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xv

PREFACE

This book is for graduate students and others who 
want to become more productive writers. It’s espe-
cially written for those who want to

•	 increase their motivation, focus, and persistence to 
move a project to completion;

•	 overcome procrastination and perfectionistic 
tendencies;

•	 reduce (or write in spite of ) their anxiety and fear of 
writing; and

•	 manage their time, work, energy (and adviser) for 
greater productivity.

This book had its genesis in conversations with my grad-
uate students over many years. Those conversations grew 
into workshops, first at the University of Tennessee, where 
I was a faculty member for 20 years, then developed into 
day-long Saturday workshops at Northwestern University, 
where I was associate dean in the graduate school. But most 
of these strategies for greater writing productivity were 
elaborated on during thesis- and dissertation-writing boot 
camps I conducted. I began at Columbia University, while 
I was associate dean for PhD programs (2005–2012), and 
now run them at Cornell University, where I am associate 
dean for academic and student affairs in the graduate school 
(since 2012). This advice is based on what has worked for 
me, my faculty colleagues, my own graduate students, and 
now hundreds of graduate students across these institutions. 
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xvi  preface

Some of the tips here were initially shared in an online 
dialogue each December and January (2006–2012) called 
BreakWriting. These online posts offered advice for students 
with writing goals over each semester break. I’ve continued 
sharing strategies and tips for writing productivity with posts 
throughout the academic year using the Productive Writer 
electronic mailing list (for the link to sign up for monthly 
tips, see gradschool.cornell.edu/policies/writing-support/), 
hosted by the Cornell University Graduate School. I receive 
questions and suggestions for new postings from more than 
15,000 subscribers at more than 400 graduate schools in 30 
countries. Thank you, and please keep your questions and 
comments coming.

I hope this book helps you identify and develop the 
skills that play an essential role in your writing and comple-
tion of any important goal or project, especially skills lead-
ing to your academic success and degree completion such as 
persistence when facing distractions, resilience when facing 
challenges, and resolve when facing discouragement (and 
patience when awaiting an adviser’s feedback). 

Successful writing is not an innate talent for most of 
us. Writing is based on skills, which we can identify, learn, 
practice, and refine. We do this by writing and by reading, 
especially well-written prose, including nonacademic books 
and articles. This book focuses on the process of writing. 
What kind of writer are you? What is working for you now? 
What do you struggle with? What are your challenges and 
obstacles? Which of these are internal? Which are external? 
Which are under your control? What will it take for you 
to increase your focus and persistence and motivation to 
become a more productive writer? In examining your own 
writing process, you will identify your strengths as well as 
areas where you can add more strategies to your writing 
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preface  xvii

repertoire, enabling you to become a more productive and 
prolific writer. Once you do, you will enjoy writing more 
than perhaps you do now. You may even look forward to 
your writing sessions as they become part of your daily rou-
tine with more and better writing as an outcome. It’s pos-
sible. Amazing, huh? 

Consider the writing productivity strategies described in 
this book. You can read one tip each day or one a week. But 
don’t read them during the time you schedule your writ-
ing. Writing is not reading or doing another experiment or 
searching the stacks for another book or online for another 
article. It’s not sharpening pencils (my favorite), organizing 
pens, color-coding your notes, shopping for cool file folders 
(another one of my favorites), or organizing your kitchen 
cabinets as one more delay tactic. Writing is producing new 
words, paragraphs, and pages. You will revise and edit later. 

When you find a strategy among these described here 
that increases your productivity or concentration or moti-
vation or endurance, make it a habit. Try it for two weeks, 
charting your increased productivity as a result of the new 
strategy. It will become part of your repertoire of writing 
and productivity tools.
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