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Introduction

WELCOME TO YOUR PRODUCTIVE WRITING LIFE

I AM A POET AND A BUSINESS WRITER, LEFT-HANDED AND right-footed. I write highly targeted, strategic marketing content by day, then get as loose and unstructured as I can by night to fumble about in the possibilities of poetry. I’ve spent the past twenty years cross-fertilizing strategies from both expressions of my life (and both sides of my brain) as a writing professional. Along the way, I have been filling in the middle ground with essays, articles, and nonfiction books.

What I’ve learned through this process is that productivity is a lifestyle choice. Just as a vegetarian reinforces daily this way of life with the food he chooses to eat, the Productive Writer holds a clear and meaningful value that gets expressed and explored in a myriad of ways every single day — in the writing she does, the relationships she has, the spirit in which she works, and the opportunities she creates to move toward her goals.

As nuanced and unique as our lives are, such is our relationship with productivity. Different types of writing have different demands, and every project and commitment will teach us something new about who we are, what we’re made of, and what approaches bear repeating. This is the joy and the challenge of the writing life. We are never entering the same stream twice. And for many of us, the blank page will be intimidating no matter how many thousands of times we might face it.

Productivity, then, is your own, personal GPS as you navigate the endless wildernesses of your mind, craft, or subject matter and bring the best of what you have to offer to the page — and the world. Productivity is a means of witnessing and steering yourself toward your greatest good and training yourself to weed out the interference along the way.

The good news is that anything is possible in the realm of productivity if you are clear about the path or goal you are choosing, and committed to discovering and doing what it takes to get you there. Whether you are writing romance novels or technology white papers — or anything in between — if you’d like to express any part of your writing life more efficiently and effectively, with more joy and better results, this book is for you.

You will likely read some approaches throughout this book that sound promising and others that you wouldn’t touch with a ten-foot lead. I invite you to experiment with the strategies and systems that appeal to you until you become your very own productivity expert, then fine-tune this system over time. Keep in mind that often it is the approach that seems least appealing or intuitive that offers the best results.

Are you ready to discover that what you want most in your writing life is not just possible but probable? Are you prepared to step into the rightful rhythms and productive practices that are yours and yours alone? Get ready to stake your claim on the writing life you most desire.

I hope this book proves good company as you vision, dream, and blueprint your own, personal productive writer possibilities — and then raise the barn with the systems, strategies, and attitudes that can transform you from A Person Who Writes into The Productive Writer. (No wardrobe change or phone booth required.)

To your success!



Chapter 1

HARNESSING POTENTIAL
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 EVERYONE HAS INSIDE HIM A PIECE OF GOOD news. The good news is that you don’t realize how great you can be! How much you can love! What you can accomplish! And what your potential is!”

— ANNE FRANK, author of Anne Frank: The Diary of a Young Girl

JUST SAY YES

The phrase “Just Say No” is practically our national anthem. An endless array of empowerment and self-help books will advise you that putting this small-but-incisive word in your boundary arsenal is how you create the kind of structure and sanity you need in your life.

I would argue the opposite: You need a life that flows from YES. Before you can start making decisions about what you don’t want, you would be well served to understand what you do want. If you have the big picture of YES mapped out clearly — and are grounded in your own passion and purpose — then it will be far easier to identify what’s not a fit for you.

This chapter is your chance to decide what you are saying yes to in your writing life, so you can start turning your sails into that wind.

(And in chapter twelve, you’ll learn about saying no to everything else.) Let’s get to it, shall we?

PUTTING THE “YOU” IN PRODUCTIVITY

There is no other writer in the world who is trying to accomplish exactly what you are striving for, in the context of your unique personality, skills, education, training, work, family, and lifestyle mix. I invite you to define productivity in a way that is going to be specific and meaningful to you by considering both the personal and the universal.

On page 11 in this chapter, you’ll find a questionnaire to guide you in articulating exactly what productivity means in your writing life, so you’ll have your very own map to guide your very own journey. I also believe that there is a universal law of productivity that can help any writer navigate the endless choices we make about how we spend our time, and what we produce (and sell or publish). I call this law The 3 Ps of Productivity.

The 3 Ps of Productivity




	1. PLEASURE 
	If you enjoy what you are doing, you’ll be far more likely to continue doing it and eventually be successful at it.

	2. POSSIBILITY 
	If you are clear about the value of any process, project, or opportunity — in other words, how it makes your goals, desires, and dreams more possible — you are far more likely to stay on course, even when the going gets rough.

	3. PROSPERITY 
	Productivity does not deplete the stores. It fills you up — with confidence, expertise, money, information, inspiration, recognition, authority — maybe not all of these, all at once, but certainly in at least one or two key ways that register as “prosperous” for you.


When presented with an opportunity or evaluating a project that is in-process, consider how it measures up against these 3 Ps and decide from there whether it’s the right fit for you.

MAKE A CASE FOR YOUR FUTURE

What if you don’t know exactly what you want your writing life to be? No problem. Just as a lawyer builds a case for the argument she is making in court, imagine that you are making a case for your delighted and accomplished future as a person of letters. To this end, collect as evidence everything that might serve as a marker on your path, stretching your sense of the possible.

I recommend that you keep a separate file for each of the following categories that pertain to your writing and publishing goals. Every day, be on the lookout for inspiring examples that may inform or inspire a step you see yourself taking along your productive writing journey.

• PUBLISHING POSSIBILITIES: The names of presses, magazines, journals, or publishers whose published work feels familial with yours.

• INSPIRING SAMPLES: Pieces of writing that you admire.

• KINDREDS: Names of writers (and examples of their writing) whose work feels in some way related to yours.

• LESSONS LEARNED: How-to articles about topics you are learning, success (and failure) stories of writers in your field and not in your field; wisdom from thought leaders you admire.

• BOOKS TO READ: Reviews, recommendations from friends, and blog posts about books you intend to read. Including a few notes about why you’ve chosen each book can help you keep track of your list and what it means to you.

• THINGS TO TRY: Lessons to learn; classes to take; experiments to try with craft, form, or process — wherever YES takes you.

• PEOPLE TO KNOW: Potential agents, editors, collaborators, interview sources, mentors, teachers, colleagues. When reading writers you admire, for example, write down names from the acknowledgments section, then go learn about those editors and agents. Or if you read an interview with an industry expert and get an idea for how you might approach that person, or someone in a similar role, in the future, make a note of it.

• PLACES TO APPEAR: Radio, newspapers, magazines and blogs that feature writers you enjoy, and where you would like to appear.

• TEACHING: Lectures, conferences, and other literary or professional gatherings that you can imagine yourself participating in as a speaker, teacher, or leader — either now or in the future.

• READING: Ongoing or one-time events in your community, or beyond, where you might like to read from your work.

• POTENTIAL PARTNERS: Businesses and people you’d like to explore collaborating with.

• POTENTIAL CLIENTS TO APPROACH: Businesses and people you believe could benefit from your writing or related products and services.

• [YOUR OWN TOPICS HERE]

The idea here is that by the time you’re ready to publish or take a workshop or teach, you’ll have a collection of great ideas that you’ve collected along the way to serve as reference points. This way, your future won’t look like a great, white, empty page, but rather an overflowing collection of places and possibilities you’ve already navigated and can easily step into, without missing a beat.

STUDY YOUR HEROES

What writers do you admire most? How have they shaped their writing careers? With social media being what it is today, you can simply visit the websites or subscribe to the blogs of a few writers or authors you admire to start learning about how productivity looks in their lives, and how it is powering their success. A few things to observe are:

• How and when (and at what age) did this writer start publishing?

• What kinds of writing has he published, and in what order?

• What type of recognition has she received?

• What other, related types of work does this writer do, such as teaching, public speaking, writing in a day job?

• How does he present himself online, and what kind of relationship with readers is he developing?

• How many different types/genres of writing is this writer known for?

• What kind of life does she seem to live?

• What elements of this writer’s big picture would I like to emulate in my own writing life?

You can cull your favorite strategies, techniques, and goals from this list; then put them to work for you. Another valuable reason to study as many writers as possible is to see how varied and unique the trajectory of every writing life is.

It can be tempting to fixate on some person we know, decide we can’t do it (whatever “it” may be) the way they’ve done it, and give up. But when we see that there are endless ways to establish and sustain a productive writing life — at any age, in any work-family-life circumstance — we may have an easier time trusting that we will find our own way forward. Did you know that the poet Virginia Hamilton Adair, for example, published her first book of poetry at the age of eighty-three, to huge critical acclaim? Anything is possible in the writing life. Why not choose as your examples writers who remind you of this? Not so you can strive to do what they did, necessarily, but so you can get inspired to claim what is most authentic in your own life, no matter what the odds appear to be.

BUILD YOUR “PRODUCTIVE WRITER” BLUEPRINT

“Tell me, what is it you plan to do
With your one wild and precious life?”

— MARY OLIVER, Pulitzer Prize-winning poet

Dave Ellis, founder of Falling Awake and author of Becoming A Master Student, suggests that since we generally accomplish 25 percent of the goals we set, we should aim for Paradise × 4 in order to ultimately arrive at Paradise. I have found this to be one of the simplest and most effective strategies in my writing life. It gives me permission to dream bigger than what seems realistic. As a result, my experience of reality has expanded significantly as I’ve achieved the majority of my Paradise × 4 goals. As such, I have come to believe that the inverse of “That which we resist, persists,” is “That which we name, we claim.” Try it, I think you’ll like it.

Aim High. Expect Low.

In the worksheet below, I’ve proposed a few categories for exploring the possibilities of your writing life and asked a question or two for each to help you start painting your own Paradise × 4 picture. Remember to aim wildly, embarrassingly high. And keep in mind that you’re not expecting to get all the way to Paradise × 4 — just to hold it in your sights as you appreciate where you are today and tomorrow. In other words, don’t let your ideas of what’s possible stop you from writing down your Big Dreams here.

My Paradise x 4 Writing Life

	DIMENSION OF WRITING LIFE	PARADISE × 4 PROMPTS
	GESTALT	What do you intend for your experience to be each time you sit down to write? (Inspired? Energized? Meditative?)
	TIME	How many hours do you intend to write every week? What would the ideal pattern/rhythm be?
	RESULTS	What are you striving to accomplish?
       • How much work do you want to produce each day/week/month?
       • How will you know when a piece is finished?
       • What are your intentions for finished work? (Do you want to publish it? Share it with friends? File it away?)
       • What steps will you take to fulfill those intentions?
	SUCCESS	How do you define success, in any or all of the following:
       • Publication — how many times/which pieces per year?
       • Money — how much per month/year/decade do you intend to earn?
       • Awards — what awards or contests would you like to win?
       • Leadership opportunities — what/how many teaching or speaking gigs are you striving for this year?
       • Freedom/flexibility/continued time to write?
	LIFESTYLE	What do you want your writing life to look like/feel like?
	WRITING COMMUNITY	What kind of writing community do you intend to create? (See chapter sixteen to get a sense of what is possible.)
	WORK/LIFE BALANCE	What is the ideal mix of time spent working (at a job)/sleeping/playing/with friends and family/writing? (On page 10 of this chapter, you’ll be invited to create a pie chart so this picture becomes palpable for you.)


Keep in mind that your picture of Paradise × 4 will be continuously evolving. As you read this book, for example, you may have new ideas about what to expect from your writing life. Let your list be fluid as you clarify your vision and hone your aspirations along the way. (In chapters four and seven, we’ll transform your Big Dreams into achievable goals by breaking them down into scheduled, achievable tasks.)

Have Your Pie (and Slice It, Too)

If each day of your life were a pie, how would you divide it to deliver bigger slices of what you want most, and a balanced portion of the rest? Make a picture of what you’d like your daily pie to look like, and then refer to it often as you blend the raw ingredients of your life. I’ve included one very basic example of someone who is intending to write, work at a job, and spend time with his family. Your pie will include all of the slices that are meaningful to you — volunteering, spiritual life, exercise, reading, time with friends. And you may want to divide your “writing” slice into subsections of promoting, submitting, research, and any other relevant slivers that add up to the full slice. Let this image inspire you, but don’t let it limit you. When it’s time for a new picture, make one.

In chapter seven, you’ll learn how to easily translate this picture to a schedule that reflects both your goals and your availability.





My Ideal Day
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Choose a Word That Encapsulates Your Intentions

Having a single word as organizing principle for your Productive Writer aspirations can be very powerful. At the start of each year, I choose a word to define the big-picture goal I intend to strive for (and reach) in the coming year. In 2009, the year that my book Writing the Life Poetic was published, I chose the word Authority and posted it right over my desk. Everything I did that year in my writing life was organized around establishing and nurturing my relationship with this new archetype taking shape in me.

Think about what you want to feel, believe, accomplish, or become this year, and choose a word that is worthy of this goal. Then write it down somewhere visible, refer to it often, and let it remind you where you’re headed.

LEARN WHAT PRODUCTIVITY MEANS TO YOU

Now that you’ve researched what is being accomplished in your field, made a case for your future, and dreamed big about your Productive Writing Life, let’s drill down to some details of exactly who you are and what you want. Following are some questions you can consider as you start to articulate your personal productivity values and standards. I recommend that you write something down now, even if you’re not sure of the answer, and return to these questions over time. It can be a useful record of how you are growing and what you are learning about yourself and your writing life.

Productivity Defined (by You!)

• How do I define “productive writing life”?

• What does a productive writing life look and feel like? What does it accomplish? What are its “office hours” and writing rhythms? What else, in addition to writing, happens in that life, and what is the work/life balance?

• What writers and authors do I admire?

• What can I learn from their unique or distinctive approaches to productivity?

• What have I read, observed, gleaned over the years about how a productive writing life gets established and nurtured?

• How am I productive today?

• What am I accomplishing that I value?

• What skills and strategies am I using to do so?

• What technologies and tools are serving me best?

• What attitudes and habits align with (will help me achieve) my values and goals?

• Who in my community today is contributing to my productivity — through friendship, collaboration, mentorship, a critique group, writing dates, or something else?

• How do I intend to be more productive moving forward?

• What do I want to accomplish in my writing life — both the big-picture long term, and the specifics of the immediate future?

• What skills and strategies are likely to help me accomplish this?

• What technologies and tools do I intend to learn and use, and how do I expect them to help me?

• What habits or beliefs can I choose or improve to achieve greater productivity?

• Is there additional knowledge or expertise that could help me become more productive?

• Who do I know (or who do I want to know), such as friends, colleagues, or teachers, who might help me become more productive?

ACT AS IF YOU ARE ALREADY THERE

Ready for a rather unconventional, yet surprisingly effective exercise? Write a letter to The Universe that gives thanks for every single detail of your imagined, future writing life — as if you are already there, experiencing all of the rewards. Scan your Paradise × 4 list, flip through your Making a Case files, and imagine yourself to be inhabiting that wildly productive future you have dreamed up. From that place of prosperity, productivity, and pleasure, tell The Universe exactly how grateful you are for the accomplishment(s) you’ve manifested. Bring in all of your best craft skills to make this letter as palpable and vivid as you can. The more you can solidly place yourself into this imagined future and write AS IF you were already there, with humility and gratitude, the more likely you are to rewire yourself for this probability.

START RIGHT NOW

A tomato plant does not spontaneously appear out of the ground bearing ripe fruit. Nor does a writing life transform itself in an instant. You are cultivating the ground of a fertile and multifaceted life, and inviting it to bear a very specific type of fruit. Over time, with your kind attention, The Productive Writer will take root in you and blossom. Or maybe your productivity is already blossoming and simply needs a little pruning and fresh compost. Whether you are fine-tuning or taking your first step, start now. Turn the page. Write down an intention. Do what is yours to do, and the rest will follow.



Chapter 2

CLAIMING YOUR NORTH STAR: PLATFORM
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 THE WORD PLATFORM SIMPLY DESCRIBES ALL THE ways you are visible and appealing to your future, potential, or actual readership.”

— CHRISTINA KATZ, from Get Known Before the Book Deal: Use Your Personal Strengths to Grow an Author Platform

The Productive Writer names and claims a platform and navigates by its light, because she understands:

• Platform is relevant to any writer, no matter what your topic, audience, or type of writing.

• Platform is your North Star; it helps you keep your eyes on the prize of whatever goal(s) you are striving to accomplish; it gives a clear context for those goals.

• Fueled by Productive Writer skills and strategies, your platform will likely grow — expanding your reach, reputation, and revenue.

Platform is the turf you claim and name as your area of expertise in your writing life, and it’s everything you do to make that expertise visible. Just as a thesis is the foundation of a term paper around which its argument is built, a platform is an organizing principle around which a writer’s many expressions of work revolve. A platform says to both the writer and the world, “I am an expert in [fill in the blank with your specialty]!” Yours should be a topic or craft or theme or audience that has energy and curiosity for you: one that you know about now and want to invest a whole lot more time knowing a whole lot more about.

With such clarity of purpose, over time you will likely publish, teach, lead, and share wisdom in ways that express, explore, and give shape to your expertise. And as this happens, you will start to become recognized as an authority in your chosen realm.

Platform is both the destination and the path. You build it as you go. It keeps you moving forward, tells you where forward is, and is the measure against which you decide if you’re getting there.

I consider Christina Katz’s Get Known Before the Book Deal to be the bible on this topic, offering everything a Productive Writer needs to know about establishing and developing her own platform. In this chapter, we’ll cover the relationship between platform and productivity.

HOW A PLATFORM CAN HELP BOOST PRODUCTIVITY

• FOCUS. When you’re clear about your topic or area of expertise, you know which writing, speaking, teaching, lecturing, and advising opportunities are a fit and which are not. This helps you grow your writing and career with clarity and intention.

• MOMENTUM. The more we write about our specialty, the more proficient we become. A rhythm is likely to start taking shape, and with it a momentum of confidence and accomplishment.

• LEVERAGING SUCCESS. Let’s say you’ve written two or six or twenty articles about marketing for entrepreneurs. The more you write and publish, the greater your wealth of material to draw from, repurpose, and repackage to new audiences. For example, you could adapt content published in a national business journal to a presentation for a local community of mom-owned businesses.

• RELATIONSHIPS. If you are clear that your expertise is writing technical manuals for computers or ghostwriting biographies for rock stars, this helps you choose and build meaningful relationships with the appropriate clients, colleagues, partners, agents, editors, networking and business development associations, and colleagues. If you know only that you’re a “writer,” where in the world do you begin to connect with the people in your field?

• PUBLISHING. Each type of writing has its own unique publishing market with a specific set of standards, rules, and key players. The more familiar you are with the rules of the road of any given market, the greater your odds of success. Knowing that you are focused on growing your poetry platform, for example, means that you can really focus on understanding which journals you admire and strive to publish in, and which publishers may be the right fit for your poems or manuscript.

• AUTHORITY. The more experience you have writing and publishing on your chosen platform specialty, the more you and the people in your field will trust in your authority.

• OPPORTUNITY. With visible authority comes opportunity. Once your dedication to your platform has earned you a reputable name in your given field, requests for your expertise — in the form of interviews, articles, speaking engagements, teaching, and more — may start rolling in. But more importantly, you will have paved the way to go after exactly what you want to create in your writing life, buoyed by the confidence that comes from proven experience.

WHY YOU NEED A PLATFORM

Poet, Fiction Writer, Essayist

• Continuously hone your craft, skill, and finished work.

• Build name recognition.

• Better understand your market and its unique opportunities.

• Increase your chances of publishing (both individual pieces and books).

• Improve the odds of winning prizes and receiving grants and residencies.

• Expand teaching, speaking, community leadership, mentoring, and other leadership opportunities.

Freelance Magazine Writer

Much of the above, plus:

• Become more targeted and effective in querying assignments.

• Increase your odds of landing the assignments you want.

• Establish yourself as a proven expert in your field/topic.

• Expand your reach to higher-profile, higher-paying work.

• Leverage your time, energy, and knowledge to most efficiently establish a growing body of work.

• Grow your platform into a nonfiction book, series of books, national speaking tour, or whatever you define as your long-term goal(s).

Business Writer

Much of the above, plus:

• Understand your field, your competition, your clients, and your prospects.

• Become more targeted and effective in attracting prospects and closing the deal.

• Know how to create bids that reflect what you’re worth and the time you’ll spend.

• Write content that meets client objectives, time frames, and budgets.

• Participate in the right business-building opportunities.

• Cultivate your network of prospects and clients.

• Earn more and more money in your day job so you have more time and freedom for your other writing platform(s).

Nonfiction Author

If you want to author a nonfiction book, a proven platform is the keystone to this edifice. Platform is the foundation upon which a successful proposal will be written, and the right agent and publisher will be acquired. Why? Because it proves that you’ve already established the two things that your book will demand: expertise on your topic and a community of interested readers.

THINK YOU DON’T HAVE A PLATFORM? THINK AGAIN!

Years ago, in a class taught by Christina Katz, students were asked to name and claim a platform. At that time, I had an advanced degree in poetry, dozens of publications, and various awards and residencies under my belt. I was hosting a monthly poetry reading series and read poems in the bathtub every night.

I had no idea what to choose for my platform. The list of topics I proposed ranged from “preparing for single motherhood” to “living with dogs.”

Christina’s gracious response was something to the effect of, Seems to me that you are a poet.

With this single sentence, a light bulb came on and then an entire stadium lit up inside of me.

In retrospect, it seems more than a little silly that I didn’t see “being a poet” as an established platform. At that time, it didn’t occur to me that poetry was platform worthy. Poetry was poetry, and I loved it and I read it and I wrote it — but what was I going to say to the world about it?

That week







	PLATFORM BUILDING BLOCKS	INSIGHTS

	Theme, topic, genre, or area of expertise
	Poetry for the people, with a goal of encouraging writers of all levels to write, read, and enjoy poetry.

	Audience(s) you serve 
	• People who feel afraid, unwelcome, or unsure of how to start writing poetry.
• People already writing poetry who want to write more, improve their craft, and have more fun.
• Writers of all stripes wanting to invigorate their relationship with language.
	Value you bring to each different type of reader
	• People who feel afraid: Friendly encouragement and useful information.
• People already writing poetry: Vast selection of tips, tools, strategies, and examples.
• Writers of all stripes: A way into — and an enjoyable exploration of — the life poetic.
• People who feel afraid: Want to be invited in to poetry and assured that they are welcome/can do it.
• People already writing poetry: Seeking tools, techniques, and tips to help improve their craft.
• Writers of all stripes: Seeking a poetic lens through which to better appreciate and apply language in anything and everything they write.

	Platform name 
	Writing the Life Poetic

	Why you are the ideal person to develop this platform over time
	I have more than twenty years of experience cultivating a poetic way of life. I have an advanced degree in creative writing, a great deal of teaching experience and a well-established career of writing and publishing poetry.

	Why you are passionate about doing so
	Poetry matters — not just as a literary form, but as a way of life. I know from my own experience that a relationship with poetry can significantly expand a person’s sense of possibility, delight, and camaraderie with one’s own being, universal human truths, and life itself. I want to make this gift available to anyone who’s interested in receiving it.
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