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PERSPECTIVES ON ANXIETY AND THE BASIC WRITER:
RESEARCH, EVALUATION, INSTRUCTION

Professional writers, amateur writers, and unskilled or basic writers all
share what Donald M. Murray refers to as the "terror of the blank page."!
The kind of writing anxiety that professional writers struggle with—a reluc-
tance or inability to compose which is usually overcome by various
rituals—can stimulate very good writing just by the pressure of its pres-
ence. The counterproductive, debilitating writing anxiety most often felt by
basic writers, on the other hand, can prevent the flow of any writing.

Various causes have been cited for this crippling anxiety that interferes
with the performance of basic writers. Mina Shaughnessy believed that
basic writers allow their fear of committing errors to overwhelm them:

For the basic writer, academic writing is a trap.... By the time he
reaches college, the basic writer both resents and resists his vul-
nerability as a writer.... Some writers, inhibited by their fear of
error, produce but a few lines an hour or keep trying to begin,
crossing out one try after another until the sentence is hopelessly
tangled.?
Sondra Perl corroborates Shaughnessy’s assessment in her study of the
composing processes of five basic writers, for whom editing often plays an
intrusive role that "breaks down the rhythms generated by thinking and
wriling."3 Murray suggests that basic writers are highly anxious because of
their unfamiliarity with the craft of writing. He feels that students will
become less terrified of writing once they are encouraged to think of it as a
process, as a series of stages, draft upon uncorrected draft, through which
they eventually discover their subject.* And Richard Todd believes that
the blank page intimidates students because they "lack a voice adequate" to
express the complexity of their social experiences.S
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