

Plug Your Ears
Sometimes the outside world intrudes too much. When it does, I put on headphones or
earbuds and cue up some soothing sounds, like instrumental music or a sound app with
rain sounds or a creek burbling. I can write just about anywhere, however busy or noisy or
otherwise distracting the place may be, just using this one trick.

My favorite tools for soothing sounds are the Noisli app or Noisli.com, or just open up
YouTube and search “rain sounds.”
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Switch Seats
Change up your view to shake up your thinking. If you usually write at home, go to a co�ee
shop. If you usually write at a co�ee shop, go to a park and sit on the grass in the shade. Try
a museum, botanical garden, bowling alley, or  a local pub at midday.

Do the Wrong Thing
Break what you’re writing. Write it wrong. Ignore everything you know about writing.
Write as though you’re not a native speaker. Write in fragments. Misspell things. Invent
your own punctuation. Change the point of view in mid-sentence. If you’re feeling
uncomfortable, you’re on a good track. Keep going.

Set the Scene
It’s easy to get caught up in driving your plot forward. Take a break from the action and
write some description. How’s the weather today where your characters live? What are
your characters wearing? Is there a photograph on the wall, a shadow creeping across the
alley, a cat in the window? Tell us about them.

Hit the Books
Dig in to some aspect of your work that’s unfamiliar. What’s your protagonist’s job? Read
an industry blog or online journal from that profession to get acquainted with the jargon.
Find out the shapes of tree leaves and the number of petals on native flowers in your
story’s locale. If your story is set in a real location, research the weather, the history, the
geology. Pore over a map. Get your head out of your work while still moving your work
forward.

Let Someone Else Talk
If you’re working in the third-person point of view, try switching it up and explore
first-person for a while. Or play with second-person. If you’re already working in
first-person POV, try it through the eyes of a di�erent character. What do they see, hear,
feel, and think that your main character doesn’t or can’t?

Radical Contraction
As with Radical Expansion, pick a section of your piece that isn’t working, or just pick the
most recent section you’ve written. Then cut it ruthlessly. Eliminate anything you don’t
love, anything that feels unnecessary, anything redundant. Cut until there’s nothing left
but the truth.
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Make a Date with Yourself
Often what you think is writer’s block is really too many competing commitments. You
have to make writing a priority. Put it on your calendar. Start small: 30 minutes before
breakfast every day or before you go to bed each night. Write in the evening instead of
watching an hour of TV. Do whatever you can manage to do regularly. The key is
consistency.

Lose Your Superstitions
You don’t really (or only) do your best writing after midnight. You don’t need your favorite
pen. You don’t need a glass of whisky on your desk. You don’t have to have your usual seat
at the co�ee shop. You don’t have to be “in the mood.” Take ten minutes right now to list
all of your superstitions about what you require to be able to write. Then strike through
each one with a red pen (or any old pen). Free your brain and let it flow.

Go Old School
If you usually write on a computer, you can get caught up in backspacing, cutting and
pasting, formatting your fonts. Instead, pick up a spiral notebook or a legal pad and pen
and write longhand for a while. No editing. Keep the momentum going. Then, the next
time you need a writing break, type your longhand work into your computer. You may
never go back to digital-first first drafts.

Run O� at the Mouth
Use an audio recorder app on your phone to write your book out loud. To get started, open
up your piece to the page where you’re stuck, turn on your recorder app, and start talking.
If you’re not used to dictating, it will feel strange for a while, but stay with it. You might
find you feel more free when you don’t have the option to look back at what you’ve just
“written.”

Turn Up the Heat
Try Squibler, the Most Dangerous Writing App, which shuts down and abandons your
progress if you stop writing for more than a few seconds. Just set a target number of
minutes, generate a prompt or start without one, then make sure to keep tapping those
keys. There’s nothing more motivating than the threat of annihilation.

https://www.squibler.io/dangerous-writing-prompt-app
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Yes, And...
A fundamental concept in improv theater is to accept whatever premise is o�ered by your
scene partners — “yes” — then o�er something of your own that builds upon the premise
— “and…”. Try this with your work. Don’t judge, don’t question, just write down the first
idea that pops into your head. Then respond to that and write the next thing. And the next
thing after that.

Bring In a Ringer
Introduce a completely new character or voice in your work. Write them in, out of the blue,
with no backstory, and let them start talking. Let them react to the circumstance,
comment on your established characters, say the thing nobody else will say. Shake things
up with some new blood.

Back to the Drawing Board
It’s possible to write yourself into a corner with a plot that doesn’t work. Save a backup
copy. Then start deleting your most recent paragraphs, scenes, or chapters, working back
to the last place you remember being satisfied. Start again from there.

Throw Your Voice
Imitate the unique voice of an author you admire. Find out how your piece would sound if
William Faulkner were writing it, or Margaret Atwood, or Chuck Palahniuk, or Walt
Whitman. Or Joni Mitchell, Bruce Springsteen, Lucinda Williams, Leonard Cohen.

Clean House
I don’t literally mean that you should clean your house (though that might help, too).
Writer’s block often creeps up because we have other things on our minds. Sometimes, the
best thing you can do is take a break from writing and attend to your other issues. Pay your
bills. Make a call to patch up a fractured relationship. Finish your work or school project.
Run that errand you’ve been putting o�. Come back to your writing with a clear mind and a
sense of freedom.

⁜
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I’m a writer from Phoenix, Arizona. I’ve recently finished my first novel, The Distance and
the Weight, set among the expansive landscapes of the Rocky Mountain West and focused
on a single mom, her precocious 8-year-old son, and her middle-aged widower father,
separately and together navigating the complexities of relationships and family
commitments through temptation, loss, regret, and hope.

You can find more tips, as well essays on the craft of writing, guided fiction study, book
reviews, and original short fiction, all on my Substack newsletter Read Write Repeat. The
URL is in the footer.
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