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Hello, there. | assume that you're reading this book
because you're feeling vexed by writing. 1t’s too slow.
There's no time for it. Evenings, weekends, holidays,
and family time have become “writing time.” You write
less often than you'd like but ruminate about it more
often than you should. Something has to change.
Helping people change, fortunately, is what we do
in the meddlesome field of psychology, my intellectual
home. If you look at models of change—whether it is
quitting alcohol, taking up exercising, or learning to
slowly back away from the open box of apple fricters—

vou see two approaches. One aims to change you as

a person—your values, lifestyle, worldview, identity,
authentic voice, and inner past—so that the desired
change flows naturally from the new, improved self.
The “new vou,” the theory goes, won't even want the
fritters. The other approach, in contrast, ignores that
stuff and focuses on changing what you do. Cultivating
the innet nurturing voice of your authentic healthy self
can't hurt, but [ think it is faster and more practical ro




say, “Let’s talk abour the behavior of picking up apple
fritters with your hands and smearing them over your
tace and chest.”

This book sees productive writing

learn. To write more, you needn't adopr a new wriring
identity, cultivare an authentic scholarly voice, or intet-
rogate your intetlectual values. You're welcome to, if
that’s your scene, but focusing on specific hehaviors that
you can do today is faster and more practical. The aim
is to make writing routine and mundane, so we'll focus
on strategies for writing during the normal work week,
wriring with less stress and guilt, and writing more effi-
ciently. If you have a deep backlog of projects or worry
about finding time to write, this book will help. It won't
make writing feel like a wondrous pageant of ceaseless
joys, but it will help you get more writing done during
the week so that you can have a life outside of work.,

as a skill people

Over a decade ago, when [ wrote the first edition of
How to Write a Lot, writing was borh fun
Much has changed since rhen. My wife and [ now have
two wonderful children. Lia, our Bernese mountain dog
and the unofficial mascot of the first edition, has gone
to that big bark park in the sky, and household snuffling
duties have been taken up by Athena, our affable and
fuzzy shelter mutt. And in a jarring twist of fate that
has caused me to question everything I thoughr [ knew
about myself, we got u cat. Bur writing is still both fun
and vexing—much like cat ownership, |

and vexing.

SUPPOse.

People 1 work with are occasionally a.sl'ced, “io,dd(;es
he really do all that stuff! You know’,’ wr,ltmg sche Li( ei
and all those things from the book?” It's okay zlo asr ..t
still write every weekday with a slow'axlid—stea y vmk :
ing schedule; 1 don’t write in the evenings, or.l le::;
ends, or during long stretches of‘the summer; [ Opf
track of my writing; and I meet with thle Umvermg !
North Carolina at Greensboro Agraphia group, W1 1fc
has beld weekly meetings to talk about writing goals for
IS,
alm?;lt\ilssn‘::l edition has the same thesis and themesCi
but Pve expanded some sections. Just _'m case th(j_ SECON:
edition wasn’t as dispiriting as the first, thereli a ng,iw
chapter (Chapter 8) about writing grant and fe -waudi
proposals. And T revised the text throughout to mfi f
all of academia. 1 never expected readers o‘ut;31 € cn
psychology to hear about the boaok, but dea{parat}ots
about writing is broader than I thought. A few p.ar
of this edition focus on the social s.,c.lenc.es (palrtlt:u:
larly Chapter 6, which is about writing ]ournaj z;(rttl
cles) but, otherwise, the book now hopes to spt,ah- 0
a broader scholarly audience. If I've learned anything
since the first edition, it's that we all share the same
iti gles.
Wm;‘;ﬁ T:;:Lli(gyotlo have colleagues Wh(.) like to talk alicclmt
writing and who tolerate interruptions. For t};e 1rst{
edition, many people commented on early drafts Znil
provided encouragement for what must have soun1 e
like a weird project. Big thanks go out to Wesley A\lﬁg,
Janet Boseovski, Peter Delaney, John Dunlosky, Mike



Kane, Tom Kwapil, Scott Lawrence, Mark Leary, Cheryl
Logan, Sruart Marcovitch, Lili Sahakyan, Mike Serra,
Rick Shull, my dad Raymond Silvia, Jackie Whire, Beate
Winterstein, Ed Wisniewski, and Larry Wrightsman.
Lansing Hays and Linda Malnasi McCarrer at APA
Books deserve thanks for having faith in a quirky baok.
Linda deserves extra thanks for a decade of texrs and
calls and emojis. She knows how to put her finger on
the worst jokes and the best Ethiopian restaurants.

For this second edition, it’s hard ro know where fo
start. So many people have talked with me about writing,
shared their tips and woes, and pushed me to sharpen my
ideas. I'm fortunate rowork at a university with a vibrant
intellectual community, and I'm indebted to my friends
in other departments for all they have taught me about
the many cultures of academic writing. They might be
surprised at how much I picked up from them, but they
should know by now that we nosy psychologists are
always listening. Special thanks g to rhe writing group
members, Anna Craft, Sarah Dorsey, Alyssa Gahbay,
Greg Grieve, Brooke Kreitinger, Patrick Lee Lucas,
Joanne Murphy, Anne Parsons, Clifford Smyth, and
Pauli Tashima. May your footnores always he at least as
interesting as your text. My recent doctoral students—
Roger Beaty, Alex Christensen, Katherine Cotter, and
Emily Nusbaum—gave feedback on early drafts of these
chapters and served as long-suffering subjects in my
ongoing experiments in how to teach writing.

Because of the vagaries of summer travel and chil-
dren’s activities, a large chunk of the second edition was

written in smatl-town public libraries. Working on this
hook next to a shelf tabeled “Large Print HORRQR
was both apt and inspiring. My thanks to the librarians,

patient keepers of the books.

The only thing that a writer's room needs, accord-
ing to Stephen King (2000}, is “a door which you are
willing to shut” (p. 155). This hook is for Beate, Helena,
and Jonas, for coating the door with stickers, hand

prints, and drawings of cats.
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Introduction

How to Write a Lot is about learning how to write up
the ideas you're passionate about while still having a
life. It isn't about cranking out fluff, dicing big projects
into least-publishable-units, or carving notches into
your publication bedpost. Most academics would like
to write more than they do now, but they'd rather do
it in a low-drama way that doesn’t cannibalize their
weekends, spring breaks, and family time. This book is
for them.

I take a practical, behavior-oriented approach to

writing. We won't talk about your feelings, pry into

your insecurities, consider your writerly identities or
philosophties, ot problematize your discourse. We won't
talk about developing new skills either—you already
have the skills needed to write productively, although
you'll improve with practice. And we won't talk about
unleashing your inner anything: put your “inner writer”
back on its leash and give it a chew toy.




Instead, we'll talk about your outer writer. Writing
productively is about actions that you aren’t doing
but could easily do: making a writing schedule, set-
ting clear goals, keeping track of your work, rewarding
yourself, and building good habits. Productive writers
don’t have special gifts or special traits-—they just
write more regularly and use their writing time more
efficiently. Changing your behavior won's necessarily

make writing fun, bur it will make it faster and less
oppressive.

WRITING Is HARD

Research is good, clean, nerdy fun. Whether your
research involves scanning brains, crunching numbers,
translating letters, or visiting archives that just happen
to be located in glamorous European cities, you're

having fun. But writing about research isn't fun; writ-
ing is frustrating, complicated, and un-fun. “If you find
that writing is hard,” wrote William Zinsser (2006), “it’s
because it is hard” (p. 9). How the mind composes rext
is an eerie and awe-inspiring mystery. We don't know
how the brain transforms a squishy mass of images and
feelings and symbols and memories into sentences, but
we know that it hurts if you do it too often.

Because thinking of ideas s easier and faster than
writing about those ideas, most professors have writing
backlogs. Passive-aggressive grad students can always
score a hit by innocently asking their advisers, “have
any interesting projects you haven’t gotten around to

writingup vet?” The typical writing backlog will range.in
size from startling to depressing to monst’rous.”Acactemws
intend to publish those projects “someday,” but sote
decade” is more realistic, Because they struggle w'}th
writing, professors yearn for 3-day weekends, spring
breaks, vacations, and the summer months. But on
the Tuesday after a 3-day weekend, people gman and
grumble about how little they wrote. In a l?1g depart—
1ﬁel1t, the first week after summer break is a din of
lamentation and self-reproach. This sad cycle of
yearning and mourning begins anew as people search
for the next big block of time. And peopl§ usually
find these big blocks on the weekends, evenings, and
vacations, Writing thus usurps time that shouiq be
spent on important activities, like spendmg.nlme
with friends and family, making lentil soup, or knitting
the dog a Santa hat. '
And as luck would have i, the standards er writ-
ing are higher than ever. Qur bosses, who hire anlci
prﬁmate us, expect more publications than be.fore..f.\
institutions, from grant-addicted research uru.versmes
to small liberal arts colleges, want to raise their schol-
arly profiles. More scholars are sending more papers
to more journals. More scientists are submlthg @ore
grant proposals that compete for a shrh‘qkmg pile ci)f
money. More first-book writers are sending proposals
to a smaller group of publishers willing to publish first
hooks. And more scholars have been hired into pre-
cartous non—tenure-track positions that, by swamping
them with teaching and anxiety over what the future




holds, make writing even harder, It’s 5 tough time to
Starr a career in academics.

THE Way Wk LeEARN Now

Writing is a skill, not a gift. No one is homn a great writer,
let alone a great academic writer. No kindergarten
reacher has ever remarked, “I liked your child’s essay,
but if I'm honest, I liked her footnotes even better,”
It takes humans an incredibly long time 1o learn to
write as badly as most of us do, In graduare education,
though, we spend littie time training people in the craft
of academic writing, compared with other professional
skills, Teaching is hard and important, so graduate stu.
dents take courses in teaching, apprentice as teaching
assistants, and eventually step inro teaching their own
courses. Research methods are hard, so grad students
study it in the classroom as well as in the field, the
laboratory, or the glamorous European archive.

But writing—we don't usually have grad classes for
that. In the humanities, you often need to publish a
book to get tenure, 50 you would think that one of the
many tenured, book-writing professors in grad school
would have offered a class o how to do this—perhaps
called “How to Do the One Thing That Determines
Whether You Get Fired.” In the sciences, you often
need to juggle a [or of projects, typically grant Proposals
and a heap of short articles. But grant and article writ.
ing are rarely taught in our classes, so mast of us would
have benefited from g class called “How to Spend Years

Writing Unfunded Grant Proposals Witheut Sinking
[nto a Morass of Despair.” ‘ -
In short, few departments offer the samt? ormad
training for writing that they do for teaCh,mi an
research methods. Instead, we teach grad .s‘tu en;s
how to write via an apprentice approac}'}. This sounds
good in theory——one envisions impress?onabie yo}im‘g
scholars soaking up the hard-earned wisdom of t ‘e1r
elders—Dbur in practice, it looks lt.ke’a frazzled pro-
fessor saying, “Oh, that deadline isn’t firm; n.o Vion;
turns in their chapters on rime.” If we professors ]uc1 gz
ourselves with cold, seber honesty, would we c.onc ude
that we're good role models? Do we compla‘m ab}(l)ut
not finding time to write! Do we binge .ertje When
deadlines loom? Do we meet those deadl.mes;. W e.n
our grad students want feedback on their .wr1tmg, is
our tum-around measured in days, weeks, or harvest
seasons!
56‘15;2 this is how the bad habits get passed from gen-
eration to generation, as each wave of students getj
poor training in writing and then model.s ’thivs? l?a
habits for the next wave. And as academia’s trammlg
languishes, its expectations for grants, books, and arti

cles ratchet up.

THis BOOK’S APPROACH

ic el
Academic writing can become a sordid drama. Webfc
oppressed by half-done manuscripts, complain about
. i 5 " to $ it grant
cruel rejections from journals, scramble to submit gr.




proposals the day before the deadlines, fantasize about
the haleyon summer days of writing, and curse the
foul start of the semester for stunting our productivity.
Academic life is dramatic enough already—we don't
need this kind of drama. All these practices are bad.
Academic writing should be more routine, boring, and
mundane. How to Write a Lot views writing as a set of
concrere behaviors, such as (a) scheduling time to write;
(b) sitting on a chair, bench, stool, ottoman, toilet, or
patch of grass during the scheduled time; and (c) slap-
ping your flippers against the keyboard to generate para-
graphs. Let everyone else procrastinare, daydream, and
complain—spend your time sitting down and flapping
your flippers.

While you read this book, remember that writing
isn’t a race or a game. Write as much or as lictle as you
want. Don’t teel that you ought to write more than you
want to write, and don’t publish fluffy nonsense just for
the sake of publishing. Don't mistake people with a lot
of publications for people with a lot of good ideas. Qur
aim is to write up what we're passionate about while
still having a life. ‘

In Chapter 2, we'll have a look at our most common
reasons for not writing. [ will show how to overcome
these specious barriers by making a writing schedule—

the idea that animates our approach to productive
writing. Chapter 3 delves into writing schedules and
describes some motivational rools for sticking to your
fledgling schedule, such as setting good goals, manag-
ing many projects at once, and tracking your writing

progress. To bolster your new habits, you can sFart a
writing group with some friends. Chapter 4 describes a
few flavors of writing groups and offers advice for form-
ing a group that does more rhan ven'F f‘md grouse. In
Chapter 5, we look at strategies for writing well. Well-
written papers and grant proposals stand out from the
pack, and we should strive to write as well. as we can.
Chapters 6, 7, and 8 apply the priflc1ples of writ-
ing a lot. Chapter 6 gives a practical, m-thle'trenches
view of writing articles for peer-reviewed journals. If
you work in an IMRAD field—Introduction, M(?thod,
Results, and Discussion—this chapter offers advice for
crafting strong manuscripts and navigat'mg lthe shoals
of peer review. In Chapter 7, we turn to wr.ltmg books.
Whether you are wading through your first book or
thinking you might want to write one someday,' this
chapter considers some common guestions and dl].eﬂ.l'
mas. And in Chapter 8, we explore grant and fellowshl'p
proposals—perhaps the grimmest genre of academic
writing—and fearn how to improve your 1on‘g«rur.1 odds
of finding success with fickle funding agencies. Finally,
Chapter 9 concludes this brief book with some encour-

aging words.
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Specious Barriers to Writing a Lot

Writing is a grim business, much like repairing a sewer
or running a mortuary. Although I've never dressed a
corpse, 'm sure that it’s easier to embalm the dead than
to write an article about it. Writing is hard, which is
why so many of us do so little of it. When they talk
about writing, professors and graduare students usually
sound thwarted. They want to tackle their article or
get to their book, but some big and stubborn bartier is
holding them back.

I call these specious barriers: They look like legiti-
mate reasons for not writing at first glance but crum-
ble under critical scrutiny. In this chapter, we'll look
askance at the most common barriers to writing a lot
and describe simple ways to climb over them.

SPECIOUS BARRIER 1

“I can't find time to write,” aka “I would write more if [
could just find big blocks of time.”




This barrier is the big one, the Ur-barrier from which
most writing struggles descend. But as popular as it
is, the belief that we can’t find time to write is still
specious—much like the belief that people use only
10% of their brains. Like most false beliefs, this bar-
rier persists because it’s comforting. It’s reassuring to
believe that circumstances are against us and that
we would write more if only our weekly schedule had
more big chunks of open time. Our friends around
the department understand rhis barrier hecause they
struggle with writing too. And so we thrash through
the copse and thicket of the work week, hoping to
stumble out eventually into the open prairie.

Why is this barrier specious? The key is the word
find. When people endorse this specious barrier,
I imagine them roaming through their schedules like
naturalists in search of “Time to Wrire,” that most
elusive and secretive of creatures. Do we need to “find
time to teach?” Nope—we have a teaching schedule,
and we don’t fail to show up for our classes. If you
think that writing time is lurking somewhere, hidden
deep within your weekly schedule, you won’t write a
lot. If you think thar you won't be able to write until
a big block of time arrives, such as spring break or
the summer months, then writing your hook wii] take
forever.

Instead of finding time to write, allot time to write.
People who write a lot make a writing schedule and
stick to it. Let’s take a few moments to think about a
writing schedule that would work for you. Ponder your

typical work week: are there some houts that are gen-
erally free every week! If you teach on Tuesdays and
Thursdays, maybe Monday and Wednesday mornings
are good times to write. If you're free and mentally alert
in the afterncons, maybe times later in the day would
work well for you. If you have a friend who would like
to sit and write with you in a quiet room every Friday
from 9:00 a.m. to noon, perhaps the two of you could
prove that misery does love company. N
Chapter 3 digs into the care and feeding of writing
schedules, so we'll have much more to say about pick-
ing and fine-tuning a schedule then. For now, think of
wr-iting as a class that you teach. Most classes are around
3 to 6 hours each week, so schedule 4 hours for your
“writing class” during the normal work week. Fout hours
doesn’t sound like much, but it’s plenty—approximately
740 minutes more than most people write in a typical
week, in fact. Each person will have a different set of
good times for writing, given his or her other com-
mitments. The key is the habit—the week-in, week-out
regularity—not the number of days, the number of hours,
or the time of day. It doesn’t matter i you pick one day
a week or all five weekdays—just choose regular times,
chisel them into the granite of your weekly calendar,
and write during those times.

I've followed many schedules over the years. My
first writing schedule, based on the fragments [ can
assembte from my parenthood-induced amnesia, was
from 8:00 a.m. to 10:00 a.m., Monday through Friday.

| would set my alarm for 8:00 a.m., grouse about the




inhumanly early hour, and then write for 2 hours at
home. Looking back, I have to snicker at my past seif.
I felt so hard-core when I woke up at 8:00 a.m., like
I should drink raw eggs, rack up a barbell, and geta neck
tartoo after wrapping up the day’s writing. Having kids
put an end to that idyllic writing schedule, so I shifted
to writing from 5:00 a.m. to 7:00 a.m. at home every
weekday—sricking to thar schedule for a few years mer-
its a barbed wire neck rattoo. For the past few years,
L'write on campus afrer dropping the kids off ar school,
roughly from 7:50 a.m. €0 9:30 a.m.
Instead of scheduled writing, most academics use
a stressful and inefficient strareey called hinge writing
(Kellogg, 1994). The drama of binge wriring has three
acts. First, people spend ar least a month or two intend-
thg to write, ruminating about their half-done project,
and stewing in guilt and worry. Eventually, anxiety over
the looming project goads them into claiming a huge
chunk of time—perhaps a whole Saturday or the week
of spring break-—during which they fling themselves at
their neglected project with the cold and steely deter-
mination of someone suiting up to investigate an odd
smell coming from the crawl space. Finally, after an
eyebrow-singeing blaze of typing, they emerge hours
later, weary and bedraggled, covered in coffee grounds
and printer toner, relieved to have more words on
the page, but discouraged at how hard-fought those
words were.
And then the hinge-writing cycle begins anew-—
more waiting, more worry, more eyebrow—singeihg.

Binge writers spend more time feeling guilty about
not writing than schedule-followers spend writing.
Writing schedules, aside from fostering much more writ-
ing, dampen the drama that surrounds academic writing.
When you follow a schedule, you stop worrying about
not writing, stop complaining about not finding time
to write, and stop indulging in ludicrous fantasies about
how much you'll write over the summer. Instead, you
write during your alotted times and then forget about
it. We have better things to worry about than writing,
such as whether we’re drinking too much coffee or why
the cats have started hoarding knitting needles and
steel wool. But we needn’t worry about finding time to
write: I'lE just get back to this book tomorrow at around
7:50 a.m.

People are often surprised by the notion of sched-
uling. “Is that really the trick?” they ask. “lsn’t there
another way to write a lot!” There are some options you
could consider—irrational hope, cussed stubbornness,
or intensive hypnotherapy that transforms you into the
kind of person who finds writing fun and easy—but, for
most of us, making a writing schedule and sticking to it
is our best option. After researching the work habits of
successful writers, Ralph Keyes (2003) noted that “the
simple fact of sitting down to write day after day is what
makes writers productive” (p. 49). If you allot 4 hours a
week for writing, you will be astounded at how much you
will write in a single semester. In time, you'll find your-
self committing unthinkable academic heresies. You'll
submit grant proposals early; you'll revise and resubmit




manuscripts quickty; and, one day, you'll say something
indelicate when your pal in the department says, “This
semester is killing me—1I can't wait for the summer so |
can finally do some writing.”

SPECIOUS BARRIER 2

“I need to do some more analyses first,” aka, “I need to
read a few more artic.]_es/bouks/leltters/epigraphs/scro[15.”

Like all specious barriers, the idea that “I need to do
more prep work first” sounds reasonable, “Afrer all,”
you might say, “you can’t write something without a lot
of reading.” But there’s a line between producrivity and
procrastination—a deep trench, really, that more than
a few assistant professors have fallen into while walking
to the fibrary to pick up the last book they need to read
before starting to write their own.

Academic culture reinforces this barrier. We
tespect perfectionism and diligence, We know that
scholarship requires freakish amounts of reading,
laborious data analysis, and regrettably necessary trips
to inconvenient archives in Barcelona and Paris. But
binge writers are also binge readers and binge stat-
isticians. The bad habits that keep them from get-
ting down to writing also keep them from doing the
prewriting (Kellogg, 1994)——the reading, outlining,
organizing, brainstorming, planning, and number-
crunching necessary for typing words.

It’s easy to pull away this creaky crurch-—do what-
ever you need to do during your alloteed writing time,

Just as it’s easy to put off typing, it’s easy to qu off
the prep work, so stuff it all into the scheduled time.
Need ro crunch some more stats? Need to read some
articles, review page proofs, or read books about writ-
ing and publishing? Your writing schedule has the
space for all that. |

Writing is more than typing words. For me, writ-
ing’s endpoint is sending an article to a jourpal, a book
to a publisher, or a grant proposal to a funding agency.
Any activity that gets me closer to that goal counts as
writing. When writing journal articles, for examplt?, |
often spend a few consecutive writing periods work'mg
on the analyses. Sometimes | spend a whole writing
period on ignominious aspects of writing, iilke review-
ing a journal’s submission guidelines, making figures
and tables, or checking page proofs.

Academic writing has many parts. We will never
“find the time” to retrieve and read all of the neces-
sary articles, just as we'll never “find the time” to write
a review of those articles. This is another reason why
scheduling time to write is the way to write a lot.

SPECIOUS BARRIER 3

3] 113
i < nc
“To write a lot, | need a new computer (se.e ilio tfa v
productivity software,” “a nice office chair,” “a better

desk,” “a home office”).

Of all the specious barriers, this is the most desperate.
I’m not sure that people really believe this one—unlike
the other barriers, this may be a mere excuse. When




I started writing seriously during graduate school,
I bought an ancient computer from a fellow student’s
boyfriend. This computer was prehistoric even by 1996
standards—no mouse, no Windows, just a keyboard, a
soothing blue DOS screen, and WordPerfect 5.0, When
the computer died, raking some of my files with it to its
grave, | bought a laptop that I typed into the ground.
Even now, 'm writing this book on a “stare-contract
special” that is so old that it occasionally scowls and
shakes its fist at me from ies porch rocker. My laser
printer is now old enough to run for a city council seat.

If you find yourself blaming your lack of “produc-
tivity tools"—an Orwellian euphemism for “high-rech
procrastination devices"—remember the inkwell and
typewriter. What would your 1920s scholarly self, with
its rakish pocket watch or fetching bob, say if it over-
heard you pining for some fancy new sofrware or device?
And what would you say if you heard your 19205 self
and its excuses?

M “Blast it all, someone else has the card catalog
drawer I need—I can’t possibly work on my book
today.”

“Curses, reading that source would require walking
across campus, entering the library, and retrieving
physical printed matter. The indignity!”

“I'm wairing for the next generation of typewriters
to come out before srarting my next book. [ hear
they’ll have a number 1 key so [ won't have to
press the [owercase L key when ryping dates. Think
of how much faster I'll write!”

Scholars wrote lots of books--big, fascinating, pro-
found, important books—before digital “productivity
rools” were invented. Indeed, one wonders if writing
was ecaster for them. They could simply write, happily
hunting-and-pecking away without the itchy suspicion
that someone, somewhere, just said something on the
[nternet.

What about chairs and desks and rooms? For nearly
a decade [ used a metal folding chair as my official writ-
ing chair. When the folding chair rerired, 1 replaced it
with a more stylish, but equally hard, vintage fiberglass
chair. For the curious, Figure 2.1 shows where [ wrote
this hook’s first edition. That room had a big, simple
desk with my laser printer (in irs jejune days) and

FIGURE 2.1. My writing room from long ago.




a coaster for my coffee. Before | splureed on that desk,
T'hada $10 particleboard folding table, which in a nod to
tashion [ covered with a $4 tablecloth. I wrote most of
a book (Silvia, 2006) and a couple dozen articles sitting
on my folding chair in front of that folding table.

The more I write, the worse my writing environs

become. I've been working at my university long enough
to know where the unloved and deserted rooms are,
so L usually do my morning writing in a lab room that
resemnbles a place that scientists hastily abandoned in
the opening scene of a disaster movie. Figure 2.2 shows
where | wrote most of a recent book (Silvia, 2015) and
much of the second edition of this one. Note the hard
plastic chair and particleboard table with a stylish fake
wood-grain top—I've gone full-circle, 1 suppose.
Unproductive writers often bemoan the lack of
“their own space” to write. Perhaps parenthood has

FIGURE 2.2. A recent writing hovel.

shifted my standards, but any space where stuffed ani-
mals are unlikely to hit the back of my head will suffice.
In a string of small apartments and houses, [ wrote on
a small table in the living room, in my bedroom, in
the guest bedroom, in the master bedroom, and even
(briefly) in a bathroom. I wrote rhe first edition of this
boaok in the guest bedroom in my old house. But rhat
room was eventually lost to cribs and changing tables,
so 1 set up a lounge chair, lamp, printer, and coffee
coaster at the end of a hallway. Even now, I don't have
my own space at home to write. But | don't need it—
there’s always a free bathroom.

“In order to write,” wrote Saroyan (1952), all a
person needs “is paper and a pencil” (p. 42). In fact,
Saroyan might have overstated it. As Fowler (2006)
reminded us, “You can write only with your brain”
{(p. 1}. We can't pin the blame on old computers and
slow WiFi—only making a schedule and sticking to it
will make us productive writers.

SPECIOUS BARRIER 4

“I'm waiting until I fee! like it,” aka, “I write best when
I'm inspired to wrire.”

You usually hear this barrier among writers who really,
really don’t want to make a writing schedule. “My best
work comes when T'm inspired,” they say. “It’s no use
trying to write when I'm not in the mood. I need to feel
like writing.” This barrier is ceuel because it is half-true.
We all have moments when we feel inspired—we lose




sense of time, the sentences tumble our, and what we
write, as E Scott Fitzgerald (1955) eloquently put it, is
“good, good, good” (p. 7).

Inspiration is like a slot machine. The problem
isn’t that inspiration never strikes, it’s that inspiration
strikes erratically and unpredictably. Flow’s fickle qual-
ity is what hooks us. That’s why so many people wair for
tnspired moments to hit, puzzled about why the muse is
forsaking them and their footnotes.

Inspired moments are precious, but we needn’t
wait for inspiration to do good work. Robert Boice
(1990) gathered a small sample of college professors
who struggled with writing, and he randomly assigned
them ro use different writing strategies (p. 79). People
in an abstinence condition were forbidden from all non-
emergency writing; people in a spontaneous condition
scheduled 50 writing sessions but wrote only when
they felt inspired; and people in a contingency manage-
ment condition scheduled 50 writing sessions and were
forced to write during each session. (They had to send
a check ro a disliked organization if they didn't do their
writing. The resulting incoming junk mail would have
hurt more than the money.) The outcome variables
were the number of pages written per day and the num-
ber of creative ideas per day.

Figure 2.3 shows what Boice found. First, people in
the contingency management condition wrote a lot—
they wrote 3.5 times as many pages as people in the spon-
taneous condition and 16 times as much as those in the
abstinence condition. People who wrote “when they felt
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FIGURE 2.3. The effects of different writing strategies
on (top) the number of pages written per day and
(bottom) the modal number of days between creative
writing ideas. Data from Boice {1990).




like it” were barely more productive than people rold
not to write ar all—inspiration is overrated. Second,
forcing people to write boosted their creative ideas for
writing. The typical number of days between creative
ideas was merely 1 day for people who were forced to
write; it was 2 days for people in the spontaneous con-
dition and 5 days for people in the abstinence condi-
tion. Writing breeds more good ideas for writing.

Another reason not to wait for inspiration is that
some kinds of writing are so unpleasant that no one
will ever feel like doing them. Who wakes up in the
morning with an urge to write about “Specific Aims”
and “Consortium/Conrractual Arrangerents” Who
enjoys writing awkward and self-conscious “yay, me!”
personal statements for fellowships? If you have moods
where you're gripped by a desire to read the Department
of Health and Human Services Grants.gov Application
Guide SF424 (R&R), you have a bright future. But the
rest of us need inuch more than “feeling like it” to finish
a grant ot fellowship proposal.

Struggling writers who “wait for inspiration” should
get off their high horse and join the unwashed masses
of real academic writers. The ancient Greeks assigned
muses for poetty, music, and tragedy, but they didn’t
mention a muse for references and footnotes. Our writ-
ing is important, but we don't have fans lurking out-
side the conference hotel hoping for our autographs on
recent issues of the Journal of Vision Science. We want
our writing to be as good as it can be, but we’ll sertle for
“be” if we can’t get “good.”

Ralph Keyes (2003) has shown that great novel-
ists and poets—people who we think should wait for
inspiration—reject the notion of writing when inspired.

The prelific Anchony Trollope (1883/1999) wrote that

there are those . . . whe think that the man who works
with his imagination should allow himself to wait till—
inspiration moves him. When I have heard such doctrine
preached, T have hardly been able to repress my scorn.
To me it would not ke more absurd if the shoe-maker
were to wait for inspiration, or the tallow-chandler for
the divine moment of melting. . . . | was once told that
the surest aid to the writing of a book was a piece of
cobbler’s wax on my chaizr. | certainly believe in the
cobbler’s wax much more than the inspiration. (p. 121)

How do these great writers write instead? Successful
professional writers, regardless of whether they're writ-

ing novels, nonfiction, poetry, or drama are prolific

hecause they write regularly—usually daily. As Keyes
{2003} put it, “Serious writers write, inspired or not.
Orver time they discover that routine is a better friend
to them than inspiration” (p. 49). One might say that
they make a schedule and stick to it.

SPECIOUS BARRIER 5

“I should clear the decks before getting down ro writing,”
aka, “I'll write even faster later on if § wrap up all this
other stuff first.”

This barrier involves ingenious self-deception. We
convince ourselves that by avoiding writing, we are




actuaily writing faster. “Sure, 1 could write a couple
pages this week,” we say to ourselves, “but if ] spend
this week clearing the decks of grading and service,
then I'll have a clear mind and can write much faster
next week.” Indeed, a tell-tale sign that spring break is
a week away is the sudden flowering of calculus among
the humanities professors. “Why write two pages this
week and four next week, for an average of three
pages per week, when I could write zero this week and
10 nexr week, for an average of five per week?” they’ll

say. “It’s all about the rates and slopes, people!” If
anything could make a Renaissance historian dig
into partial derivatives and Laplace approximations,
avoiding working on a book is it.

“Clearing the decks” is mental alchemy: We trans-
mute the lead of procrastination into the gold of effi-
ctency. But let’s be candid with ourselves. By avoiding
writing for a week and throwing ourselves into other
tasks, we aren’t planning, preparing, or positioning
ourselves for a great bout of writing larer—we’re just
procrastinating. And those decks are never going to be
clear. We can sweep the jetsam of e-mail and memos
and reviews from our humble rowboat, but when our
bosses clear the decks of their enormous container
ships and luxury yachts, where do you think their rub-
bish lands? A professor’s decks are never clear: there

will always be barnacles to scrape, cannons to polish,
and scurvy-stricken grad students to free from the brig.

When you use a weekly writing schedule, you stop
seeing some weeks as lost causes. The first week of

class! Follow your writing schedule. The last week of
class? Writing schedule. The week before spring break?
Writing schedule. And spring break itself? Maybe you
should take spring break off—you've earned it.

CONCLUSION

Humans are immensely creative animals. No other
species can come up with such fiendishly compelling
excuses for not writing, and only people can make pro-
crastination look productive. Bonobos and orangutans,
for example, just sit around and groom each other
when they don’t want to work on their dissertations,
but humans will throw themselves into reading and
orading and learning new citation software.

This chapter has debunked sorme common reasons
people give for not writing this week, from searchlrllg
for time to clearing the decks. We've all indulged in
these mental comfort biankets, but it’s hard to type
when you're wrapped in a blanket. Instead, 1 developed
this book’s core idea—academics should schedule time
for writing much like we schedule time for teaching
and tackle writing’s many tasks during that time.

Writing schedules are simple in theory but not
always easy in practice. What are good times and places
to pick? What project should we tackle first? How car’l
we defend our frail schedules against the work week’s
many time predators? The next chapter describes.some
simple tools for turning your fledgling schedule into a
fearsome writing habit.
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