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Preface

This brief guide to writing is designed to help any academic
become not only productive, but truly prolific. By prolific we
mean writing and publishing a great deal and generally beyond
even the most rigorous university norms for productive scholar-
ship. It is a pithy, no-nonsense, no-excuses guide to maximizing
both the quality and quantity of your scholarly products. Write
to the Top! offers a concise overview of the art and science of
writing efficiently and effectively; it is your one-stop source for
the nuts and bolts of success in getting things written and into
print, and for navigating the cultural-and-editorial mountain
along the way. This is the first book that explicitly summarizes
the key elements to prolific productivity in academic settings. It
is also the first text that translates the hidden curriculum of the
academy’s cultural mores into transparent lessons. Each chapter
is constructed around several secrets to writing productivity and
success, and each integrates the personal and professional
dimensions of writing.

Each year, thousands of newly minted doctorates enter the
halls of academe—newcomers eager but naïve regarding the
overwhelming demands to teach, serve the institution, and
patiently mentor students. And there is more: Foreboding
rumors about the demand for publications and ominous whis-
pers about predecessors who, failing to publish adequately,
were ignobly shown to the exit by unimpressed tenure commit-
tees and university administrators. Like the proverbial deer in
the headlights, these early career professors risk becoming
frozen in place as the tenure-and-promotion milestones bear
down with terrifying rapidity. Until now, there has been no sin-
gle source of advice about how to get immediately started on
the writing—we estimate this to be 90 percent of the battle
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for many new academics—and how to craft an approach to
scholarship that heightens the probability of sustained success
as an author. In this guide, we hope to help new professors in
higher education, regardless of their discipline, college, and
institution, plot a course of productive writing and stick with it.

We also have another group of colleagues in mind as our
audience for this guide. Write to the Top! should be a source of
comfort, encouragement, and pragmatic advice to more
advanced academics who, for any number of reasons, have
failed to consistently produce and now search for straightfor-
ward solutions. Whether the factors contributing to low pro-
ductivity are structural, institutional, cultural, behavioral,
interpersonal, personal, or emotional in nature, this guide takes
systematic aim at each. Still another peer group for whom this
guide will prove useful includes those seasoned professors who
are tenured and successful, but genuinely interested in learning
some new strategies for streamlining their writing habits and
increasing both output and enjoyment of the scholarly enter-
prise. These writing veterans who might also be entering a gen-
erative stage of their careers may find themselves in need of a
tool for “restarting their engines.”

Yet another group of colleagues for whom this book was
designed are seasoned faculty who either formally or informally
mentor junior colleagues and graduate students in their
research and writing. Having a guide on hand that one can eas-
ily consult in the effort to support one’s younger counterparts
and protégés can prove reassuring, especially where advice,
strategies, and tips for effective partnership and productive
writing are all primed for just such uses.

A final group of primary consumers for this work are depart-
ment heads, academic deans, formal mentors, diversity direc-
tors, and other faculty developers who want to give new faculty
members an edge when it comes to successfully meeting insti-
tutional and disciplinary demands for scholarly productivity. If
it is the job of these institutional leaders to guide and support
new scholars as they learn the secrets to successful productivity,
this book should make their work considerably easier.

Our interest in prolific writing as a subject of discourse stems
from several sources. First, both of us are very busy, productive

Prefacexiv
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Preface xv

writers. We have each been immersed in the writing life for many
years and together have authored more than 200 peer-reviewed
scholarly works and 17 books. We both love the act of writing,
experiencing it as simultaneously mind-expanding, challenging,
and intrinsically rewarding; we still find that successfully getting
our work in print is deeply satisfying. This is probably the result
of a higher-than-average need for achievement, a predilection
toward creativity, and more than our share of obsessive-
compulsiveness. Familiar with one another’s work on the topic of
mentoring, and always impressed that the other could produce so
much excellent scholarship each year, we began an informal dia-
logue about the “secrets” to success as writers. We wondered
why so many of our colleagues struggled with this salient aspect
of professorial life, and what it was that made prolific scholars
shine. Over the years, colleagues and even academics unknown to
us have approached us about how it is that we produce so much,
asking, “What’s your secret?” This question served as yet another
catalyst prompting our formulation of the idea for this book.

Based on our interchanges with each other and other prolific
academics, the need for a pithy and clear guide to the secrets of
being prolific in the professorate came into view. As seasoned
authors and experienced editors, we had some good ideas about
the key elements of writing success but we also began to review
published literature, talk informally with other authors, and even
conduct empirical research on the qualities and behaviors of out-
rageously productive scholars. We also drew from our experi-
ences as advisors and mentors to a generation of graduate
students in clinical psychology (Johnson) and educational leader-
ship (Mullen). Perhaps nothing helps to more clearly define the
elements of successful and unsuccessful writing than reading early
drafts of beginning writers’ efforts. We worked equally hard at
the book and envisioned ourselves as equal to the task from the
outset. Borrowing from an alternative form of partnership devel-
oped and published by Carol Mullen and colleague Frances
Kochan, we placed an equal sign ( � ) between our names as
authors of this book to signal the status of our partnership. This
book is the net outcome of a sustained personal and professional
journey to reveal the keys to successful academic productivity,
written by faculty for faculty and advanced students.
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This is a short guide. Modeled on the efficient beauty of
Strunk and White’s (2000) timeless classic, The Elements of
Style, Write to the Top! avoids lengthy narrative and gets right to
the heart of each secret to writing success. We have distilled
voluminous experience, advice, and empirical evidence down to
65 secrets to prolific writing. These secrets are clustered within
the following eleven chapters—each with a core theme:

1. Establish a well-honed writing habit
2. Become dogmatically disciplined and set firm boundaries
3. Cater to your writing rhythms
4. Develop the attitudes and perspectives of a prolific scholar
5. Know when to collaborate and when to cut losses
6. Practice systematic writing from start to finish
7. Revise, edit, and revise some more
8. Seek mentors, mentoring networks, and writing coaches
9. Tackle thoughts and emotions that block productivity

10. Master the mechanics of publication
11. Drink deeply from the cup of life

Becoming a prolific writer is no easy task. It demands long
hours, unflinching commitment, and the capacity to delay grat-
ification while keeping eyes locked on the goal. Prolific profes-
sors tend to get started early in their careers and they make
writing a central component of their scholarly identities.
Becoming a successful academic author can be lonely and ago-
nizing; it can also be engaging, fraught with meaning, and
occasionally, even thrilling. Whether you are a graduate student
preparing for an academic career, a new professor, or a seasoned
writer in search of a tool for encouraging junior colleagues, we
hope that Write to the Top! serves as a crucial guide on the road
to outrageous productivity.

W. Brad Johnson � Carol A. Mullen
Annapolis, Maryland Tampa, Florida

Prefacexvi
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1

F irst, Establish a Well-Honed

Writing Habit

Here is where it all begins: Deciding to write. With this hurdle in
the rearview mirror, the rest of the journey to prolific writing is just
about the details. In this chapter, we highlight the crucial founda-
tion to a productive professorial life. After making a decision to
become prolific in your chosen field, you will need to weave the act
of writing into the fabric of your scholarly identity and find an
interesting academic niche that so intrigues and satisfies that you
have a reasonably good chance of remaining intrigued and satisfied
through the early phase of your career. At the outset, new aca-
demics must seize control of their schedules, block chunks of time
for writing, and commit to a daily writing regimen. But more, they
must also be prepared to maximize unanticipated down time each
day—understanding that an hour waiting for a child’s athletic
practice to end could be an hour well spent proofreading a draft,
outlining an article, or just jotting down thoughts or a scholarly
“to-do” list. Finally, making writing a well-honed habit requires a
commitment to both secure and then maximize longer writing
retreats. Prolific academics quickly discover the beauty of
sequestered writing days and they guard them jealously without
becoming delinquent under the pressure of other responsibilities.

1 Write or Don’t Write but
Make a Decision

You can decide to undertake the prolific writer’s life, or to have
a career other than college professor. Whatever your choice,
make it authentic and true to who you are and want to become.
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There it is. If academic writing or scholarship production in
your discipline is excruciating, unrewarding, or inherently dis-
interesting, then we solemnly absolve you of the burden of a
career in academe. You may be someone who could never
commit to academic productivity simply because the scholarly
life is not your calling. Although you find yourself in academe,
you sense that the act of creating scholarly contributions is
likely to be a joyless, if not unrewarding endeavor. If this
description rings true for you, we encourage you to put this
book aside and go in another direction. Find another moun-
tain to climb.

Higher education faculty must contribute to their disciplines
through the production of original scholarship. In a word, they
must write. Although specific definitions of productivity range
widely across institutions, the assumption that professors shall
produce before being tenured or promoted is as ironclad in
academe as the notion that professors should teach. This is why
it is essential that we are honest about our fit with academe. In
an effort to be honest with oneself about this fit, one needs to
understand one’s personal motives for academic writing. In
addition to “sheer egotism, aesthetic enthusiasm, historical
impulse, and political purpose”—all of which can be considered
pluses—one can also identify “professional advancement, the
requirements of guild membership, [and] the psychic battle
with one’s teachers [or former mentors]” (Germano, 2006,
p. B5). The latter reasons are the ones that haunt many of us
late at night and they are probably futile and empty unless
undergirded with some pluses. Rather than languish in a job
that emphasizes an activity you can barely tolerate, let alone
love, why not seek work in an institution that prizes teaching
above all else or find a different way altogether to deploy your
graduate degree?

As a reader of this guide, we assume that you are prepared to
embark on a journey toward steadfast productivity as a scholarly
writer. We applaud you. But as the title of this section suggests,
you must first commit to doing the writing. Although many of
the insider tips and secrets conveyed later will help to sharpen
the quality and quantity of the writing, it will all be for naught
if you don’t decide here and now to make writing a habit.

Write to the Top !2
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As a famous purveyor of athletic footwear is fond of saying,
“Just Do It.”

Perhaps nothing sabotages new faculty more thoroughly
than inaction with regard to writing. Overwhelmed with myr-
iad responsibilities, the new faculty member can become frozen
and unable to act while the competing demands of teaching,
scholarship, service, and student advising bear down like a
freight train. A paradox: Although it appears wise to defer
scholarly pursuits until one has achieved some mastery of teach-
ing, student relationships, and committee work, this is no wiser
a move than waiting until midlife to begin saving for
retirement. In fact, one could find creative ways to compensate
in the latter scenario but not in the first—academic writing can-
not be delayed without serious penalty. If your scholarly life is
limping along or hanging in limbo, crucial evaluations of your
performance show no mercy, and these will come at you full tilt.
In most instances, you will have some kind of formal contract
renewal evaluation known as mid-tenure review (or something
similar) by the third year.

In light of the notorious lag times characteristic of peer-
reviewed journals and book publishers, scholarly work submit-
ted for publication in your second year is not likely to be
published before your first review. Here is the translation:
Unless you start writing immediately upon commencing an aca-
demic career, your third-year review may have the feel of one of
those bad dreams in which you have gone to school naked, or
failed to take a crucial exam. Because the demands for research
productivity have escalated since the 1990s, even doctoral pro-
gram graduates headed for tenure-track positions will do well to
have some publications under their belt. There is much to learn
and no time to spare when it comes to scholarly writing.

Of course, the same holds true for the traditional tenure-
and- evaluation juncture—typically at the five or six-year mark.
Unless you have made an earnest and binding commitment to
write consistently—even in the earliest days of your career—you
will have a difficult time demonstrating a steady flow of scholarly
products (e.g., articles, books, book chapters).

There is one more reason to make writing a well-honed habit
from day one, or at least from the moment you decide to read

Establish a Well-Honed Writing Habit 3
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this guide: Producing scholarship inherently defines you as a
scholar, just as enabling student learning defines you as a
teacher. It is often difficult to effectively mentor students if you
are unable to model current scholarly work or include novice
researchers in the various phases of producing a paper or article.
The most effective teachers and mentors are consummate
scholars.

Start writing today. In fact, the act of deciding to write—
forging a commitment to become prolific—is so fundamentally
crucial to your ultimate success that we ask you to stop reading
this guide for today. Put it aside for now and instead go do at
least an hour of writing on a project that needs your attention.
Pick the guide up again tomorrow; the remaining pages will be
easier to read and will hold greater meaning if you come to
them refreshed, as someone committing to writing.

2 Write as a Way of Life

Now that you have decided to write, it is time to make academic
writing a core element of your scholarly identity.

Too often, academics view scholarship as a necessary evil, an
adjunctive activity to be tolerated and weathered out of sheer
determination to get tenured or promoted. Seen through this
lens, writing is a job, a demand, even a trial to be endured; like
doing your taxes, cleaning the basement, or swallowing cough
syrup, we force ourselves to do it in hopes of putting the nasty
business behind us. From this angle, scholarship becomes
drudgery, writing becomes labor, and any joy that might have
once accompanied the process of creating academically is
squashed. It is no surprise that one well-established research
finding from the psychology of learning goes something like
this: When external rewards (e.g., cash) are applied to an activ-
ity that a person does for pleasure (e.g., writing), that activity
often decreases in frequency—its positive valence declines.
What was once done for the love of the activity becomes tied to
one’s livelihood and thus associated with an onerous demand.
Imagine your dean standing outside the door each day when
you walked into teach, handing you a few twenties to compen-
sate you for that day’s work. Although the thought of this

Write to the Top !4
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individual giving you money might be appealing on some level,
you get the point; soon, teaching would begin to feel less like a
vocation and more like a job. Slowly, extrinsic incentives would
upstage intrinsic rewards.

Rather than conceive of writing merely as something you
do—perhaps because academic leaders like your dean say you
have to—we challenge you to integrate writing into the very
center of who you are. If you want to become a prolific aca-
demic, then weave the act of writing into the fabric of your
identity and the mosaic of your daily life. Writing must be
something you do because it is core to who you are. As
Germano (2006) says, “Nothing really explains why we write,
but it’s a sure thing that we try to put words together because
of who each of us is” (B5). Even though sitting at the key-
board day after day is an act of doing, it is also a way of being
and of continuing to be, and even of living our lives fully and
to the end.

Remember, this is a guide to becoming a prolific academic.
We are not envisioning you becoming the kind of professor
who can produce a bit of scholarship merely to pass muster at
promotion junctures. If you begin to love the act of writing, we
predict that you will write a lot and write better and better. But
for writing to really take hold in the far reaches of your sense of
self, you must engage it as fully as you do other activities that
are central to your being.

To accomplish this full integration of writing and being, you
may need to undergo a major cognitive and emotional shift in
the way you define yourself. It is time to start experiencing the
act of writing as a soulful and meaning-generating activity. Like
eating, sleeping, preparing for class, or taking care of your chil-
dren, scholarship is something you need to do daily—eventually,
without much premeditation or planning. When writing every
day is simply assumed, when it has taken up residence in
your unconscious daily scheduling, you will know that this
transformative shift in perspective has occurred.

Prolific academics accept the fact that writing is not always
sheer delight. For, it is simultaneously challenging, invigorat-
ing, frustrating, exhausting, and rewarding—much like teach-
ing, marriage, or a host of other activities and commitments

Establish a Well-Honed Writing Habit 5
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you treasure but that episodically stir discontent or even agony.
When writing moves center stage, it will be hard to imagine
your life and self without it. When it becomes part of your iden-
tity, when you truly experience some delight in the process of
routinely turning thoughts and ideas into words and sentences,
and when writing is an assumed activity upon waking in the
morning, then the line between work and play starts dissolving.
This is our wish for you: May writing become a way of life, and
may scholarship become more joy than burden.

3 Write about What Compels You

Writing can be exceptionally hard work. There will be days,
nights, and weekends when you wonder what you’ve gotten
yourself into. Deadlines loom, certain writing tasks become
repetitive, and, without warning, the writing muse deserts you.
This is why we implore you to find a scholarly niche compelling
enough to sustain you through the tough spots; you need a
topic that holds the promise of keeping you engaged—perhaps
throughout the life of your academic writing career.

Those of us who mentor graduate students, and have the
privilege of serving as thesis advisors and dissertation chairs, can
be heard saying something like, “pick a topic you love—the
work will be challenging enough without selecting an area
that bores you.” This is sage advice. It is even more apropos for
the junior professor. Quite often, the most prolific academics
are those who find an intriguing scholarly focus early in their
careers and then stick with it for the long haul. When an aca-
demic becomes utterly immersed in an area of personal fascina-
tion, several important things happen: (a) work becomes play
and writing is transformed into a natural expression of intellec-
tual excitement; (b) with rather surprising rapidity, experience
and cumulative contributions to the niche elevate the scholar to
the status of expert; and (c) one’s publication record bears the
trademarks of a genuine scholar capable of sustaining an enduring
line of programmatic research.

Because it is important to write about what compels you and
to commit to this topic for the long term, marriage—or any
monogamous partnership—offers an apt metaphor for this

Write to the Top !6
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process. During the courtship phase, often during graduate
school or very early in your career, consider those questions and
topics that hold the power to stir, excite, delight, and intrigue,
you—ward against mere infatuations. Remember, you are look-
ing for the real thing, love. Substitutes are mere fancies and
fads. When novelty and energy decline, will the topic you have
carefully chosen be enough to sustain you? Have you found an
intellectual quest you just might be happy enough to “grow
old” with?

In fact, Robert Sternberg’s (1986) Triangular Theory of Love
offers an interesting extension of the marriage metaphor. He
hypothesized three critical vectors in any love relationship:
(a) intimacy—do you feel connected and bonded to the person
(or in our case, the topic) and is there a genuine desire to pur-
sue it at all costs? (b) passion—does the topic generate sincere
attraction and drive, continuing to foment excitement even
after the honeymoon phase? (c) decision/ commitment—can
you make a short-term commitment “to honor and love” this
research niche and a long-term commitment to maintain that
love as best you can? While it is true that an arranged marriage
can work—witness the scores of graduate students who simply
adopt an advisor’s research niche in order to expedite a disser-
tation only to find themselves continuing the focus throughout
a successful career—it is preferable to find a niche that tugs at
your heart.

Although we advocate thoughtfully selecting an area of schol-
arly focus, and then sticking with it during the pre-tenure years,
there are at least two caveats. First, many genuine scholars read-
ing this guide are fully capable of sustaining more than one
stream of scholarly work simultaneously. These academics are
bright, motivated, brimming with curiosity and endowed with
seemingly boundless energy. The rest of us mere mortals admire
their capacity for intellectual multitasking while humbly recog-
nizing that we could not so gracefully manage diverging schol-
arly foci. Second, there will be times in the careers of scholars
when it becomes clear that an existing area of inquiry has run its
course; the writer discovers that, for quite some time, he or she
has been driving on cruise control in a scholarly cul-de-sac. In
these instances, it may be better to change course than to

Establish a Well-Honed Writing Habit 7
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languish in an area that offers no opportunity for further
progress. Finally, as years go by, it is healthy to maintain open-
ness to fresh paradigms, novel research strategies, and even
entirely new areas of scholarship. At times, selecting a new writ-
ing niche is a matter of following your heart and adapting to
changing times. Stubbornly clinging to a stream of scholarship
when it is clear that genuine emotional connection and excite-
ment have dried up is one form of intellectual suicide. Keep your
passion alive.

4 Take Control of Your Day

Here is a guarantee: Unless you grab firm control of every
minute in your day, week, and semester, your writing will be
occasional, disjointed, and marginally productive. Prolific aca-
demics create writing time where none exists and then carefully
protect it from intrusion. As a scholar, time may be your most
precious resource; it must be dogmatically protected and punc-
tiliously respected.

One of the most common refrains from the chorus of new
faculty goes something like this: “I’d love to get more writing
done, if only I had some time to do it!” Many of us can
empathize with this experience. Academe is often frantic-
paced—especially for the early-career professor. But it is also
true that too many academics fall prey to the syndrome of
professorial drift ; we float through our days without establishing
clear schedules, setting firm boundaries, or thoughtfully priori-
tizing daily activities. In order to become prolific—something
that will require writing each day—it is imperative that you turn
off the autopilot and grab the controls of daily planning with a
dogged determination.

In our own consultations with busy new faculty members—
often frustrated writers—we recommend a behavioral exercise
designed to enhance insight and awareness about time alloca-
tion. Given the presumed constant of a 24-hour day, where
does each of those precious 1440 minutes go? For a period of
one week—including the weekend—keep a log of how you
spend each 15-minute segment. Be specific. Rather than write
“in office” or “working on administrative tasks” for a one-hour
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period between classes, specify exactly what you did. Be just as
concrete with your description of evening and weekend hours.

After diligently time-tracking for even one day, academics are
often surprised and chagrined to realize how much of their dis-
cretionary time is offered up to the gods of distraction and inef-
ficiency. Unnecessary, and often redundant, activities (e.g.,
browsing the Web, checking for new e-mail messages, chatting
with colleagues, watching television) often occupy a prominent
place in the daily log. Reflect soberly on your daily time alloca-
tion. Even if two hours of time each workday, and probably
more on the weekend, are currently not well spent, think of the
increase in writing time this would mean. What could you
accomplish with an additional 15 hours of time to engage in
scholarship each week?

Let’s be clear that we are not advocating writing at the
expense of other activities essential to your identity as profes-
sor, family member, and human being. To the contrary, we
believe that you will be a more focused and effective writer if
you are teaching effectively, taking care of yourself, nurturing
important relationships, and engaging the world recreationally.
Stories of academics neglecting their families or their own per-
sonal health abound; such behavior will surely be fodder for
regret later on. Instead, we advocate that you honestly con-
sider how you currently spend your discretionary time each
day. On a typical day at work, how much time is devoted to
nonessential tasks? In the evening, is there an hour or two—if
you have children, perhaps after they have gone to bed—when
you can turn on the laptop and write?

As you soberly consider your current approach to allocating
the 1440 minutes you are blessed with each day, ask yourself if
some of those minutes could be diverted toward scholarship
simply by seeking greater efficiency. Can you make fewer trips
to the store, across campus, or even down the hall of your
building merely by planning more carefully? Make piles of
things to mail, faxes to send, or lists of material to find in the
library; rather than attend to each task independently, consoli-
date these into a single trip. If you must attend a large meeting
or presentation that you know is certain to send you into a
state of deep sleep, take along an article draft to proofread or a
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book to skim. If you are advising students regarding course or
program requirements, aim to schedule a single group session
with all of your advisees rather than separate appointments for
each. You get the idea; seek parsimony and efficiency in all that
you do.

When you discover that you can indeed carve out time for
writing every day, block it prominently on your schedule and
post this on your door. When time for writing arrives, close
your door and lock it. Abide by the chemical principle of imper-
meability. Although pressures outside the door will inevitably
build as you write, it is crucial that you maintain an imperme-
able boundary around your scheduled writing time. Physical
laws suggest that outside demands will rush in to fill an open
space. This is why your writing space must be sealed and
vigorously protected.

Finally, experience has taught us that new academics fre-
quently believe they do not have permission to block time for
scholarship. They may assume that they cannot really control
their schedules, that doors must always be open to students, or
that they must say yes to every new invitation to join a commit-
tee or each new assignment from a department chair or dean.
By and large, these assumptions are incorrect. The truth is that
if you do not take control of your schedule, neither will any-
body else, and you will continue to drift through the crucial
early years in academe without launching yourself as a produc-
tive scholar. If nobody in your department has yet done this for
you, then allow us to have the honor: We give you permission
to evaluate your time allocation, streamline your duties, block
chunks of time for writing each week, shut your office door,
and then follow through dogmatically.

5 Write Every Day

Prolific scholars write every day or almost every day. Daily
writing is the only way for new academics to make writing a
well honed habit. Those of us who engage in distance run-
ning can relate to runners’ stories of discomfort, agitation,
and unrest on those rare days when they cannot manage to
squeeze in a good run. For these athletes, the body—and
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specifically the brain—have become acclimated to, and
perhaps more than a little dependent upon, a daily infusion of
the endorphins that accompany vigorous exercise. When
committed writers establish a daily writing regimen and begin
to enjoy both the experience and outcomes associated with
this routine, they are equally likely to discover a sense of
urgency about getting back on track.

One of the common objections to daily writing voiced by
new faculty goes something like this: “Taking time for writing
every day would mean taking time away from my teaching,
family, or other important obligations.” We understand this
concern. Yet we believe it belies an erroneous assumption
about the place and importance of scholarship in the acade-
mic’s life. This perspective assumes that writing is something
to get to when you can, only after other demands have been
addressed and activities completed. From this perspective,
time for scholarship gets short shrift. But if making time to
write each day received the same priority as sleeping, exercis-
ing, teaching, and spending time with a partner or children,
then, one’s perspective would quickly change. It makes no
more sense to blame a brief writing block for compromising
quality of life than it does to blame preparing for class or help-
ing children with homework. New writers must undergo a
pervasive shift in their core belief about academic writing; they
must transition from “either life or writing” to “both writing
and life.”

Why write everyday? Don’t scholars need long and uninter-
rupted blocks of writing time to make any real progress?
Wouldn’t an hour be insufficient, just enough time to get you
frustrated but not enough to get you on your way? Although it
is certainly the case that longer stretches of writing are preferred
and infinitely more likely to lead to substantial output than
abbreviated time slots (for reinforcement of this idea, see the
next section), it is also true that daily writing—even if opportu-
nities are relatively brief some days—is essential. Knowing you
will devote some time to writing on your current project each
day keeps you close to the material and more likely to find
seamless transitions back to writing; frequent exposure breeds
familiarity and keeps interest fresh.
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On those days when you do not stay home to write for six
hours or more, or when you cannot close your office door for a
few hours, can you at least arrange a full hour to get back to
your project? Remember, there are often many tasks associated
with producing an article or working on a book chapter that are
best described as mundane or administrative. Use a scheduled
hour to jot down insights, do some data analysis, collect or
compile references, read an important source, proofread the
existing manuscript, consult with an expert on a challenging
aspect of your work, address formatting and stylistic issues, or
outline the next major section to be tackled. Using this time
well positions you to hit the ground running when your next
substantial writing block rolls around.

Is there anything catastrophic about missing a day or two of
writing? No. As the advertising slogan of one leading insurance
company often reminds us, life comes at you fast. Be flexible
enough to bend when things hit the fan, when you or a loved
one becomes ill, or when you genuinely need to “stand down”
for a day of rest or a week of vacation. But all things considered,
it is in your best interest to make writing a daily habit. The more
days elapsed without writing, the more anxious you may
become, which is counterproductive, and the farther you will
feel from the nexus of key ideas and purposeful momentum.
Your writing apparatus, like many mechanisms, will typically
work best when frequently exercised.

6 Schedule Writing Blocks

It is no surprise that famous novelists such as Stephen King and
Tom Clancy abide by ironclad daily writing schedules, often
starting early in the morning and extending until at least early
afternoon. In order to make genuine headway on a novel or a
scholarly article, there is simply no substitute for an extended
and uninterrupted block of time. For an academic striving to
complete a demanding piece of writing, a full or half-day
sequestered at home or in one’s office can feel like a profound
gift. It is. We suggest that writing blocks—something we urge
you to schedule at least two or three times per week—must
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be honored as sacred and used for maximal gain. You owe this
to yourself, your students, and your institution.

Earlier in this guide, we encouraged you to be adamant
about scheduling the equivalent of two full days (in various
full- or half-day combinations) for uninterrupted writing. Unless
you are on vacation, enjoying a sabbatical, or have a job we
would both envy, it may be unrealistic to expect more writing
time while striving for excellence in teaching and mentoring,
and contributing service to your university. Of course,
depending on your situation, you might count on additional
blocks on the weekends. It goes without saying that the
beauty of extended writing periods is the opportunity to
wade in, become fully immersed in the project, and push
ahead for significant progress before having to resurface and
rejoin the external world.

Remember that the opportunity to engage in extended writ-
ing jags is a luxury and having this privilege extended, and per-
haps even increased, may hinge on your ability to “show them
the money.” You know what “the money” is—conference papers,
articles, grants, books, and so forth. Give power-holders cause to
reinforce your writing behavior with even more discretionary
time. Keep this in mind: If the boon of writing blocks is the
promise of unmitigated focus and progress, then the bane is the
sometimes difficult requirement to forgo distractions, sustain
focus, and overcome fatigue. Sometimes even mundane human
requirements can pose vexing dilemmas. One of us occupies the
campus office farthest from the nearest lavatory in an exception-
ally long building. Not only does a simple trip to the bathroom
require an eighth-of-a-mile journey, it necessitates passing the
offices of each colleague and being exposed to the lurking dan-
gers of extended social interactions. When a request to install a
portable toilet in the office was shot down by both the mainte-
nance and health departments, this author learned that precious
writing blocks were best safeguarded by quietly slipping out of
the building and over to a nearby athletic facility to use the
lavatory—a time-consuming and inelegant solution for an avid
writer who is also a compulsive coffee drinker. It is not enough to
block out writing time; you must ardently protect it.
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How should you approach a half- or full-day writing session?
Is it best to plan your time carefully, or preferable to just wade
right in? The answers to these questions hinge to a large extent
on your predilections and the nature of the project(s) with
which you are engaged. Here are two good rules of thumb:
(1) in general, it is better to organize your time in advance; and
(2) the longer the writing block, the more important advanced
planning becomes. If you are someone who works best with a
schedule and a plan—perhaps including “to do” lists allowing
you to check off completed tasks as you go—then by all means
create a plan for each writing block. In addition to being intro-
verted, many successful academics also lean in the direction of
obsessive-compulsive behavior. Without lists and plans they
may become paralyzed. Other academics eschew detailed ses-
sion planning in favor of a broad mental framework, while still
others prefer to simply let the spirit guide them as it were.
In the end, your ability to get the writing done will serve as
definitive evidence of the efficacy of your approach.

There is a final facet of writing blocks to thoughtfully con-
sider. This is the issue of what we refer to as writing transitions,
or the period of time you require to both “warm-up” to the task
and subsequently “cool down” as your writing retreat draws to
a close. For most of us, the warm-up phase is generally less prob-
lematic. You might feel inclined to reserve a few minutes after
the door is closed (and locked), after the computer is turned on,
and after your materials are arrayed before you to make a plan
for the hours you will spend writing, to refresh yourself with the
point at which you discontinued the writing last time, and
perhaps to review key points in your working draft.

While the start-up transition is likely to be ripe with promise
and positive expectation, the wind-down or wrap-up phase can
carry a wider range of emotional reactions and irrational
thoughts. It is quite common to feel frustrated when writing
has been sluggish or lackluster. At times you may be appalled by
what could only be a malevolent time warp; you wonder where
all your time went. It is easy to engage in self-deprecation on
those days when the right words are hard to find. And con-
versely, writing time often seems to expire at the penultimate
moment—just when you are on a proverbial roll and the way
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through to completing your project has finally become clear.
Anticipate the need for a cool-down period. Before packing up
your material and saving your files, jot down some notes to
assist you when you again start in, lean back and skim your
work, and, on those days when the writing has gone well, savor
the post-writing euphoria that accompanies genuine productivity.
After all, you’ve earned it!

7 Capture Time by Writing 
in the “Gaps”

Now that you have taken control of your day, constructed a
daily writing schedule, and carved out inviolable writing blocks
several times each week, here is one more secret to prolific aca-
demic writing: Be ready to write in the gaps. In the lexicon of
productive academics, gaps are those spaces or in-between
moments—often occurring several times a day and hundreds of
times a year—in which you suddenly find yourself with a free
hour after a meeting is canceled, waiting in a long line, or other-
wise maintaining a holding pattern until your next scheduled
activity. Gaps are sometimes apparent when looking ahead at
your daily planner. At other times, they are utterly unantici-
pated. On these occasions, they can have the feel of an unex-
pected opportunity or a delightful gift. Whether they arrive
unbidden or in predictable fashion, we encourage you to be
ready for gaps. Don’t wait for the “perfect” time to write, as
much can be done in the meantime during those in-between
moments. Grab time! One of us found ourselves recently shar-
ing this advice with a faculty member who enjoys a consider-
able research allocation of 25 percent of his time.
Unfortunately, he has often waited until the summer months
to write, thereby artificially truncating both the consistency
and volume of his writing.

Although many reading this guide will insist that they can
only make important progress on a project if sequestered away
for a long writing block, we have discovered that some of the
more creative elements of scholarly writing (e.g., reflecting on
your topic, crafting the outline of a future article, trouble-shooting
a research design) as well as many of the more mundane
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elements (e.g., editing a draft, checking references, making
notes on or from other sources, writing an abstract) lend them-
selves perfectly to short bursts of activity. Of course, effectively
writing in the gaps requires two important ingredients: (1) you
must be deliberate and intentional about preparing for gap time;
and (2) when the gaps arise, you must follow through and focus
on your scholarship to the exclusion of competing options
(e.g., naps, Web surfing, magazine reading, spontaneous chats).
The first ingredient can easily be achieved by taking scholarly
tools along with you during the day. If your briefcase contains
some articles you need to read and distill, or drafts of your lat-
est work to edit, you will be prepared to make the most of free
time. If you anticipate longer gaps, take along a laptop and
more of the necessary material you’ll need to be productive.

In our experience, extra writing time can be captured where
none existed simply by being prepared to do some work in such
circumstances as sitting in a doctor’s office waiting for an
appointment, standing in line at the Department of Motor
Vehicles, sitting in your office during a half-hour stretch
between classes or meetings, during down-time at a conven-
tion, waiting for repairs to be completed on your car, for a
child’s soccer practice to end, or even standing around in your
kitchen while pasta cooks. And don’t forget unexpected delays
and idle time spent in trains, planes, and automobiles and on
platforms. On recent trips to New York via train and
San Francisco via airplane, we were both able to plug in our
laptops and enjoy extended hours of delightful productivity
punctuated by inspiring landscapes and garnished with hot bev-
erages. As another example, a child’s indoor track meet typically
involves about three hours of parental waiting. While being
present to support kids is a paramount commitment, the 170
minutes of waiting is often an ideal opportunity for attending to
various writing tasks. You get the idea. Productive academics do
not complain that they can only work at their desk or at home;
instead, they capture additional writing time by “writing in”
life’s gaps—pun intended!

Here is a fascinating phenomenon: The more you write, and
the more you begin to enjoy writing, the more likely you will be
to naturally turn your attention to scholarship when opportunities
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present themselves. Call this scholarly inertia. When writing—
and all the tasks associated with the scholarly enterprise—
become so thoroughly integrated into life that you naturally
seek opportunities to continue the process in-between larger
writing blocks, you will have turned a corner; for prolific schol-
ars, writing in the gaps makes the difference in promoting high
productivity.

As you might suspect, we close this discussion with a caveat
and a friendly warning. Although writing in the gaps is a won-
derful way to exponentially increase productivity, be careful.
Make sure you guard against what we call academic nerdism.
We define nerdism as a tendency to become so preoccupied
with using every available minute for writing that one becomes
either distressed (e.g., anxious, depressed, sleep deprived) or
dysfunctional (e.g., fails to meet important obligations, ignores
loved ones, allows relationships to suffer, misses out on other
joys and pleasures in life). For academics that already suffer
from obsessive tendencies, writing in the gaps can take on a
compulsive character fueled by anxiety. In this case, enjoyment
will almost certainly be diminished. Keep writing but keep it in
perspective.

8 Stay Home (or Locked in a Tower)

Successful writers learn early on that the most productive writ-
ing often occurs when sequestered away in the familiar comfort
of home, the sanctuary of a hotel room during an otherwise
busy conference, in the quiet recesses of a comfortable base-
ment, an anonymous library cubical, or a secluded weekend
cabin. Each of these writing locations shares one important fea-
ture in common: It is far from your office and its unceasing
stream of interruptions and distractions. As realtors are fond of
saying, location is everything. To write prolifically, it is often
imperative to write away from campus.

During the regular workweek, we highly recommend that
you firmly limit your teaching and meeting obligations to no
more than three days per week. Schedule meetings on your
teaching days and block the other two days for writing. Many
reading this advice will say, “but I’m too busy, I can’t afford to
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block out two full days.” To this, we respond, if you’re tenure-
earning at a research institution, you can’t afford not to. Once
your teaching schedule is set for the semester—and we recom-
mend that you be assertive about influencing decisions regard-
ing when your classes are scheduled—select two days or four
half-days and block them out with permanent marker for the
entire semester. Believe it or not, department leaders, col-
leagues, and students will quickly acclimate to this schedule and
learn to request meetings on the days you’re available.

An outrageously prolific scholar at Vanderbilt University, a
former department chair, advised junior professors about how
to develop their scholarship and increase their productivity. The
young colleagues who received their chair’s counsel were urged
to stay home and write at least twice weekly, consolidating
meetings on days they were in the office. His sage advice went
something like this:

You can only be productive if you work. It sounds simple, but
you have to get to the workbench every day. You can’t say, “I’m
going to work on my article on Monday or Friday.” This is not
going to help. You’ve got to be really specific, diligent, and
aggressive about setting a schedule for your scholarship and
sticking to it. You have to work on your scholarship, and if you
don’t allot the time to do it, it’s not going to automatically
occur.

Although we titled this section “Stay Home,” we recognize
that home will not be conducive to productivity for all new aca-
demics. Some of us have children at home, some of us have
active roommates, and still others may find home so chock full
of tempting distractions that we can’t seem to bear down and
attend exclusively to the task at hand. If any of this rings true,
then it is imperative for you to find an alternative writing hide-
away—a place with no distracting trappings, a place you can
associate exclusively with writing. Call this your local writing
address. It may be a vacant office across campus, a friend’s spare
room, or a cubicle in the library. At our institutions (the
University of South Florida and the U.S. Naval Academy), fac-
ulty can easily reserve very small—closet-sized—rooms for the
semester or year. These rooms feature four bare walls, a desk,
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a chair, outlets for your computer, and a solid door with a reliable
lock. Once the door to such a monastic chamber is closed, there
is very little to do but write! Of course, once you are ensconced
at your local writing address, you will need to avoid answering
the door, responding to phone calls or checking e-mail—
allowing such distractions undermines the very reason for
securing a writing space.

Here is another recommendation for new academics: When
you are afforded longer stretches of time away from your
department, consider using some of this for writing. You will
find yourself traveling to a convention or a speaking engage-
ment, as well as taking holidays and vacations, so why not bring
along your laptop and writing files? Both of us have enjoyed
writing articles, books, and proposals on jaunts around the
world as well as in beach condos. Spring and summer breaks
offer ideal times for achieving major progress on writing proj-
ects. In these instances, create a writing schedule before depart-
ing for a vacation or a conference: Discipline yourself to steal
moments or even hours while away to get some important work
done. Even at crowded conventions or on long travel days,
“down time” can occur as an unexpected surprise.

We refer to those delightful—and all too rare—occasions
when you can actually plan time away exclusively for the pur-
pose of scholarly work as writing vacations. Plan and utilize
your time for maximum effect. To start, we recommend that
you develop a checklist. That way you will be sure to have all of
the papers and sources you need, as well as all of that “fussy”
equipment for your laptop that makes or breaks productivity.
External disk drives, external keyboards, power cables, and
thumbdrives are just a few examples. It’s a good idea to save
your entire set of files on your thumbdrive or on a CD ROM,
should you want to access files unexpectedly. Writing can be
organic and unpredictable, sending you to ideas recorded else-
where in your research, teaching, and service files. As another
pointer, if you are noise sensitive, book your room away from
the elevator and other high-traffic areas. And by all means, if
you are fortunate enough to have a writing vacation in a lovely
area, take time for walks, swims, or bike rides as a way of
refreshing and refocusing in the midst of the work.
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Finding the right balance of work and rejuvenation will be
the key to making your writing vacation a success. Although
writing is usually a solo endeavor, there are times when a writ-
ing vacation can incorporate a coauthor or at least another
author. Near the end of graduate school, one of us spent an
entire week at a mountain cabin with a best friend. Not only did
both of us successfully write the majority of our dissertation lit-
erature reviews over the course of the week, we went on long
runs each day, enjoyed cooking to break the long hours of
monotony, and became closer friends along the way.

Here’s the key: When you write in long jags, stay away. Hide.
Do not make yourself available by phone, except for urgent
messages. One of us received an enticing job offer while on a
one-week writing holiday. Although welcomed news that
inspired greater productivity, it was important to stay the course
and keep working. Even good news can wait until after your
work is done. The rule of thumb here is to avoid distractions
and even the appearance of inviting these. And don’t worry
what anyone thinks of your well-timed absences—as long as
you’re productive and have something to show for your time. It
is a good idea to let someone, perhaps your department chair or
office secretary, know where you are while away.

An essential lesson born of personal experience is that prolific
writers get more time for writing. Smart institutional leaders
often grant their most productive scholars greater degrees of
freedom when it comes to independence and time away to
write. They may more easily overlook your absence at nonessen-
tial faculty meetings, endorse your plan to work away from the
office routinely, and protect you from assignment to institution-
wide committees. Sometimes this is deliberate, at other times it
is unconscious, but institutional leaders are simply inclined to
reward professors who come through with evidence of produc-
tivity. Seasoned scholars are usually good at navigating adminis-
tration and negotiating rewards for their efforts, such as course
releases, graduate assistantship, and office space. Prolific scholars
usually leave institutions that fail to reward productivity or
afford them ample time for writing.

When you get a major contract for a book or grant, or will be
undertaking a time-consuming writing project, see what, if
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anything, administrators can do to support you. And remember:
Each year is a new slate in terms of one’s productivity. A depart-
ment chair has been known to say to his faculty that it didn’t
matter how much they had produced the previous year, what
mattered was “What have you done for me lately”? This sent a
powerful message to the group—no professor has laurels to rest
upon, unless he or she is retired.

Strive for outstanding productivity and appreciate the fact
that this will only make your administrator and institution
look good. Knowing this should empower you to selfishly
guard precious writing time without feeling guilty. But in all
cases remain collegial.
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2

Become Dogmatically

D isciplined and Set F irm

Boundaries

After a decision to write is crystallized, it is time to establish
several ironclad policies regarding the fierce protection of your
writing space. It is time to become a disciplined writer.
Carefully weigh the demands of service and teaching on your
time and try to focus on responsibilities that promote your
development as an academic writer. Being an overly accommo-
dating colleague will only “reward” you with more and more
nonresearch commitments. Monitor the equity in faculty load
distribution at your institution as a way of ensuring fairness in
work allocation. It is also imperative that you pursue your own
writing pace; be a good mentor and colleague, but don’t get
bogged down by underfunctioning or distracting colleagues. It
is possible to be dogmatically protective of your writing bound-
aries while simultaneously being a valued colleague.

9 Take Vows of Discipline and 
Delayed Gratification

Scott Peck (1978) struck a powerful chord in the opening line
to his bestseller The Road Less Traveled with the words, “Life is
difficult.” The writing life is also difficult. If you want to be a
prolific writer, be prepared to sacrifice and endure some
inevitable pain. On the surface, this sounds easy enough, but
remember, human beings are programmed to avoid pain at all
costs; sometimes, pushing through discomfort and boredom
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will require doing battle with powerful urges to sidestep,
postpone, or quit your project altogether. Wading through
hours of tedious literature-reviewing and data analysis, and ded-
icating oneself to working especially when the tasks are formi-
dable or unpleasant, is the very soul of the disciplined writing
life. Once a writing schedule is established, stick to it. In no
other area of your professorial life are dogmatism and rigidity so
essential and likely to pay tangible dividends.

We know, we’re making it sound like you need to become a
monk or nun in order to succeed in the academy, but the
reality is that a monastic frame of mind during the hours you
allocate to writing can be a virtue. Like monks and nuns,
productive writers seek sanctuaries to reflect, take vows of
discipline, and delay gratification. Of course, sabbaticals offer
the chance to become more thoroughly immersed in the aus-
tere mindset of the academic monastic. The most dogmati-
cally self-disciplined scholars are often prolific writers. When
you carefully observe them you will notice that they have
clear, even firm, boundaries, know how to delegate tasks, and
write (almost) everyday—few are procrastinators, at least not
chronically.

Prolific scholars tend to have other attributes in common.
These include vision, focus, optimism, and emotional resilience.
Difficult personal problems and workplace conflicts are over-
come more readily because these people are so focused on their
writing goals and maintain perspective on what matters to
them. If the work environment is not conducive to writing,
they simply stay at home even more than usual to work. Every
new day is rife with choices. Without a doubt, prolific writing is
a choice, not merely a choice to write but a simultaneous choice
to not engage in alternative behaviors that tend to impede writ-
ing. On the spectrum of gratification, writing seldom offers
anything immediate—beyond some intrinsic satisfaction with
making progress or getting more words down on the page.
Indeed, prolific writing is typically a prime example of delayed
gratification. Can you go long periods exerting diligent effort
for tangible rewards that are both distant and unpredictable?
Although most graduate students and junior faculty reading
this guide have already shown their mettle when it comes to
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delayed gratification, all of us are vulnerable to running off
course.

Let’s be clear that delayed gratification does not mean ignor-
ing opportunities to celebrate important milestones, or brush-
ing aside one’s self-care, or neglecting important relationships.
Medical attention, physical activity, and other practices that
promote good health and well-being are “musts.” Prolific
scholars tend to have obsessive-compulsive work habits; some
adhere to regular exercise routines, but the aging process com-
bined with scheduling demands can conspire to take over.
These pose great challenges for all academics. It is also impor-
tant to note that self-discipline and an unflinching commitment
to write must never trump excellent teaching or availability to
students. Further, it is a miscarriage of responsibility to leave all
service demands in your department to tenure-earning faculty if
you yourself hold tenure. The balanced scholar exhibits strin-
gent commitment to scholarship in the context of full member-
ship in the academy.

The daily habits of tenure-earning faculty make a big differ-
ence in the long haul—eating at the computer instead of at the
dinner table or in front of the TV, for example, and putting
aside favorite shows and pleasure reading are ways of “banking”
time. As other examples, long trips to visit family and friends
should get replaced with short ones, unless you can do your
writing during your stay. Just like penny-saving, small efforts do
add up. The more productively you use your time, and the
more sacrifices you make—small, not just big—the greater the
results.

Start banking today.

10 “Just Say No” to Competing 
Demands

School leaders, parents, and even presidents have counseled us
to “just say no” when it is important to. Most of us intuit that
saying “no” sometimes can be healthy and critical to insuring
maximal performance. Yet how many of us reluctantly say “yes”
time and time again? And after becoming overcommitted, how
many of us complain relentlessly, all the while feeling like a
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martyr? We go through all of that, when one little word—two
little letters, even!—could have freed us from obligation: No.
Sorry, no. Darn it, no way, I can’t. Or, the more daring: Not
only no, but hell no! That’s what your inner voice was bellow-
ing as your tenure-earning mouth uttered, “Yes, I’d love to
assume your student advising load while you take sabbatical
next semester,” or “Okay, I’ll attend weekly three-hour faculty
senate meetings all year.”

There are myriad reasons why otherwise high-functioning
college professors struggle with saying “no.” Some of us
exhibit symptoms of self-doubt or shame when compelled to
set limits and say no—particularly when authority figures are
involved. This syndrome has been termed “the disease to
please.” Lacking confidence as professionals, we may naively
assume that senior colleagues know best and will always have
our interests at heart. Sometimes, new faculty erroneously
assume that saying yes to every request will help them win
tenure and promotion, when in fact good teaching and stellar
scholarship are the primary criteria for tenure. Life-skills
coaches warn that saying yes when you need or want to say no
causes burnout and other negative health outcomes. Keep in
mind that we do the people making the request a disservice
and certainly ourselves by constantly saying yes.

Let’s face it, once you decide to write, nearly everything in
your life will conspire to derail you. Because academics—
especially educators—are naturally curious, service-oriented,
and prone to enjoy work with students and colleagues, oppor-
tunities for engaging in the academic milieu are nearly endless.
Mail, e-mail, phone calls, and interesting reading can also
become deeply alluring when writing time rolls around. Turn
off the “interruptions” and shut them out. Here is the paradox:
As your reputation grows, so will the volume of requests, invi-
tations, and flat-out demands on your time. The more produc-
tive you become, the more dogmatic you will have to be in your
determination to set boundaries around your writing time.
Become adept at separating priorities from the distractions.

Or course, you cannot and should not say no to every
request. Prolific academics quickly learn to separate demands
that are reasonable from those that are not. It’s not always easy
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to make this determination, especially in the face of an
unexpected request. Try this technique: As someone asks you
to do something, take a deep breath. Don’t agree immediately.
Give yourself time to decide. If you know you want to say no
and just can’t seem to politely decline on the spot, just say you
will get back to them. Avoid feeling pressure and saying yes
only to regret it later on. To hone your skill in this area, observe
how seasoned professionals respond to impromptu requests;
notice how smoothly they can refuse requests without tripping
over their words, justifying themselves, or wallowing in
anguish. They simplify by depersonalizing the situation and
offering the same explanation to everyone they decline. Here
are some effective examples: “That’s a great idea and I wish you
well with it.” “I’m sorry but I already have too much on my
plate right now to be of any service.” “Having children to take
care of at home makes it difficult for me to accept any more
responsibility at this time.” And, “I really don’t have the expert-
ise or the interest in that area, but here are some names you
might consider.” Here is one colleague’s creative response we
term the Before Tenure (BT)/After Tenure (AT) technique.
Our colleague often applied it with a friendly flare: “Listen, you
can definitely count on me to do that AT. In the meantime, I’m
BT and must regrettably say no.” Others, including the dean,
soon warmed up to her, despite the rejections, and even adopted
her lingo. You will seldom find an academic administrator who
is not sensitive to this issue.

As a beginning professor, you may feel compelled to suc-
cumb to various pressures applied by senior faculty. We know
people who, from their first week on the job, delayed their own
writing productivity by providing manuscript reviews for their
new colleagues or acquiescing to excessive committee assign-
ments. Set a clear precedent early on that protects your writing
time. Do you tend to accommodate the wishes of department
chairs and anyone else who smacks of authority to you? If you
see the department chair as your “boss” or the tenure review
committee as an all-powerful group never to be defied, you may
have difficulty acting with the autonomy that should character-
ize a college professor. Freedom is, in a word, the soul of the
academy; academic freedom is what draws many of us to the
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professoriate. You are your own “boss” now—chairs are your
colleagues, just as senior faculty are, and while they do have an
evaluative role, you are in charge of and ultimately accountable
for your own academic career and writing life.

Intelligently filter any “unreasonable” requests by senior fac-
ulty and administrators. If you’re being asked to do something
that truly is unreasonable, and have no choice but to rise to the
occasion, start negotiating. Tenure-earning faculty get asked
to teach new courses with little notice and thus preparation
time, to teach out-of-discipline, to chair the recruiting efforts
for their programs, and to head up the accreditation process for
their college or department, among other things. When some-
one asks you to do something that could jeopardize your
advancement, seriously consider whether there is any way you
can benefit: Compromise in a way that will support your writ-
ing efforts. However, if upon declining you experience penalty,
investigate your faculty rights and assert them with respect to
your assigned duties. Learn from politically savvy faculty who
know how to gain from compromises. Common bargaining
chips include release time from a course, graduate assistance,
extra clerical support, and summer salary. Finagle but stay
focused on your writing!

When all is said and done, the more dogmatically disciplined
you are about your writing agenda, the more others will natu-
rally respect your firm boundaries. Come across as confident,
not overly accommodating or unable to say no to competing
demands.

Be your own best friend.

11 Rebuke the Demons of Service

It’s true that service to institution and profession constitute one
leg of the traditional academic stool, but do not kid yourself—
teaching and scholarship are what count most at promotion and
tenure junctures, and, even then, scholarship reigns supreme.
No matter what your research university says, prolific scholars
are more likely to be promoted than great teachers, active com-
mittee members, and committed service volunteers. New pro-
fessors must ask the question, “How might this commitment
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serve both the institution and my own scholarly goals; how will
it help me get tenured?” in response to each new request
to serve an organization in some capacity. Examples include
joining a committee, assuming leadership in a professional asso-
ciation, organizing conference symposia, preparing student ori-
entations, and agreeing to serve on thesis and dissertation
committees.

Service is important and some degree of service is non-
negotiable, but service can easily become a drain on your
scholarly resources. Without careful management, service can
become the enemy of writing productivity, stability, and rou-
tine. In our experience, junior faculty frequently make the
mistake of demonstrating porous boundaries to department
chairs or other senior faculty. Afraid to disappoint and labor-
ing under the illusion that service and scholarship are coequal
at promotion and tenure junctures, they take on Herculean
service loads while their writing slowly falters and productivity
fades.

Since you will definitely be doing some service, think smart.
There is an implicit hierarchical value attached to most forms of
service—service within your college or university is generally
valued less than service to your profession. While serving on
your department’s various faculty committees (e.g., accredita-
tion, admissions, recruitment) may have internal value, and
although each of us owes some allegiance to our departments
and institutions, the rewards can be lean, especially come the
tenure decision. The further you venture from “home,” then,
the better: That goes for activity on your campus outside your
department and certainly for service within your field. High-
energy, focused, tenure-earning faculty usually join editorial
boards of journals and other publishing presses, review for the
journals, associations, and funding agencies in which they seek
publication or sponsorship, and assume a leadership role within
their favorite professional association. Keep a careful record and
supporting evidence of all such activity. It is probably apparent
that key service roles within your discipline can actually facili-
tate your scholarly output. For example, reviewing manuscripts
and serving on the program committee for your field’s premier
conference are forms of service likely to bring you—and your
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work—to the attention of important colleagues and potential
collaborators.

Develop your own policy or practice as to how you will
approach service each semester and year. Someone we know
who was recently tenured recommends keeping active with at
least one service commitment to your department, college,
university, and field. He looks for the most visible committees
to serve on at his campus that demand the least amount of
work, and gave, as examples, publication, library, and senate
committees. Ask around and see what tips your colleagues can
offer you. Of course, the relative value and workload for all
such committees vary from one institution to the next and
from year to year. No doubt, as a tenure-track faculty member
you likely will be haunted by the demons of service. Although
it is vital that you serve your campus and your profession, be
selective: To the extent possible, your service commitments
should enhance your writing productivity and overall scholar-
ship. As an example, one of us routinely served on a research
award committee and on a summer faculty grant committee;
these committees offered an insider’s view to the work of
highly prolific scholars on campus, and the committee work
was generally limited to a short period during the academic
year. The strategies you bring to selecting your service
involvement and commitments can make a world of difference
to your success as a scholar.

12 Connect your Writing 
to Teaching and Service

Prolific scholars turn the teaching/research/service require-
ment for faculty excellence into a “package deal.” Outstanding
professors have a tendency to integrate these essential compo-
nents of faculty performance by seeking areas of overlap. The
greater the match between teaching, service, and scholarship,
the more economical and elegant your work will become.

Many professors turn the demands of teaching and service
into “fodder” for research. In fact, these holistic thinkers have
difficulty viewing one major activity in isolation from another;
they naturally gravitate toward making creative connections
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among seemingly disparate areas. The umbrella term “scholarship”
is most fitting for these visionary individuals. They have devel-
oped overarching themes that bind and connect research to
teaching and service. For example, new professors who use
their classroom teaching as the basis for scholarly inquiry will
find a fundamental connection, as will those who write with the
students they teach or supervise and those who turn major serv-
ice commitments into research projects (e.g., evaluating institu-
tional outcomes as a member of the institution’s assessment
committee). Service demands in faculty and policy develop-
ment, program accreditation and renewal, and institutional and
cultural change all make potentially ripe topics for inquiry.

You’ve probably noticed that scholarship is sometimes used to
refer to research only and sometimes it is extended to teaching
and service. In his groundbreaking classic Scholarship
Reconsidered: Priorities of the Professoriate, Ernest Boyer (1990)
presented a case for the latter scenario. He recognized that fac-
ulty reward systems have yet to match the wide range of academic
functions that define our work as professors and that cause us to
feel “caught between competing obligations” (p. 1). He defined
scholarship broadly in an effort to capture the complete gambit
of our work. The scholarship of discovery—that is research—is
too restrictive a view of scholarship, Boyer argued, so he added
the scholarships of integration, application, and teaching.

For example, many faculty members in the field of education
seek connectedness between their research and teaching;
teaching may take on the mantel of serious intellectual
endeavor. It is not just a forum for sharing knowledge and
teaching skills but a context in which our developmental needs
as scholars can be met. Perhaps due to Boyer’s influence, many
colleges and universities now require tenure-seeking faculty to
list separately publications that arise from their teaching con-
text. If this modest change tells us anything, it is that the schol-
arly value placed on teaching, and on the teacher as scholar, has
finally snagged the recognition of administrators of particular
disciplines.

Writing can be facilitated when you consciously seek to
“marry” your research and teaching. A few examples of topics
that have come to fruition through our teaching are student
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engagement, cohort mentoring, theory-practice relations,
web-enhanced instruction, administrator preparation, pre-
service teacher empowerment, cultural identity, and disabilities
awareness.

Also, seek creative ways to integrate your scholarship into
your major service commitments. This will probably be
harder to accomplish than integrating teaching and scholar-
ship, in which pedagogical experiments can be developed and
“data” generated through such means as interviews and sur-
veys. Nonetheless, even with your service commitments you
can produce academic writing on topics relevant to your aca-
demic interests and seek publication of the results. We man-
aged to do some of this while tenure-earning, although the
“light bulb” would usually go off only after we were
immersed in the work at hand. As an example, we turned
service on a college’s research council into a published article
on the vision of differentiated staffing for colleges of educa-
tion; for this purpose, data were collected from faculty
nationwide after having carefully documented the varied
responses of the on-site committee participants. As another
example, after having coordinated an extramural mentoring
program for new scholars for the American Educational
Research Association, a leading national conference, one of
us surveyed the participating mentoring parties. The research
that featured an innovative form of academic mentoring
appeared in an international journal. In another instance, one
of us collected outcome data that emerged while coordinat-
ing a university-wide, campus-led mentoring initiative for
undergraduate students engaged in research with faculty.
Finally, one of us became intrigued by the process of screen-
ing professionals for personal character and psychological
fitness while serving on a state Board of Bar Examiners. By
extrapolating from law to the discipline of psychology, three
peer-reviewed articles were published on the topic.

The artificial lines many faculty seem to draw in the sand sep-
arating research from teaching and service are limiting. Here is
the bottom line: Productive faculty members become adept at
producing scholarship wherever they are; that is, within their
service, teaching, and institutional context, they find elegant
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and economical strategies for researching and writing. They see
the potential for “inquiry” just about anywhere. Orchestrate
research activity in the taken-for-granted spaces of your own
classrooms and meeting rooms, and write about what you have
learned.

13 Avoid the Factory Mentality
and Lunch Crowd

Every academic unit has a unique working style and set of
values. If you work with committed, serious scholars and sup-
portive staff, you will probably find that collegial distractions
are kept to a minimum. However, if you work with colleagues
who are unproductive procrastinators or insecure competitors,
you may find yourself in an uncomfortable situation. A produc-
tive, focused newcomer may unintentionally violate implicit
cultural norms and threaten the status quo, especially where
unproductive senior faculty form the majority. This would not
be a surprising occurrence in the academy, given that “frag-
mented communication” is more common than one might
expect (Massy, Wilger, & Colbeck, 1994). Massey et al. inter-
viewed approximately 300 faculty from different types of higher
education institutions only to learn that faculty communication
problems are widespread. Issues of autonomy, specialization,
levels of civility, generational splits, and personal politics were
found to be at the center of these difficulties.

As one solution, avoid the factory mentality, lunch crowd,
and politicking while at the same time remaining collegial with
fellow academics. You will need to find creative and steadfast
ways to walk this tightrope. For one thing, set clear bound-
aries: Kindly but clearly communicate that you have specific
goals to satisfy and within exact timeframes. Over time, you
can count on at least some colleagues accepting your disci-
plined ways; some of them may even begin to see you as a role
model. However, others may feel jealous and even threatened,
especially if your work receives recognition from faculty,
administrators, and the larger academic field. For another
thing, circulate publishing-related information (e.g., call for
proposals) to your colleagues, setting a professional tone: This

Become D isciplined and Set Boundaries 33

1403977437ts03.qxd  28/03/2007  11:58 AM  Page 33



action may strike a positive cord for those seeking opportunities
to publish. Finally, participate as fully as possible in requisite
faculty meetings and sponsored events—many of these are usu-
ally required anyway. When you take the lead in encouraging
colleague’s scholarly work, highlight and broadcast writing
opportunities within the department, invite colleagues to par-
ticipate in team projects (when appropriate), and transparently
pursue your own projects, your collegiality cannot easily be
questioned.

Let us define the term factory mentality. A factory mentality
is a subtle but well-established psychosocial process in which
members of a workplace labor under implicit norms about
appropriate rates of productivity. Various research studies con-
firm that when a newcomer or an existing member of a commu-
nity questions or dares to violate established norms, the
remaining members often feel threatened and may take steps to
pressure the discrepant member to comply with implicit norms.
Depending upon the academic departmental culture, an insidi-
ous factory mentality may cause some new faculty to fear that
producing more than their lowest producing senior counter-
parts could jeopardize their tenure. In these environments,
tenure-earning professors who strive to overcome this social
obstacle and write prolifically may experience both political heat
and interpersonal alienation. For example, a noncompliant new-
comer may be ostracized socially, given unreasonable committee
loads, or be otherwise sabotaged. Consider the experience of a
tenure-earning Hispanic female at a premier research institution:

I’ve learned to contain my overt enthusiasm for scholarship and
teaching, downplay my project involvement and publication
successes, and tame my seemingly flighty ways in order to fit in.
But this is not to imply that I could get away with being less
than competent as a teacher and scholar, so I work doubly hard.
I don’t know how much any of this has to do with gender issues
or the atmosphere of repression in the academy. (personal com-
munication, December 2004)

So what to do if the factory mentality is stifling your work?
First, try to ensure that your own behavior is thoroughly colle-
gial. Nothing can exacerbate insecurity and competitiveness
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faster than a newcomer who comes across as secretive,
withholding, and purely self-absorbed. Strike a balance between
warm, sincere, and consistent collegiality and firm boundaries
around your scholarly time. Finally, refuse to tolerate either
subtle or overt forms of pressure to reduce your output, and
confront power-holders if punished for noncompliance with
normative mediocrity.

What about socializing with colleagues during the work
week? It can certainly be fun, even inspiring, to go to lunch
occasionally or to “brown bag” it with colleagues from inside or
outside your department or college. Such sessions can provide
excellent opportunities to discuss academic writing, to
exchange vital information about the publishing world, or to
reward yourself for productive writing. As in the case of service
activities, we think it is important to be socially engaged but on
your own terms. The same professor quoted previously shared
that, “Because I am concerned about getting tenure and know
that my department’s vote will count, I join my comparatively
leisurely tenured colleagues for lunch once weekly.” This pro-
fessor spends her remaining lunch periods and breaks honed in
on writing. If you find yourself conflicted about how much
socializing is expected, consider speaking with trusted adminis-
trators to seek advice and perhaps to learn about their related
experiences, all in an effort to seek solutions.

We extend a cautionary note: Be an excellent colleague with-
out giving in to norms promoting scholarly slothfulness or inac-
tivity. If, in spite of your best efforts to balance collegiality and
outrageous productivity, you find yourself alienated or other-
wise sabotaged, consider moving on—you will probably have
the publications to be competitive elsewhere. And here is one
more secret: don’t expect your department or college to reward
your unusual productivity in all circumstances. Professors have
often shared with us that while their annual publishing accom-
plishments have outrun those of their departmental colleagues,
everyone in their departments is awarded the exact same annual
merit raise (or none at all). Although such practices under-
mine the very notion of “merit,” they happen. The factory
mentality and the political pressure it incites can pervade
administrative practice, not just faculty culture.
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As we can see, where institutional and human forces embody
the factory mentality, everyone is kept to the same low stan-
dards. Of course, these pressures are covert and counter to what
people who act oppressively or deceptively will in fact claim to
be true about their own values and work habits. Although cul-
turally implicit, faculty will be expected to produce no more
than their counterparts or they will not be recognized if their
productivity is higher. You are a professor, not a lemming! Rise
above thinking of your products as “widgets” or “thingama-
jigs,” and, for goodness sake, produce scholarship at your rate,
not the rate set by the herd.

14 Demand Equity in Faculty
Responsibilities

Conditions within departments support or hinder fairness in
the assignment of faculty duties and responsibilities. It is diffi-
cult to do the work of writing when battling excessive demands
for teaching, student advising, and service. When a department
chair allows new faculty to be exploited in the sense of expect-
ing them to do more of the teaching, supervision, and commit-
tee work than is demanded of senior faculty, something is
wrong. Avoid attempting to single-handedly correct a prob-
lematic departmental culture by advising more students than
you should or by accepting teaching or administrative over-
loads. Consult your program coordinator or, if necessary, con-
front your department head with questions about equity.
Clearly articulate your need for scholarly time and safeguards in
this regard. If reasonable requests are not honored, seek sup-
port from administrative leaders in charge of overseeing tenure
and promotion in your college, usually the associate dean for
academic affairs or someone in a comparable position; if results
are not satisfactory, consider revising expectations for your own
productivity or move on to a more research-friendly institution.
Remember, you are your own best guardian when it comes to
screening assigned responsibilities and ensuring evenhanded-
ness on the part of others.

In order to proceed thoughtfully in considering your
assigned faculty responsibilities, consider what your assigned
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faculty duties look like when compared with others at the same
rank and across rank within the same academic unit. Keep in
mind that your dean or department chair will see your
time through the lens of a matrix or calendar. Your Full-
time Equivalent (FTE) must add up to 100 percent and be
divided among the three major categories in which you will
be evaluated—research, teaching, and service. FTE refers to the
percentage of time a staff member works, represented as a dec-
imal. A full-time person is 1.00, a half-time person is .50 and a
quarter-time person is .25.

If you are tenure-earning, teaching and research will consti-
tute your greatest efforts and hence percentage weights. In our
experience, 40 percent or more has been allocated to each of
these responsibilities, with service weighing in at 20 percent or
less. Although many new faculty choose to make teaching the
larger slice of their academic responsibility pie, research efforts
typically require longer to produce positive results. Manuscript
reviews alone can take months. Thus, for many of us, it may be
wise to allocate more time to research and scholarship in the
first few years of an academic career. It is easier to titrate up the
amount of time you devote to teaching new courses or serving
on committees after your scholarship is thoroughly established
and publications are underway.

In much the same way that it makes sense to allocate more of
your early financial portfolio to stocks, it is wise to assign more
of your earlier academic time to producing scholarship. Both
investments will pay larger dividends down the road than the
alternatives. This advice should not be construed as license to
neglect excellent teaching. We merely suggest that to the extent
you can influence the process of allocation, lobby for more time
to write in the first few years of your academic post. Try to be
realistic about what you can accomplish within a single aca-
demic year, and what you need to accomplish to stay on track
for tenure, before agreeing to an assigned load of faculty duties.
Quite often, faculty experience regret after agreeing to large
teaching and service loads during years that are crucial to
establishing one’s scholarly credentials.

The tension between teaching and scholarly time allocation
can create particularly poignant conflict for the faculty member
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committed to both exemplary teaching and prolific writing.
Bear in mind that teaching does not refer only to your courses
but also to any advisements, thesis/dissertation supervisions,
and directed/independent studies. Specific percentage alloca-
tions (e.g., 5 percent) can be given to duties that go beyond
the teaching of courses, otherwise official credit will be lost.
Because it is essential that we as faculty maintain high compe-
tence as professionals in our fields and keep abreast of the
most recent developments in our special areas of scholarly
interest, excellent teaching becomes more difficult without a
substantial allocation of resources to scholarship. And yet, it is
important to be sensitive to the fact that your official alloca-
tion of research time is likely to be less than that of more sen-
ior scholars who are prolific. Because they have track records
of significant external funding or remarkable productivity,
accomplished faculty members often negotiate significant
research allocations.

We recognize that the pursuit of one’s scholarly interests
requires concentrated efforts that heavy teaching loads and
other campus responsibilities strain. Do your best to keep
your responsibilities outside of teaching and research to a
minimum early on. Ironically, coteaching efforts can actually
create a burden, costing you valuable time and energy, so give
careful consideration to such initiatives. Academic depart-
ments generally lack the resources that encourage faculty col-
laboration and creativity in teaching assignments, and they are
constrained by inflexible evaluation-and-reward structures
(Massy, Wilger, & Colbeck, 1994). Different opportunities
for student advisement and service activity will likely come
your way, so choose wisely and within the percentage alloca-
tion you have agreed to. Doing too much advising or com-
mittee work when such activities are not fully covered in the
institution’s FTE matrix is a form of self-sabotage. We know a
junior professor who volunteered to oversee a departmental
accreditation visit, spending so much time on the organiza-
tional “trivia” associated with this kind of commitment that
his tenured colleagues wondered how serious he was about his
writing and tenure.
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Although tenure-earning faculty are supposed to be
protected from unfair expectations regarding teaching and
service, this is not always the case. Theoretically, your assigned
responsibilities should evolve from the tenure-earning to post-
tenure, to senior academic leader phases of a career. Again, to
use an investment metaphor, your allocation of investments
should change as your career evolves and time to retirement
draws near. But the truth is that you can’t always count on
department leaders to watch out for your scholarly time
(or even to advise you on your assignment of responsibilities).
Faculty will need to steadfastly protect their scholarly alloca-
tion and see to it that they are not being given more teaching
or service than their colleagues and, savvy faculty would argue,
peer institutions. You may also note that tenured faculty who
obtain competitive grants and book contracts have leverage and
can negotiate releases from teaching. Success often breeds
opportunities for more success.

Equivalency even among new tenure-earning faculty can
prove tricky to understand let alone verify. Most new hires rec-
ognize the importance of negotiating with their department
chairs their percentages in advance. The politically astute will
probably want to request more emphasis on teaching and
scholarship early on, knowing the inordinate amount of time
it takes to prepare new courses and to acclimate to a new insti-
tution. Other incoming faculty may have official administra-
tive duties or even split appointments divided between two
organizations, such as education and psychology, or between
two colleges, such as science and medicine. These faculty in
particular must be cautious about getting swamped with
excessive administrative work or torn between competing
demands, sometimes even different cultural expectations.

Remember, in the final analysis your assigned duties will go a
long way toward determining how much time you can allocate
to writing. Demand equity at not only the early paperwork
stage but also during your tenure. Use this allocation process to
direct attention to your writing commitments and, should sub-
sequent requests come your way that fall outside your job
matrix, politely decline.
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15 Model Boundaries without
Neglecting Students or Retreating

As a college professor, your first obligation is to those you
serve. But there is a fine line between focus on scholarship and
neglect of students and colleagues. If productive writing
causes harm to your students through outright neglect, some-
thing is wrong. At the same time, if students are constantly
showing up unannounced at your door you will not be able to
get any writing done. You need to have posted office hours
and dogmatically stick to them. Refrain from trying to serve
students who really should be talking to other faculty or the
administrators in your building. It is counterproductive, for
example, for you to struggle with assisting the student of
another dissertation chair when only that faculty expert can
help anyway. By allowing yourself to become mired in every
student or faculty issue that crosses the threshold of your
office, you may unwittingly undermine colleagues, enable
manipulative students, and ultimately sabotage your own
opportunities for writing.

In our experience, excellent teaching, mentoring, collegiality,
and writing need not be mutually exclusive—even in small insti-
tutions or graduate programs with large student-faculty ratios.
What’s the secret? Clear boundaries and good planning around
daily goals. When it is time to write, lock your door, disconnect
the phone, turn off e-mail, and do not compromise. When time
for writing is up, open your door and engage the academic
community fully. By so doing, you will be a fantastic model to
your students and to less productive colleagues. In contrast to
schools, government offices, and some other workplaces, we’re
allowed to shut our doors in the academy—our culture is
unique. Our focus is not only on serving students but also on
developing our professorial expertise so that we can influence
our respective disciplines.

At times, faculty struggle to balance the sometimes compet-
ing roles of prolific scholar, engaged mentor, and friendly col-
league. This is no easy juggling act, and even the most
accomplished professors drop the ball in one or more areas.
Perhaps the biggest hurdle for some is the troubling negative
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emotional state brought on by guilt. Those of us that are also
parents often agonize over the tug to stay away and write, and
the equally compelling tug to be home with children or elderly
parents. Over time, prolific scholars often learn that these two
essential life activities need not be mutually exclusive. Healthy
parents block out time for work and adhere to those boundaries
carefully. But when time comes to be home, they are thor-
oughly engaged and emotionally available to their children,
partners, or elders. Just as children rarely experience these par-
ents as neglectful, it is unlikely that your students or colleagues
will see you as detached or uncaring—in spite of your firmly
boundaried scholarly time—as long as you are present and
engaged at other times.

Be aware female and minority researchers! You may need to
be especially alert to your own boundaries, in part because of
the extra service foisted upon you. Whether it is to fulfill the
role of the minority representative on a search committee or to
function implicitly as the “go-to” person where specific human
needs (e.g., consultation and empathy) are concerned, the real-
ity is that one’s gender and race can be a magnet for others’
needs. Talk with other women and minority faculty to see how
they handle an overabundance of requests from the institution:
What life skills have they developed and what nuggets of wis-
dom can they impart that can help you?

Let’s face it, new faculty can be expected to have their per-
sonal and professional boundaries tested, and in a variety of
ways. The dynamics involved are not always troublesome but
some faculty may feel pushed emotionally or intellectually,
while others may be requested to do something suspicious or
counter to policy; still others may be asked to share personal
information about themselves in a way that feels invasive.
Feeling exposed, awkward, or uncomfortable at different times
and in different ways is probably common—but know yourself
and what you can (or should) tolerate and what you should not.
Early on, you’ll need to get good at distinguishing between
mere personality differences in the workplace and potential vio-
lations of human rights. Document uncomfortable situations,
which range from harassment, to discrimination, to other forms
of unethical conduct, such as sexism and racism; do not shy
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away from the party or parties involved. The idea is to try
to prevent things from getting out of hand, so share your
concerns. If the undesirable pattern should persist, pull in a
third party with supervisory responsibility.

Professional conduct on your part does not mean putting
blinders on and insulating yourself from the world. We would
hope that the most productivity-minded among us would take
action when and where needed. Only turtles get to live in a
shell. However, being smart and knowing when to stand firm
and over what issues is wholly different from seizing arms over
every issue that pops up. Nurture both good boundaries and
good judgment!

Know that others’ boundaries are important, not just your
own. Faculty mentors are not available 100 percent of the
time, day and night, to attend to your needs, and neither is the
university staff. While your faculty mentor, program coordina-
tor, and department chair should all be invested in your suc-
cess and well-being, they, too, must exercise boundaries if
they are to get anything done at work. You will notice that
everyone’s tolerance for being interrupted is different; those
in administrative and supervisory positions should have a
higher threshold, largely because they have been hired to
serve faculty and students. Actively discern and then clearly
respect the mindset and work responsibilities of supervisors
and colleagues.

Keep your professional exchanges with others short and
focused, except where exploratory talk is preferable, and
model how you’d like others to interact with you. It is respect-
ful behavior to schedule meetings with faculty, administrators,
and students and to expect the same courtesy in return; of
course, some impromptu exchanges are unavoidable. We all
spontaneously seek clarification to questions from our col-
leagues and turn to them to help with resolving unexpected
issues. However, just as you will not want others to impose on
you, do not be imposing yourself. It’s often easy identifying
obnoxious and intrusive behavior in colleagues and students.
It is more difficult to detect and label the same behavior in
ourselves.
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16 Keep “To Do” Lists for Your 
Day, Year, and Career

Many highly productive academics keep “to do” lists for
every day, month, and year. They also keep long-term plans in
the form of lists or narratives of creative possibilities and
potential projects. We find these varied types of lists to be
indispensable in our own writing lives. Personal monitoring
systems, including lists and calendars, help keep us organized,
especially when we are feeling scattered with too many proj-
ect demands. Such schedules and lists are essential for
reminding ourselves what we need to accomplish in the busy
days ahead.

Add your expanding lists to your day/month/year calendar
or Palm Pilot. This way, critical writing and research activities,
such as library trips, locating additional references for an article,
conversations with specialists, and conference sessions will not
be missed. And do not forget to keep track of long-term
“dream” projects; these might include articles to write, book
topics to explore, edited volumes to produce, publishing out-
lets to eventually target and anything else. One of us maintains
a list of fully developed journal article titles for future explo-
ration. The list includes anticipated coauthors and ideal dates
for launching and completing each project. As the list grows
and it becomes clear that not all of these projects are attainable,
some are combined and others are dropped in favor of greater
interest or higher priority manuscripts. One of us even keeps a
folder for fiction ideas to be tackled during a future sabbatical!

Few academics keep a calendar reserved just for their writing
and research. While some note “writing” in the blank spaces of
their daily planners, this jotting is too vague, particularly for
new faculty. Make visible to yourself (and maybe others) the
time you have laid aside for writing and your commitment to
research activity. We bet that if you were to study the calendars
belonging to many of the academics around you, you’d find
that writing is rarely scheduled. We’ve asked faculty we know
if they schedule their writing in their date books. Most
responded that they just try to remember to do it and that it’s
always at the back of their minds anyway. It’s ironic that the
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most important activity in the academy, as far as tenure,
promotion, and recognition in the field are concerned, is also
the most invisible and haphazardly scheduled!

From our conversations with several prolific academics, we
have distilled the following tips bearing on scheduling and
tracking one’s writing; we think each of these gems is worth
passing along. First, prolific colleagues who are well organized
keep a yearly planner for such major academic due dates as
conference proposals, grant applications, and manuscript sub-
mission or revision. They want to be able to see the entire year
at a glance. The importance of this practice for ensuring your
sanity and productivity as an academician cannot be overstated.
Without this careful macroview of your academic year, you
cannot make wise decisions about which projects and how
many of them you can reasonably take on. We know too many
colleagues who say “yes” compulsively without thoughtfully
considering their capacity to deliver within the contracted
timeframe. Of course, they get swamped and worn down, and,
upon failing to deliver, they stop getting invitations to write and
receiving opportunities to publish.

Second, some single activities have numerous, time-sensitive
commitments embedded within them, so design well-organized
schedules that you can easily follow. Grant and conference
activities are two such examples. Regarding conventions, you
will need to carefully schedule all of those sessions you will be
giving or attending, and all of those people you plan on meet-
ing, in addition to the receptions and other events you wish to
attend. We have found it essential to mark all such specifics in a
custom-made schedule (hard copy or Palm Pilot), not just in
the conference’s thick program where one’s sessions or meetings
can be easily missed, especially when rushing.

Third, one’s daily/monthly/yearly lists often serve as indis-
pensable tools and helpful records for remembering and com-
pleting entries within one’s annual reviews and promotional
packages. Similarly, your annual list offers an opportunity to
revisit your intended writing schedule and targeted writing
projects after each year has expired. Did you accomplish your
primary goals? Did manuscripts get submitted? Are you con-
spicuously behind on nearly everything you set out to write?
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Use this information to reflect, re-evaluate, and troubleshoot.
What factors inhibited your work? Why didn’t the writing get
done? Where did you allocate your time? Last, consider utiliz-
ing collaborative writing charts—especially when engaging in
group projects with multiple authors or when writing with stu-
dents. These charts show coauthors (faculty or students) the
status of their project components and the progress being
made (or not being made) on each. These charts should be
frequently updated and circulated to all participants.

Accountability should be easier to uphold—and collegiality
easier to maintain—when promises for collaborative work are
displayed in the form of goals and specific target dates. This
idea harkens back to Edwards Deming’s notion of quality per-
formance known as statistical process control (SPC). Deming’s
notion is summarized, “Your starting point towards a solution
has to be a clear definition of the problems that the solution is
supposed to improve” (Interested in SPC? Statistic Process
Control, http://www.focus-spc.com/edwarddeming14point-
theory, 2006.) In this case, the problem is that of organizing
one’s writing life and acting on one’s commitment, and the
solution is the display and tracking of promises. A graphic
makes public the productivity that “workers” are making,
whether collaboratively or separately. Such strategies can serve
to motivate colleagues by clarifying where they are along the
road to project completion and where they still need to go.
Graphics can take the old-fashioned form of a plastic chart dis-
played in one’s office where colored markers (or Post-it Notes)
denote progress, or e-files can be alternatively used, replacing
markers with colored fonts.

Although we have heretofore focused on long-term writ-
ing plans, we return now to the all-important task of planning
your day. All prolific faculty desperately need to engage in
explicit daily planning. With rare exceptions, the alternative
to assiduous daily scheduling is poor productivity, scattered
performance, and inconsistent follow-through with commit-
ments. Like many other beginning professors, you may find
your days, even weekends, disappearing into thin smoke as
you tackle loads of e-mail messages, deal with unexpected
teaching, advising, and administrative situations that arise,
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and attend to other—often low priority—work. Exhausted,
because you are working hard at working hard, you may too
infrequently get around to what matters—writing and the
scholarly life. Don’t put your writing on the backburner.
Both of us have become profoundly mindful of our daily
planners. We use these to block out a minimum of two full
days of writing during the week—often a full day and two half
days. We then try to block smaller chunks of time on the
other days and we then use this schedule to protect our writ-
ing time from the guaranteed “creep” of external demands.
We use our daily planners to get organized in advance for the
various tasks to be accomplished. For example, when a writ-
ing block is scheduled, we make certain that other demands
will not intrude and we come prepared with all the materials
we need to get to work. And frankly, because professors are
absentminded at times—especially when happily ensconced in
a writing jag—we use our daytimers to remind ourselves
about salient meetings, time with students, and more
mundane errands.

The only person who can control your schedule is you. At
the end of the day, only you and no one else but you can take
credit for your productivity; the flip side is that you only have
yourself to blame when well-laid (or poorly-laid) plans fall
through. Carefully and thoroughly plan your writing, schedule
your commitment to yourself, and act on it with high intention.
None of us wants to be known as “listless.”
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3

Cater to Your Writing 

Rhythms

Take advantage of the days and times when you are most
able to be productive. When your writing momentum is inter-
rupted at work or at home, resume as soon as you can.
Carefully observe your own biological “up” and “down”
times and cater to these as a writer. When periods of “flow”
occur, work to extend them as circumstances allow, and write
in sync with your rhythms rather than against them. Finally, be
cautious about substance-enhanced writing and monitor the
broader health effects of substance use and sleep deprivation.

17 Discover Your Optimal 
Writing Time(s)

Of college professors, it is safe to say: No two are alike. As a
fiercely independent and naturally idiosyncratic lot, academics
truly march to the beat of their own drummers. Such individu-
alism applies not only to the varied intellectual interests and
emotional temperaments of professors, but also to their writing
habits. Thus far we have encouraged you to write daily, to write
on topics that fascinate you, to find your own best practices as a
writer, to write in large blocks of time when possible, and to
write “in the gaps” between blocks as well. But when should
you write?

Honestly, it makes no more sense for us to tell you when you
should engage in producing scholarship each day than it does
for us to advise you when to eat, sleep, exercise, and teach.
Nonetheless, there are some distinct variables to consider as you
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focus on the question of when; each merits attention and
perhaps some personal experimentation before honing in on
the ideal writing schedule. By far the most relevant variable to
consider is your own biological clock. Each of us is driven to a
large extent by a neurological and genetically linked sleep cycle.
By now, you have probably identified yourself as an “early
bird,” a “night owl,” or some creature in-between. Put simply,
you wake up early and feel refreshed and alert in the morning or
you stay up late and hit your stride later in the evening—
perhaps doing your best work sometime after midnight. Of
course, there are rare and enviable professors among us—often
the youngest in the population of academics—who seem capa-
ble of both bird and owl behavior over long stretches without
succumbing to outright exhaustion. But most of us are mortal
and so we have no choice but to guard against writing at the
expense of health.

Thus, part of writing effectively requires that you know your
physical cycle. If an early bird, why not set you alarm for 5 A.M.
every day and get about the business of writing several hours
before any responsibilities kick in? If a night owl, why not plan
to work until 2 A.M.—knowing you will sleep and teach later in
the day? Erroneous information and old moralizing messages
trip many of us up at first (e.g., staying up late is unhealthy,
early risers are compulsive or depressed, night owls are lazy).
Because there is no evidence to support any of these bits of
common wisdom, we encourage you to discover your own time
of maximal energy and clear focus for every day of the week,
and to then schedule your writing during this period whenever
possible. Over time, you may be able to schedule teaching,
administrative duties, and even personal obligations around
your optimal two- or three-hour daily writing slots.

Visualize a block of time as one stream, and optimal mental
focus as another. By doing so, you should be able to see that,
when brought together, the momentum of these two branches
increases exponentially. Call this the Confluence Model of ideal
writing time. Of course, depending upon your circumstances,
you may need to take other tributaries into account. These may
include other professional obligations, practical exigencies sur-
rounding transportation, or even the need to work multiple
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jobs. Only you can determine, with any confidence, when you
are likely to be at your peak writing performance each day. And
only you can mold your schedule to accommodate this prefer-
ence, your performance peak.

Another crucial variable in the conversation is your personal
mix of family and possibly parental duties. Although you may
be an early bird by nature, you may have an infant that finds
early morning equally delightful and who chooses to greet
each pre-dawn period with (or without) you. Or, you may find
yourself, despite being a night owl, so exhausted most nights
after rushing children or adolescents to various practices that
you have little energy to start writing after their bed-time.
Many of us also have ailing parents and in-laws living with us
or at a distance who need our constant attention and care. Far
from trivial, family obligations require important consideration
when you try to tailor writing chunks to your own biological
preference. Think of these as waterfalls and whirlpools in your
writing stream. Thoughtfully anticipate them in order to save
yourself angst later on.

18 When in the “Writer’s Flow,”
Stay There!

If you are fortunate, you will sometimes find yourself in a
nearly rapturous state of focus, clarity, and inspiration that
lends itself thoroughly to breakthrough moments and quan-
tum leaps in your progress on a piece of scholarship.
Psychologists identify these mental states as “flow” periods,
while professional athletes may describe it as being “in the
zone.” When you find yourself in the flow, the contour
between work and pleasure dissolves; you can suddenly dis-
cern connections you have been seeking between disparate
ideas, and a sense of producing words and ideas with ease
makes the scholarly enterprise a delight. When the flow is par-
ticularly strong, you may find that your typing fingers can
scarcely keep pace with your mental momentum. Whatever
your moniker for these magical occasions, here is some advice:
Don’t end the session until you absolutely have to!
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At times, the flow state can take on the flavor of nearly
manic intensity. Although only about 1 percent of the popula-
tion suffers from manic-depressive mood disorder, Pulitzer
Prize-winning poets and other creative geniuses seem to be
afflicted with the disorder at disproportionately high rates
(Jamison, 1996). Vincent Van Gogh, Sara Teasdale, Virginia
Wolfe, and Robert Louis Stevenson are good examples. In ret-
rospect, such artists will often report doing their best and
most productive work during the manic or highly energized
phase of the illness. Although manic-depressive illness is a
debilitating disorder, the notion of “going with the flow”
when every day states of energy and creativity occur bears con-
sideration. How often do academics prematurely terminate
highly creative states and unique opportunities for genuine
breakthroughs on projects merely because their writing timer
goes off, signaling the end of a scheduled writing block?

Because most of us will not experience flow states daily or
even weekly, it is important to stand ready to welcome and
maintain them when they arrive. How can you keep yourself
in the flow and, more important, keep the outside world at
bay, while you ride the wave of productivity to its conclusion?
Both of us experience being struck by flow states during the
course of a distance run. Vague or previously hidden ideas
germinate and take shape; mental vistas appear, allowing a
sudden view of the entire landscape for an unwritten article
or book. On those days, the author races back to the office,
closes the door, and with exercise-induced endorphins fuel-
ing the process, enters the flow. In this state, an outline
quickly takes shape; the writing occurs with ease, and hours
tick by in a flash. We have colleagues who stimulate flow
states by reading, gardening, or listening to music.
Unfortunately, the magic spell is nearly always threatened by
the exigencies of important obligations. Professional and per-
sonal demands rear their heads and the inevitable question
arises: Is there any way for me to gracefully excuse myself and
stay with the flow?

In our experience, far too few academic writers either rec-
ognize or honor flow states. To honor a red-hot writing state
is to seek a graceful way to extricate yourself from immediate

Write to the Top !50

1403977437ts04.qxd  28/03/2007  11:58 AM  Page 50



commitments so as to ride the muse as far as it will take you.
Professors may believe they do not have permission to flex
their schedules, or they may lack the assertiveness needed to
excuse themselves from meetings or other scheduled events—
even when outrageous productivity hangs in the balance.
Remember: One of the true benefits of living the academic life
is the profound freedom of discretionary time. Producing
scholarship is a required part of the job description and annual
assessment, so why place artificial constraints on when
productivity can occur?

Having said this, we acknowledge that certain obligations
of academe such as teaching, and the necessary preparation
that accompanies good instruction and mentorship, cannot be
compromised or shortchanged. But will it be catastrophic for
you to on occasion miss a meeting, or reschedule a few
appointments on an afternoon when the muse has set in some-
thing fierce and you are on the cusp of an extremely produc-
tive writing jag? Prolific writers quickly discern the distinction
between flexibility in the service of productivity and irrespon-
sibility. Here are two questions to ask when you find yourself
in a quandary about staying in the flow or pulling back to
attend to scheduled events. First, will anyone genuinely be
adversely impacted by your occasional withdrawal from a
meeting or rescheduling of an appointment? Second, will you
be so distressed by doing so that the potential payoff in terms
of writing will be negligible? Only you can answer these ques-
tions. If you find that zone or flow states are a frequent or pre-
dictable occurrence for you, you might consider informing
colleagues and students that this is the case and ask for their
kind indulgence in advance. Sometimes, informed consent can
increase understanding and reduce resentment later on.

19 Honor Your Own Writing Rhythms

Even though most productive academics tend to write every
day and block chunks of time exclusively for writing each week,
the fact remains that each will have a somewhat personal and
idiosyncratic writing rhythm. One’s writing rhythm is comprised
of a signature set of biologic predispositions, psychological
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preferences, and learned behavioral habits—each contributing
to the optimal circumstances and timing of productive writing.

One defining attribute of the writing rhythm is a preference
for writing in lengthy blocks versus narrower but perhaps more
frequent slices of time. We have already noted that writing “in
the gaps” as unanticipated opportunities present themselves
offers a strategic way to squeeze greater productivity from a
busy professorial schedule. But there are some among us who
always prefer shorter bursts of writing time to longer chunks.
Whether the result of a shorter span of focus, physical discom-
fort with longer periods of relative immobility, or a simple pref-
erence to “process” or “stew” frequently between jags of
writing, these authors will be more productive when they cater
to this rhythm. Of course, more academics seem to prefer
longer writing blocks. Both of your authors find it easiest to be
genuinely productive when we have time to wade into the
topic, get sufficiently immersed, and then plow through several
hours of writing with little interruption. Because this approach
caters to our strengths, we plan to stick with it!

Another stylistic component of writing rhythm has to do
with your preference or distaste for writing marathons—
especially when you are making marked progress on a project
and basking in the “flow,” or when an editor or publisher’s
deadline looms large. These required sessions are distinct from
the more modest blocks we discussed earlier. Whether you pre-
fer slices or chunks of writing time, a marathon will involve sus-
tained focus on a grant, article, or book chapter to the
exclusion of all else. Many academics—perhaps continuing a
time-honored practice from college and graduate school—pull
the traditional “all-nighter,” or, as we age, the “late-nighter”
as a means of bulldozing through a project and achieving dra-
matic progress in a compressed time period. Of course, one’s
physical and psychological stamina will place boundaries on
how effective such marathons will be and how frequently we
can engage in them.

And no discussion of writing marathons, stamina, and all-
nighters would be complete without some attention to the
problem of sleep and sleep deprivation among academics.
Increasingly, college professors are required to do more with
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less. We are asked to teach more courses, mentor more
students, and crank out more publications—all with the same
mortal physical apparatus, the inflexible 24-hour day, and
pressing demands in our personal lives. Although the ideal
minimum sleep period each night for young to midlife adults
is seven to nine hours, we know that many reading this guide
may not remember the last time they got a full eight hours of
sleep. As most of us have discovered at some point, a single
night of poor sleep leads to fatigue or lethargy the following
day. But an entirely sleepless night, several consecutive nights
of minimal rest, or worse, a lifestyle of sleep deprivation, can
lead to serious impairment in one’s performance.

Indicators of severe sleep deprivation include extreme
drowsiness, slowed physical and mental response times, irri-
tability, depressed mood, poor physical coordination, a ten-
dency to nod off during the day, and, after more extended
periods of sleep deprivation, even hallucinations and delusional
thoughts, as well as physical injury. The simple truth here is that
borrowing from sleep time to increase productivity is likely to
backfire when employed as a frequent strategy. Occasional
marathons or all-nighters are probably not cause for concern. But
a pattern of sleep loss will offer diminishing returns and may
signal a problem with the writer’s time management or unrea-
sonable demands for superhuman productivity.

Variations in rhythms also pertain to macrofluctuations in
your writing interest and intensity. That is, beyond your daily
and weekly rhythms, you may find that you work very inten-
sively for two weeks or until a project is completed. This may be
followed by a phase of relative calm and comparatively little
productivity (hopefully this phase will be quite brief!) as you
consider your next project or simply catch your breath. Again,
as long as you are not given to a lengthy hiatus following each
piece of scholarship, there is little harm in catering to this pref-
erence for episodic downtime.

The environment or context for writing is another salient
element of your ideal writing rhythm. Some professors learn
early on that they are maximally productive when hidden
away in a cloistered setting. Such locations may include a
home office in the attic or basement, an anonymous cubical
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in the library, or a mountain cabin far from the nearest
telephone. If you are quite prone to distraction or require
this level of seclusion to write productively, then, by all
means, cater to this preference and escape to your writing
retreat routinely. There are many others among us who
seem not only capable of writing effectively in a relatively
busy environment, but actually seem to thrive on a constant
backdrop of noise and activity. These professors write effec-
tively sitting in a coffee shop, in a crowded city park, or even
in their offices with the door propped open. Here is a cer-
tainty: Trying to write in an environment that fails to suit
your contextual preferences will impede your work at best
and halt it altogether at worst. On the other hand, don’t
wait to have things perfect all of the time, as your plans for
productivity will only backfire. In other words, refrain from
rationalizing that you could not get to the writing yesterday
or today because of less-than-ideal writing circumstances.
Our motto is: Adapt, adapt, adapt to the extent possible,
and exert your will to tailor the setting as you would like
where this is feasible.

And what about the little things like music, daylight, bev-
erages, fresh flowers, laptops versus desktops, and comfort-
able clothing that can make all of the difference to writers?
We classify these not-so-insignificant preferences as the
ergonomics of productive writing. Ergonomics is the study of
maximizing human performance through environmental
design; attention to these preferences may nicely facilitate
your work. Find the right chair (and back support) and desk
for your writing; if you associate a good cup of coffee with
writing, have a pot brewing before you get started, and if
daylight or enticing vistas distract, then don’t write in a loca-
tion without blinds. One of us recently spent a year on sab-
batical. Each writing day would begin early, clad in bathrobe,
sipping coffee, and getting organized to make progress the
minute the kids were off to the bus stop. The other has
found that by duplicating the work-and-home environment
with respect to Word software and computer programs,
in addition to such apparatuses as back support cushions, a
supply of decaffeinated coffee, and salient reference texts, a
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degree of seamlessness has occurred between these different
writing spaces.

Find your own best writing rhythm and place to concentrate,
uninterrupted. Cater to your need for sleep, honor the limits of
your own stamina, search out the most conducive writing loca-
tions, arrange the environment to suit your tastes and prefer-
ences, create homework continuities that make writing
seamless, and get to work.

20 Stimulate Brain Chemistry
and Writing Efficacy

We conclude this chapter on maintaining momentum and
knowing yourself by offering a brief though candid look at
brain chemistry and writing efficacy—what we call substance-
accompanied writing. Whether the term substance-facilitated
or substance-impaired writing is a better fit for you, we encour-
age you to carefully consider this issue.

No treatment of writing and chemistry could begin any-
where other than with Starbucks, or perhaps with any coffee
purveyor. To be fair, college students and professors the world
over use not only coffee, but also tea, caffeinated soda, anti-
drowsiness pills, energy drinks, nuts, and even heavy-duty
doses of chocolate to achieve some level of caffeine stimula-
tion. Not only is caffeine a ritualized and revered facet of aca-
demic culture, many academics find themselves using
increasing doses of the drug in order to stave off sleep, main-
tain focus, extend writing marathons, and stimulate creative
thinking. One of us must disclose having an office coffee
maker that is rarely turned to the off position during a work-
day. This author has learned from hard experience that caf-
feine intake must be cut-off in the early evening if sleep is to
occur normally, and that too much caffeine can quickly lead to
unpleasant physical symptoms. The other author quit caffeine
intake altogether several years ago at the doctor’s request,
which almost immediately resulted in improved health.

In moderation, coffee and associated beverages can offer a
positive chemical boost for meeting the writing challenge. It holds
the added benefit of serving as a delightful occasion-and-format
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for interaction with students and faculty colleagues. But like all
magical elixirs, caffeine has a downside that many of us deny
until problems set in. The American Psychiatric Association’s
manual of diagnoses notes that caffeine intoxication—often
induced by sustained and heavy use of the drug—can quickly
instigate such symptoms as restlessness, nervousness, insomnia,
frequent urination, gastrointestinal disturbance, muscle twitch-
ing, rambling flow of thought and speech, heart palpitations,
sweating, cardiac arrhythmia, and psychomotor agitation.
Certainly, sleep deprivation and heart arrhythmias can become
cause for medical attention. The message is simple, be attuned
to your own response to stimulants and pay attention to
increasing use and the symptoms just noted.

The other substance worth mentioning briefly here is alco-
hol. When not hoisting a cup of tea or a triple espresso, how
many professors—typically when working at home—pour
themselves a glass of wine, a beer, or something stiffer? In our
experience, this practice is not altogether atypical. Alcohol
may serve many functions for the writer. It may induce relax-
ation and thereby disinhibit the author; it may quell serious
anxiety about achieving tenure or promotion, or about one’s
capacity to get published at all, and alcohol may simply create
a desirable and disinhibited state from which to create.
Whatever the motivation for “mixing” drinking with writing,
we simply recommend caution. Most adults, including college
professors, who are eventually diagnosed with alcohol
dependence describe a slowly evolving decline into the illness.
Famous horror author Stephen King (2000) has done us all a
favor by deftly recording his own struggle with alcoholism
while at the peak of his writing career:

In the eighties, Maine’s legislature enacted a returnable bottle
and can law. Instead of going into the trash, my sixteen-ounce
cans of Miller Lite started going into a plastic container in the
garage. One Thursday night I went out there to toss in a few
dead soldiers and saw that this container, which had been empty
on Monday night, was now almost full. And . . . I was the only
one in the house who drank Miller Lite. My nights during the
last five years of my drinking always ended with the same ritual.
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I’d pour any beers left in the refrigerator down the sink. If
I didn’t, they’d talk to me as I lay in bed until I got up and had
another. And another. And one more. (pp. 94–95, 96)

Unlike drinking and driving, drinking and writing is per-
missible (except on dry college campuses). But if you must
drink to write or decompress, or should alcohol intake increase,
look in the mirror and ask why. Keep in mind that alcohol is a
powerful central nervous system depressant. While initially
disinhibiting, it will eventually lead to drowsiness, fatigue, and
slowed cognition—brain cells die. And for goodness sake, we
academics need all the brain cells we can summon forth! On a
more serious note, remind yourself on occasion that chronic
alcohol abuse is correlated with liver disease and a particularly
heart-rending form of dementia—Korsokoff ’s Syndrome. We
can imagine nothing worse for the typical academic than the
irreversible memory decline characteristic of this alcoholism-
induced disorder.

Respect the slippery slope of substance-accompanied writing.
Exercise control—only a fine line exists between talking to the
bottle and responding when “it” talks to you.
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4

Develop the Attitudes 

and Perspectives of 

a Prolific Writer

Know what mental frames or mindsets you bring to the
expectation to produce publishable scholarship. Do you see
writing as a burden, or as a privilege? In this chapter,
we encourage you to adopt the attitude that writing is a privi-
lege. You may need to overcome fears associated with writing
by digging deep to find alternatives to such feelings that are
rooted in a genuine love of scholarship. Patience, for instance,
is a fundamental virtue for the successful scholar and you must
foster it if you are to learn to cope with the many tasks,
demands, and experiences of academic work. Another impor-
tant characteristic of the productive writer is persistence, which
is much needed in the face of rejection from editors and pub-
lishers; one also perseveres when obstacles, unpleasant out-
comes, and resistance are encountered and dealt with. Unless
you can tolerate rejection and learn from the process, you will
have a very difficult time. The more tolerant of rejection you
are, the less defensive you will feel about reviewer and editorial
feedback and the less procrastinating you will do as a writer.
Also, prolific writers learn effective coping skills not only with
respect to peer-reviewed rejections but also to the demands on
their time and setbacks in writing; develop your capacity to
effectively manage stress and deal with obstacles. Finally, pro-
lific writers take time to contemplate the bigger picture and the
abiding meaning in their writing.
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21 Frame Productivity as 
a Professional Privilege

If there is a single area of your inner attitudinal world that is
destined to determine whether you join the ranks of genuinely
prolific scholars or wallow in a perpetual state of scholarly
underachievement, it is the lens or perspective you use to frame
your writing and the mindset you bring to it. In our experience,
there are two rather clear options for conceptualizing your
scholarly writing—think of these as cognitive schemas or per-
ceptual grids through which your thoughts about writing must
pass. Of course, your choice of schema will dramatically impact
the emotions and behaviors that accompany the various
components of productive writing.

The first option is to view academic writing as an odious
demand and burdensome duty—call this the reluctant writer,
resistant scholar, or resentful professor camp. Sadly, if this
schema persists, the moniker “perpetual assistant professor”
might also fit. No matter where you are employed, we think
this view of the universal and time-honored requirement to
produce scholarship in order to achieve promotion is a disserv-
ice to both yourself and your institution. Research in cognitive
psychology indicates that when any activity or relationship is
framed as an onerous obligation, enjoyment of the activity
declines, resentment bubbles up, and an angry or sullen
demeanor becomes evident when the person is confronted
with the demands of the activity or relationship. Not surpris-
ingly, behavioral resistance also ensues; whether conscious or
unconscious, the person will begin to avoid, make excuses,
procrastinate, or even rail against the perceived duty. When a
love relationship moves from treasured privilege to unfair bur-
den in the mind of the lover, few are surprised when the rela-
tionship dissolves. When the reality of scholarly expectations in
academe feels like an unreasonable or dreaded demand, we are
not surprised that some college professors become ambivalent,
resentful, and unsuccessful in the academy.

In contrast to this grudging attitudinal or cognitive frame-
work is the second camp—call this the consummate professor,
the appreciative academic, or the responsible colleague; in
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time, he or she will also be called full professor. The prolific
professor frames the expectation for scholarship as a privilege
that accompanies the status of college professor. One of the
most respected professions in most societies, college profes-
sors have long enjoyed a unique measure of vocational status,
societal respect, discretionary time, and genuine freedom
when teaching and writing. Recent U.S. polls indicate that
college professor is the second-most desirable and fulfilling
profession known to Americans. In return, professors are
expected to be learned, invested in their students, unequivo-
cally fair, and active contributors to the reservoir of knowl-
edge through original research and writing; they must be
productive scholars in whatever way productivity is defined in
their unique disciplines. When academics view themselves as
fortunate participants in this time-honored and, quite frankly,
privileged society of scholars, they are more likely to see sacred
tradition and rich opportunity in the call to create in and
contribute to their field.

There are also some practical reasons for framing productivity
as a professional privilege. First, most definitions of competence—
at least as they apply to college professors—incorporate the
notions of active engagement with the discipline, maintaining
cutting-edge expertise in one’s specialties, and contributing to
the fund of knowledge through original scholarship. Second,
vibrant and effective role models and mentors to students are
tied-in and actively engaged scholarly contributors. It is diffi-
cult to lead others where you yourself have never traveled;
credible teaching and mentoring demand first hand and recent
experience as a scholar. It is a privilege to be able to contribute
to the field with which you identify and an honor to own the
mantel of expert and guide for future generations. A third
pragmatic reason for framing your scholarly work as a privilege
is the simple fact that productive scholars enjoy numerous
advantages and opportunities in their careers, including posi-
tive attention from colleagues and employers, invitations to
travel and speak, grant funding to do more of what one already
enjoys, peer-bestowed awards from prestigious associations,
and a sense of gratification associated with making a noteworthy
mark in one’s field.
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When a professional athlete or an elected official takes the
field or assumes office, there is a reasonable expectation among
fans and constituents that the professional or public servant will
give it everything he or she’s got. In exchange for the privilege
of occupying an esteemed—and often quite competitive—
occupational station, in response to being entrusted with the
institution’s reputation, and in light of the sacred trust students
offer to revered professors, fulfilling the expectation of scholarly
activity can easily be framed as a professional privilege. If you
are an academician, we believe you owe it to your students,
your colleagues, your dean and college president, your aca-
demic discipline, and most important yourself, to embody the
values espoused here and to be highly productive.

22 Write to Thrive, Not
Merely to Survive

Once you have adopted the attitude that writing is a privilege
rather than an onerous demand, it is time to do away with any
vestige of another pernicious and self-defeating mindset com-
mon among new academic writers—writing simply to avoid
perishing. One of the early titles for this book was Publish or
Perish! We initially thought the title might appeal to the uni-
versal concerns among academics about achieving tenure and
establishing a track record as a scholar certain to lead to pro-
motion. After some careful reflection, we decided the title was
entirely off base; it catered to a writing mentality rooted in fear.
In our estimation, far too many new professors are doing what
we refer to as writing scared; they turn to scholarly pursuits as a
means of avoiding failure and clinging to their jobs.

When a professor writes scared, he or she can scarcely be dis-
tinguished—at least in psychological terms—from any other
laborer in an environment of job cuts and a declining economy.
Here the employee works like mad to salvage his or her job,
outperform the nearest competitors, and convince skeptical
managers to keep him or her on the payroll for another month.
This worker knows pervasive anxiety, feels continuously threat-
ened, and operates from a basic and uncomfortable position of
defensive self-protection.
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For anyone reading this guide who finds this description of
occupational life all too familiar in the academy, we encourage
one of two options: (1) make a profound and deliberate shift in
your attitude about writing, or (2) look for another, more suit-
able career. If you are writing scared—working hard at cranking
out publications merely to avoid the tenure or promotion axe—
we challenge you to ask yourself: Is this really worth it? Is this
what I bargained for? Am I happy? We suspect the answer to
these questions may be “no.” Here is a paradox about fear-
induced writing: Although fear can sometimes be a powerful
motivator—sometimes even propelling a scholar to achieve
tenure—fear simultaneously undermines joy. In the lexicon of
human emotions, joy and anxiety are incompatible. They can-
not coexist (except in Schizophrenia or other altered states). If
your primary emotional frame for the scholarly enterprise is
anxiety, then do not be surprised when you fail to anticipate or
find delight in many of the tasks associated with writing. Fear
undermines enjoyment. When publishing to avoid perishing,
expect work to be work.

The alternative to fear-induced writing is writing rooted in a
genuine love of scholarship, a cognitive framework that casts
expectations for productivity as welcome challenges, and a take
on producing work that goes something like this: “I write pro-
lifically because it’s part of who I am; research, writing, teach-
ing, and service to my profession are all intertwined at the level
of my very identity as a professor.” Call this writing to thrive.
In this case, writing is not a desperate act designed to aid in
survival, but an activity that caters to intellectual curiosity,
needs for achievement, and joy at accomplishing creative feats.
This cognitive shift may be avoided by taking time to reflect
existentially about why you pursued an academic career in the
first place.

Of course, there are times when thriving academics do not
enjoy writing. And there are times when they worry about get-
ting tenured and days when they see more work than play in
sitting down and writing. Both of your authors have had these
moments, days, and even weeks. Both of us worried about get-
ting to the next promotional plateau and felt compelled to
crank out a few “insurance” pubs as the date for tenure review
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drew close. But here is a telling sign about our more consistent
motivation for writing: After we were tenured and promoted,
we continued writing—a lot—and more ambitious and high-
risk products have resulted! Rather than frame tenure as a ticket
to check out as scholars, we framed tenure as an opportunity to
write for the joy of writing, and as an opportunity to write
about whatever pleased us. Prolific scholars write like crazy even
when they achieve some job security and fear-based incentives
fade away. Successful scholars would often feel lost or at least
aggravated, perhaps unfulfilled, if prevented from engaging in
the craft for long—even in non-tenure track positions.

To enjoy your entire career as an academician—especially
those first five or six pre-tenure years—recognize and confront
your own fear-induced writing behavior. Frame writing as an
opportunity to achieve, create, establish a scholarly niche, and
draw positive attention to yourself and your institution.

23 Be Patient as a Scholarly Writer

Patience is a fundamental virtue for successful scholars. Because
many of the tasks, demands, and experiences of the academic
writer are tedious, frustrating, or disappointing, unshakable
patience is crucial. When writing becomes painfully monoto-
nous, when students or collaborators are late with their contri-
butions, and when terse or mean-spirited editors not only reject
your work but also suggest that it may indeed be the worst
they’ve ever seen, you must have some staying power, some
equanimity, and some forbearance. Think of patience as both a
personality attribute and a character virtue that is evident in cer-
tain behaviors of the writer. We believe scholarly writers can
nurture and deliberately practice patience.

There are several aspects of patience that committed writers
should consider. Patience is manifest in a calm, steadfast
demeanor and in the capacity to effectively regulate and appro-
priately express emotional states. One of the key features of
emotional intelligence (Goleman, 1995) is self-regulation—the
ability to both understand one’s own emotions and then mod-
ulate or regulate appropriate expression of that emotion. An
emotionally unregulated writer is prone to impulsive states or
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expressions of anger and fits of irritability. We have both seen
colleagues with poor self-regulation become enraged at editors
or coauthors when manuscripts have been rejected or extremely
punitive and shaming toward students or collaborators when
deadlines were missed. Of course, the net effect of this behavior
is the writer’s own ostracism. Editors will remember angry, sar-
castic, or patronizing retorts from authors, sharply diminishing
authors’ chances of getting something accepted next time.
(This is not a knock on editors, merely recognition that we are
all human.) And what colleague or graduate student, editor or
publisher wants anything to do with an impatient, especially
demanding, collaborator or advisor? A tantrum is a tantrum—
whether thrown by a two-year-old or a middle-aged professor. In
sum, the emotionally unregulated academic sabotages his or her
own long-term success and significantly reduces the probability
of publication success.

Beyond the virtue of emotional calm, a key aspect of patience
is the capacity to endure hardship and adversity, to keep moving
ahead in difficult circumstances without quitting or engaging in
inordinate griping. We can’t begin to describe the number of
things in our own writing lives that demand this kind of patient
forbearance. Good examples of major events that impacted our
writing and required our patience, within the last year alone,
include:

1. Colleagues who fail to get their part of a joint article to us
on time

2. Contributors to edited volumes who eagerly promise a chap-
ter by a specific deadline and then disappear, fail to deliver,
and become harder to contact than someone in a witness
protection program

3. Acts of mother nature (e.g., hurricanes and snow storms), as
well as computer breakdowns, and power outages

4. Indecisive journal editors who required four reviews and
revisions of a short article resulting in a 2.5 year delay in
publication

5. A journal editor who, after a long period of review, out-
right rejected a thoroughly revised article that had been
provisionally accepted

Develop the Attitudes and Perspectives 65

1403977437ts05.qxd  27-3-07  02:32 PM  Page 65



6. Days—and more than a few late nights—when not a single
coherent thought or sentence seems to come, nor the moti-
vation to dig deep enough to find something of value

7. Sick children, the death of one of our parents, a grand-
mother, and an aunt, personal illnesses that affected overall
health in addition to writing concentration and productivity,
and the sudden requirement for lengthy, post-injury physical
therapy appointments several times weekly

8. Repeated rejections of a book proposal
9. Departmental issues and subsequent reorganization that had

a significant toll personally and professionally

Your own list of frustrating events, obstacles to writing, prob-
lematic colleagues, and annoying student behavior will
undoubtedly be just as long as ours. In fact, it is reasonable to
suggest that obstacles and disappointments, often of a changing
nature, are a guaranteed “nuisance,” if not permanent facet of
the writing life.

A final element of patience is a stalwart refusal to make
unreasonable demands—of self, others, and the larger world.
Many of the things that frustrate us as writers are directly linked
to human imperfection—both our own and that of almost
everyone we work with! It is true that to err is human. It is also
human to get bogged down in too many projects and commit-
ments, to get behind, to be too critical or not empathic enough
when giving authors feedback, to get bored, and to fail at some
of the things we try. Reasonably fulfilled scholars eschew per-
fectionist demands for flawless performance while striving for
excellence. It is easier to be patient when your internal dialogue
goes something like, “I’d really prefer that all my contributors
are on time with their manuscripts, but it’s not catastrophic if a
few are behind. Yes, I may have to birddog some writers, drop
others altogether, and do some last minute writing of my own,
but in the end, my work and this volume will go on.” In our
experience, this has worked much better than alternatives such
as, “Damn it, everyone better be on time or else this whole
thing is ruined and those responsible should suffer in hell.
Because of the irresponsibility of others, I’ll end up having to
scrap the whole thing.”
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The question seems straightforward enough but only time will
tell: How patient and self-regulated will you be in response to the
guaranteed hassles as well as unavoidable obstacles to your best-laid
writing plans?

24 Be Persistent as
a Scholarly Writer

Although prolific scholars tend to be extraordinary intellects,
many are most distinguished by their willingness to be system-
atic and persistent. This is particularly true when a manuscript or
book proposal is rejected—a frequent experience for most junior
academics. Defined as a refusal to quit or give up when the work
gets monotonous or feels overwhelming, persistence is among
the most important characteristics of any successful academic
and productive writer. Persistence requires a measure of emo-
tional and psychological endurance; the persistent scholar keeps
on writing in spite of obstacles, unpleasant outcomes, and internal
or external resistance.

Doggedness, perseverance, and tenacity are characteristic of
nearly all great writers—including those in the world of fiction.
It may be heartening to know that John Grisham had his first
novel rejected by 16 agents and a dozen publishing houses
before an agent finally gave him the green light. His first novel
sold only 5,000 copies—hardly a great literary success. How
easy it might have been to quit. But Grisham persisted. And
then there is the acclaimed horror novelist Stephen King. As an
adolescent, writing and submitting story after story, he began
sticking each new rejection slip onto a large nail he hammered
to his bedroom wall: “By the time I was fourteen (and shaving
twice a week whether I needed to or not) the nail in my wall
would no longer support the weight of the rejection slips
impaled upon it. I replaced the nail with a spike and went on
writing” (King, 2000, p. 41). You get the idea: folks who make
it big as writers share the behavioral characteristic of dogged
persistence. Now, persistence in the absence of talent may not
get an academic far, but we believe that persistence, combined
with even modest ability and knowledge of one’s research para-
digm or field, is strongly correlated with prolific scholarship.
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In the life of a prolific academic, persistence takes many
forms. These writers are persistent about scheduled writing
time, for example. They continue to write when they experience
job hassles, personal setbacks, or when they feel especially bored
or disenchanted with a project to which they have committed
themselves. They keep up the momentum when colleagues
leave them hanging with unfinished tasks, when publishers
shoot down their best ideas, and when a much anticipated data
set refuses to yield any significant results.

But more than anything else, prolific writers are persistent in
the face of rejection. These academics take negative editorial
decisions in stride, or perhaps, more honestly, keep their reac-
tions to rejections in check, refusing to feel wounded, person-
ally diminished, or enraged. To the contrary, they carefully
consider the feedback, modify the manuscript as indicated or
recommended by the editor and reviewers, and immediately
submit it to the second-choice outlet. They follow this same
process if the manuscript is rejected a second or third time,
on each occasion gleaning new insight that improves their
work. Academics with lengthy lists of publications have
learned—hopefully early on—that absolute determination in
the face of uncertainty with respect to manuscript review pays
off with eventual publication.

One of the reasons that persistence is so central to increasing
the probability of publication is that editors are human; we must
remember they’ve faced some of the same academic and profes-
sional challenges as the rest of us. These people have walked in
your shoes themselves before gaining tenure and ascending to
the editorship of a journal in their field. When a cordial, collegial
author responds to an editor’s “revise and resubmit” letter with
a thoroughly modified manuscript and a cover letter that
expresses appreciation for the guidance received, one that care-
fully outlines each modification in the revision, an editor cannot
help but be impressed. And when the author responds to more
than one round of revisions with the same equanimity and atti-
tude of cooperation, it may be hard for an editor not to be won
over; slowly, he or she may become an advocate of the author’s
work, transitioning from gatekeeper to helper to writing coach.
Editors and publishers are not typically viewed as writing
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coaches even though the best of them are or can be. But when
they have the opportunity to work with persistent and respon-
sive authors, it may be difficult to resist the temptation to offer
assistance of a constructive nature.

25 Tolerate Rejection 
(and Learn from It)

Unless you can tolerate rejection and learn from the process,
your tenure in academe will be short (and miserable). Many of
the refereed journals to which you will submit your work accept
only a small fraction of manuscripts. Even elite scholars experi-
ence rejection, having to significantly revise their writing in
addition to sequentially submitting their work to several jour-
nals before receiving a favorable response. What does it mean to
tolerate rejection? To tolerate anything is to:

1. Allow without prohibiting or opposing
2. To recognize and respect
3. To endure
4. To put up with something or somebody unpleasant

In order to thrive as a writer, you must become a master in the
art of toleration, turning rejection into something positive.

If you are extremely sensitive to rejection, undone by criti-
cism, or depressive instead of disappointed when things do not
go your way, you will need to actively change your perspective
or exit academe altogether. We hope that you choose the for-
mer. If you struggle with anticipatory fear about or difficulty
responding effectively following rejection, here are some things
to consider. First, is your maladaptive reaction to rejection a
pervasive problem? Unfortunately, some new academics hail
from backgrounds that sensitized them to feel shamed and
diminished by any perceived failure. Quite often, rejection
intolerance is part of a pervasive pattern of perfectionism. The
academic makes unreasonable demands for flawless perform-
ance in most areas of life—especially those domains with an
evaluative component. Perfectionism and demands that one
never fail may work for a talented graduate student, but even
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the brightest professor—assuming that he or she is at times
submitting scholarship for review to the top journals—will at
least occasionally have work rejected. This is the nature of the
publishing “beast,” so to speak.

A second problem with fear of rejection is that it often cre-
ates fertile soil for procrastination. The procrastinating
scholar is immobilized, circling in a perpetual holding pattern
and apparently unable to sit down and get the writing done.
In reality, the procrastinator is often fearful of failure; he or
she is unwilling to risk further rejection. At the root of pro-
crastinating are potent irrational beliefs such as: “I can’t stand
any more rejection,” or “It is awful when a colleague points
out problems with my work.” Of course, on logical, scien-
tific, and pragmatic grounds, these beliefs are ridiculous (e.g.,
where is the evidence that you can’t tolerate a little rejection
and how does it follow that because it’s not pleasant to hear
about the weaknesses in your work that hearing about them
ranks as “awful”?). Quite often, fear of rejection is an uncon-
scious motivator for procrastinating. We hope that bringing it
to the surface here will make this motivation conscious and
therefore a less potent force in the lives of those for whom it
is an issue.

Poor rejection tolerance can also signal a tendency to erro-
neously personalize reviewer and editorial feedback. Upon
receiving a negative decision or particularly caustic and terse
reviewer comments, it is easy for academics to imagine that
the reviewer or editor holds particular disdain or specifically
malignant intent toward the author. Of course, this thinking is
humorously grandiose and rarely true. In our experience, edi-
tors and reviewers are very busy and scarcely have time to do
their jobs without taking extra time to deviously craft feed-
back letters designed to deflate or disturb authors. Although
some reviewers and editors could be more thoughtful and
encouraging in their feedback, most have an innate and palpa-
ble interest in coaching and offering consultation in the
course of their work. Here is the bottom line: Don’t let your
ego or worth as a writer hinge on receiving accolades and
acceptances every time you submit your work. Be your own
best supporter and be realistic.
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When it comes to handling rejection, it may be useful to
equate rejection of your scholarly work with rejection in roman-
tic relationships. Some junior scholars respond like dysfunc-
tional jilted lovers to manuscript rejection; some become
withdrawn and asocial, some become bitter and suspicious—
expecting and reacting strongly to rejection each time it occurs,
and a few may become stalkers—endlessly haranguing or argu-
ing with editors so that they effectively sabotage any chance of
future success.

So, how can you respond adaptively to the scholarly rejec-
tions you will almost certainly rack up during your career? First,
inoculate yourself to rejection by reading this section several
times after submitting your work and before receiving a
response from the editor. Second, when the decision letter
arrives and if the decision is negative, or should major revision
be required, tuck the reviews in the file folder containing this
manuscript and put the folder away for a few days. We find that
this “time out” strategy is great for preventing such irrational
reactions as anger or self-deprecating. After a few days (or
sooner, as you become more resilient and adaptive to rejection),
look at the file: Slowly read the editor’s letter and every word in
the accompanying reviews. Then read everything again, this
time underlining or highlighting salient requirements and rec-
ommendations. Know your work and gnaw at it: In the words
of American author David Henry Thoreau, “Pursue, keep up
with, critical round and round your life. Know your own bone:
gnaw at it, bury it, unearth it, and gnaw at it still” (cited in
Dillard, 1989, p. 68). Third, frame these documents as free and
valuable feedback (constructive response truly is a gift)
designed to improve your work and enhance your chances of
publication. Recognize that you are getting an opportunity to
improve as a writer while collecting crucial intelligence about
the journal and the preferences or “personality” of the specific
editor. If this is an important journal in your field, this informa-
tion will be crucial to your long-term success. Fourth, mind-
fully reflect over time on the rejections you receive on your
various manuscripts and work to discern any patterns among
the rejections, or common causes for them. Is there something
about your writing style you need to correct? Do you tend to
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submit work with sloppy errors or grammatical deficits? Are
there serious methodological problems with your research or
insufficient theoretical grounding for your ideas? Are general-
izations or claims being made without sufficient support and
evidence? When more than one journal editor says the same
thing in the course of rejecting your work, it behooves you to
take note and translate this counsel into significant changes in
your approach. Empower yourself to reflect, learn, and change
how you approach academic writing: Take off the blinders and
gnaw on your bone.

We all may know stories of academics and especially great
writers who have experienced rejection to the point of crisis
at some point in their lives. From the literary world, take
Thoreau for example, famous for the classic Walden, which
explores natural simplicity, harmony, and beauty as condi-
tions for social existence. Years earlier while at Walden Pond
he had written A Week on the Concord and Merrimack Rivers,
an elegy to his brother. When a publisher for the work could
not be secured, Thoreau published it himself, a poor decision
that devastated him financially. But after that, while paying
off his debts, he continuously revised his other manuscript. In
1854 Walden (also known as Life in the Woods) was pub-
lished, recounting his two-year venture at Walden Pond
(Wikipedia, 2006).

As a caveat, we acknowledge that top journals and editors
have certainly been known to initially reject groundbreaking
and innovative work deserving of public attention. Sometimes,
scholars that change the course of a discipline are outcasts in
their first efforts to publish pioneering perspectives on a disci-
pline or field. But if you are a relatively new academic, we
encourage you to learn to tolerate rejection, refrain from envi-
sioning yourself as a scholarly, award-winning genius, and,
where it makes good sense, humbly heed the advice of review-
ers and editors. Remember, academics who are adept at writ-
ing and reviewing are usually able to figure out how novice and
even expert writers can improve their work and in ways not
readily discernible to the writer him- or herself, at least not for
some time.
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26 Learn Good Coping 
Skills as a Writer

Prolific writers learn early on to cope effectively with numerous
demands on their time, setbacks in writing progress, and rejec-
tions from editors and funding sources. Although we encour-
age prevention whenever possible, it is rarely possible to prevent
many of the stressors that impinge on the typical academic’s
experience. Therefore, your capacity to effectively manage
stress and move beyond obstacles will help to predict how effec-
tive you will be at getting material written and published.

In order to effectively manage academic stressors, you will
need to make accurate appraisals of the stressful events them-
selves. Two crucial phases exist in the process of accurate
appraisal (Lazarus & Folkman, 1984). In the primary appraisal
phase, adaptive writers must decide whether an event is a direct
threat (likely to cause harm or damage) or merely a challenge
(although difficult or unpleasant, the event may yield some
gain). Because we have rarely heard of homicidal students,
administrators, or editors, and because most authors are con-
fronted with stressors in the relative safety of their own offices,
we think it reasonable to assume that most of your stressors will
appropriately be framed as challenges. Ironically, however,
many otherwise reasonable academics react to rejection letters
and other challenges as though they were direct threats to life
and limb—their sympathetic nervous system kicks in, blood
pressure spikes, and, on a physiological level, they are preparing
to fight or run for their lives.

Stressful events in the writer’s life are not always external, of
course, as in the case of the anxiety or at least restlessness many
of us feel when trying to rouse that “peculiar internal state
which ordinary life does not induce” (p. 46). Contemporary
novelist Annie Dillard (1989) humorously goes on to say that
writers do not have it easy—we must find within ourselves the
fortitude and strength to prepare ourselves for this state all on
our own, without having recourse to the communal rituals of a
Zulu warrior or Aztec maiden. A work in progress that is neg-
lected becomes harder to manage and control, Dillard adds,
because the work—a wild, uncaged “lion”—will take control
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over our lives, forcing us to tiptoe around it unless we assert
our mastery. We learn good coping skills as a writer by writing
every day and by taking control of this activity, not letting it
dominate us.

After you have correctly identified writing obstacles and set-
backs as challenges, the second phase of accurate appraisal, sec-
ondary appraisal, involves estimating your capacity to respond
effectively to the situation. In the secondary phase of coping,
you will be asking yourself such questions as: Do I have the abil-
ity to remedy the problem? Will any effort or strategy on my part
make a difference? Do I have the resources or contacts to get
past this problem? In general, when a scholar encounters a prob-
lem or stressor, correctly interprets it as a challenge rather than
an insurmountable threat, and then moves to appraise what will
be required to effectively respond, the author is engaging in
problem-focused coping. Problem-focused copers act calmly,
directly, and proactively to tackle the situation and improve it.
They see the problem as a challenge, believe they have the capac-
ity to address it effectively, appraise the situation thoroughly but
only to the extent necessary, and quickly take steps to do so.

Strategies of problem-focused coping in the wake, say, of
having a major scholarly product rejected by a journal, include
these actions:

1. Putting the material away briefly to gather one’s thoughts,
recognizing that a single rejection does not define either the
author or the work

2. Gathering information about issues raised in the feedback
and carefully considering an effective response

3. Consulting with experienced colleagues regarding both the
work itself and well-matched outlets

4. Building networks of peers willing to offer social support,
encouragement, and thorough copyediting or proofreading

5. Ensuring the prevention of maladaptive responses by engaging
in good self-care, arranging ongoing social support, and think-
ing in advance about adaptive responses to possible rejections

The alternative to problem-focused coping, emotion-focused
coping, occurs when we identify a stressful situation or setback
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as impossible, unmanageable, or beyond repair. We have both
seen emotion-focused coping among colleagues—typically in
response to failed early attempts at publication or grant sup-
port. Emotion-focused coping among academics results in giv-
ing up and developing a syndrome called learned-helplessness, in
which a writer begins to believe that nothing he or she does will
result in success; this individual faults others as saboteurs,
assumes future failure, capitulates, and ceases the problem-
focused coping behaviors that will likely result in a reversal of
one’s fortunes. A vast proportion of prolific scholars cope with
initial failures by editing, rewriting, and seeking consultation,
and repeating this cycle of refinement until they discover highly
effective strategies for getting their work successfully and safely
through the publishing gauntlet.

27 Take Time (But Not Your 
Writing Time) to Contemplate

Productive scholarship is both a privilege and an expectation for
those of us occupying academic jobs. Prolific scholars are
patient, persistent, and adaptive in their response to setbacks;
they write to thrive, not merely to keep their jobs or to look
good to an external party. But there is one more dimension of
the attitude and element in the practice of prolific writers that
bears discussion here. Prolific writers take time to think about
their work—not just mechanical details, drafts, or data analysis,
but the bigger picture and the abiding meaning in their writing.
Call this the contemplative aspect of the healthy academic’s psy-
chology.

Conscientious contemplation in the life of a writer serves at
least two essential purposes. First, periods of contemplation
allow some internal reflection about one’s line of scholarship,
where it seems to be headed, and whether the author maintains
genuine interest and purpose in the work at hand. Salient ques-
tions for self-reflection include: Does this area still exert a grav-
itational pull on me? Do I find meaning in all the hard work
largely because the potential contribution is significant? Do
I find joy in studying this topic and writing about it? Is this sub-
ject so infused with intrigue and meaning that I can imagine
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sticking with it for the long-term? Is my interest in this area of
scholarship still something that gets me up in the morning and
preoccupies me to the point of absorption? Has my line of
inquiry reached a proverbial dead end such that continuing to
push ahead would be fruitless? At some point along the journey
did the balance shift so that writing is mostly work with very little
joy—in a word, drudgery? Is now the right time to consider
making a major shift in specific focus or methodology, or is it
time to move to an entirely different area of scholarship alto-
gether? Am I reasonably productive yet somehow disconnected
from the work?

Obviously, these are weighty questions that go directly to
the heart of a writer’s existential well-being. Each has bearing
on the emotional, spiritual, and philosophical peace and
meaning you are likely to experience during the writing enter-
prise. And it should also be apparent that these questions are
easily ignored by busy academics or academics in denial about
waning interest in their own work. The contemplative aca-
demic must ask and reflect on these questions, or questions
like them, episodically, and to be efficacious, they must be
answered honestly. It might be that many prolific scholars
who find their work meaningful and motivating are also trans-
parent with themselves and proactive about making changes
in response to internal and external triggers. We know of
major figures in our own educational disciplines who excel
at both recognizing and incorporating emergent trends
into their lines of inquiry without steadfastly holding on to
outdated concepts and research topics.

The second purpose behind contemplation involves brain-
storming, imagining, and visualizing the contours of your next
manuscript, your next line of research, or even an entirely new
scholarly focus. In the day-to-day rush to teach, attend meet-
ings, interact with students, and squeeze in writing blocks, it is
easy to overlook these crucial opportunities for creative con-
templation. We think of these as revitalizing moments and have
found it important to have pen and paper ready so that when
fledgling ideas are birthed, we can put them to paper immedi-
ately and nurture them through continued reflection and
creative visioning.
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For anyone so predisposed, keeping a journal of creative
contemplation about ideas or directions for future scholarship is
a good idea. Journaling allows the academic to sketch out ideas
and plans that are in progress and watch them develop naturally,
and without the intimidation of a blank computer screen. This
writing process provides a workspace for describing ideas and
concepts, philosophizing beyond situations, expressing feel-
ings, and problem solving. Write freely or use categories that
are meaningful to you for eliciting and organizing your
thoughts. Moreover, consider analyzing your journal for
themes as you develop material. In addition to this, we also
write overviews of what we have learned and incorporate all
that works into our academic writing. Any and all of these
processes can be undertaken alone or with a collaborator. Every
encounter with one’s self or one’s psyche, whether through
journaling or brainstorming, should become an experience in
stimulation, invigoration, and contemplation. Any creative con-
ception needs the writer to look beyond, simultaneously draw-
ing cues from outside one’s self and from within.

We, Brad and Carol, have routinely engaged in both summa-
tive and formative forms of contemplation over the course of
our careers—although like many of our busy colleagues, we
sometimes neglect these opportunities for too long. Important
contemplative moments have occurred for us early in the morn-
ing when sipping tea or coffee and thinking about the days,
weeks, and months ahead, on the drive to work, when jogging
during the day, or when chatting with our favorite students dur-
ing research meetings. Some academics will do well to schedule
periodic time for reflection and scholarship planning, and oth-
ers operate more effectively by seizing opportune moments
whenever they arrive.

Both of us have honed a contemplative ritual that has
served us well over the years. Whenever an important article,
book chapter, or book is published and finally arrives in our
mailbox at work, we try to take an hour or two—ideally that
day—to walk to a waterfront coffee shop in town or a nearby
Starbucks on campus, and read (or skim as the case may be)
the work in detail. Not only is this ritual deeply satisfying—
one’s own work often looks even better in print—it also serves
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to affirm the commitment we’ve made to the academic
profession (the “mountain” we “climb” everyday) and to
legitimize the many days and long hours involved in crafting
the work. Most importantly, this ritual is a sure-fire way to
generate new ideas about one’s own line of research and areas
of writing. By reading the work in print as a stranger might,
we are often able to see it from a fresh angle, make new con-
nections to the field, generate several new questions, and even
outline a follow-up research design or book idea. Of course,
we never go on these brief contemplative ventures without
paper and pen handy.

Deliberate contemplation is an essential ingredient in the
long-term health and productivity of most academics. But
don’t get mired in contemplation to the point of obsessive
compulsiveness, and never let contemplation serve as an excuse
to avoid writing. Contemplation on one’s writing life and
impact on the field fits nicely in-between those sacrosanct
writing blocks!
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5

Know When to Coll aborate 

and When to Cut Losses

In this chapter we discuss the important message of knowing
when to collaborate and when to cut your losses and leave a
project or writing group. For one thing, find supportive col-
leagues and constructive editors in the effort to support your
writing growth, and join groups and networks focused on aca-
demic development and scholarly productivity. For another
thing, collaborate often but selectively by forming genuine
writing partnerships that facilitate production of your scholar-
ship; even productive scholars who work alone can experience
greater productivity from synergistic writing relationships.
Additionally, avoid the hard lessons learned about not clarify-
ing expectations before agreeing to collaborate, and compel
all involved to be intentionally explicit about these. Also, care-
fully structure the collaboration with respect to such pivotal
issues as order of authorship and expectations with respect to
not only the writing but also the revising of the work and
communications with editors. Know when to cash out or walk
away from a project—sometimes we have no choice—but
learn from your mistakes and avoid repeating them.

28 Find Supportive Colleagues and 
Critical Editors

Writing can be a lonely endeavor. The self-discipline, tenacity,
and sometimes monastic commitment to the task at hand can
be trying and even overwhelming for the best of us. Although
there will be plenty of hours and days when we need to do the
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work alone, it is nearly always helpful to enjoy the steady back-up
of a writing support network—a cast of characters who support
and encourage our writing. Some of these colleagues will be
coauthors but others may be scholars in different disciplines,
friends, or even relatives who, in addition to their own writing,
inspire or critique our ideas and bolster our writing motivation
and efficacy without even doing any writing with us. No matter
its size, parameters, or criteria for membership, we encourage
you to deliberately foster a supportive writing network.

Supportive colleagues can be found in many places but are
most often faculty members with whom you interact frequently.
These may be other junior professors or senior faculty in your
department or around the larger campus. Quite often, brand
new assistant professors are most motivated to seek out and
reciprocate assistance and support with writing. At times, a
department, school, or even the larger university will establish
and promote weekly or monthly writing groups or teams—
often specifically targeting untenured faculty. These are excel-
lent opportunities to meet regularly with other fledgling
scholars and/or writing guides, share ideas and concerns, and
offer reciprocal constructive feedback and moral support. At
times, new faculty may be formally assigned to a writing cohort
or team in hopes of spurring early scholarly activity. Regardless,
do not wait until you have writing projects up and running
before you join or even create a highly viable working group
that satisfies your goals.

In one of our departments, a regular colloquium brings
together all faculty for the purpose of collegial support for per-
sonal scholarship. Once a year, each professor takes a turn pre-
senting his or her latest paper, followed by a period of open
brainstorming about the topic, constructive feedback, and rec-
ommendations for improvement and support. Although it may
feel like a “hassle” to get one’s material ready to present to col-
leagues, the process is often a boon in terms of forcing us to
sharpen our latest work—this duty to present our writing often
ends up being the impetus to get a manuscript ready for sub-
mission to a journal. It is also a great opportunity to garner new
insights about possible problems or necessary modifications to
the piece. Frankly, it is a rewarding experience characterized by
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collegial reinforcement of our works-in-progress that serves to
enhance the quality of each piece presented. If such a writing
group or faculty colloquium is not in place in your department
or college, why not take the initiative for getting it off the
ground? Volunteer to go first and set the tone by being pre-
pared and receptive to feedback. If there is not a host of other
colleagues in your institution who could also use this kind of
encouragement and motivational push, your institution may
place less emphasis on research and publication than most.

In addition to formal groups, a writing support constellation
might include individual colleagues—either in your department
or across campus, established mentors in your discipline, or
even supportive services for new faculty offered by professional
organizations. Among individual colleagues, look for those
friends and confidants you enjoyed in graduate school, col-
leagues in your department with whom you instantly “hit it
off,” or even friends and acquaintances outside of academe who
happen to write themselves or who take an interest in your
work. When a colleague or friend proves to be an especially
capable and constructive reviewer of your work, foster that con-
nection, return the favor if he or she too could use support with
writing, and let them know you appreciate the help. When the
context is conducive, set up regular (or spontaneous) meeting
times with these valuable colleagues and over beverages or a
meal share your recent ideas, solicit feedback regarding manu-
scripts you’ve given them to read, and make these opportunities
not only enjoyable and helpful but also, to the extent possible
over time, mutually beneficial.

This brings us to an important point about seeking out and
retaining supportive colleagues. A well-constructed writing net-
work should offer two salient functions as you work to get the
writing done. First, supportive colleagues and friends should
offer emotional encouragement. If you feel good about yourself
and motivated to write more and more often after interacting
with these individuals, you’ve probably tapped the right people
as far as synergy goes. Although many academics are intro-
verted by nature, few are full-fledged islands; nearly all of us
benefit, and in ways not always clear at the time, from ardent
supporters and trustworthy friends. Make sure that the inner
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circle in your own writing network is reliably and unconditionally
encouraging—even when delivering tough feedback. Second,
good writing colleagues should provide excellent practical and
technical advice. Only rare colleagues will copyedit your work
unless you reciprocate, so be sure to avoid imposing. If you
could use assistance at the more technical level of writing, solicit
support from professional proofreaders and copyeditors, who
typically charge an hourly rate. But within your writing circle,
seek out those supporters who know the writing enterprise and
are both willing and eager to show you how to write more accu-
rately, more effectively, and more professionally. Often times,
they will want to direct you to something written that can serve
as a guide rather than to actually spend the time “penning”
changes on your work. If they are genuinely supportive, it will be
easier to take advantage of this technical assistance, whatever
the form.

Here is one more thing to consider. If there are people in
your current network, or life more generally, who are the
antithesis of supportive, we must ask: Why are you wasting your
time and energy with them? Prolific writing is hard enough
without having to contend with chronic naysayers, sabotaging
colleagues, or even family and friends who disparage your com-
mitment to scholarship. Life is short and the time to tenure and
promotion are shorter. Curtail contact with corrosive critics (but
be sure there are not some nuggets of truth in their comments),
jettison colleagues or writing support groups when meetings
with them amount to little more than gripe or counseling ses-
sions, and when a significant other or even a partner cannot sup-
port your writing, seriously ask why. Are you ignoring balance
and neglecting relationship obligations? Is relationship counsel-
ing needed? Can you continue in a relationship in which your
partner shows no regard for something so central to the heart of
your vocation? These are hard questions but worth asking early
on even if they take time away from your productivity because,
after all, core relational problems have a way of resurrecting
themselves; you’ll need to take sanctuary in a place that’s con-
ducive to your well-being if you are to write.

Seek supportive and constructively critical colleagues,
friends, and professionals. Partake in encouraging writing
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groups and partnerships with other professors and writers. But
whatever you do, don’t mistake time spent in these supportive
endeavors with writing productivity. While outstanding support
will fuel and hone your writing, it will neither expedite the writ-
ing nor absolve you of the duty to lock your door and put nose
to grindstone. There is a grave distinction between talking
about the process of building a home and actually doing the
work, metaphorically speaking. Receive writing support grate-
fully, return the favor reliably, and then work relentlessly!

29 Collaborate Often but Selectively

Here is a consistent similarity among prolific academics: They
create writing/authorship networks or multi-author teams that
facilitate production of far more scholarship than they could
possibly have produced alone. We refer here to genuine writing
partnerships; more than just supportive colleagues, these are
our coauthors and (hopefully) long-term cocreators of streams
of consistent publication. Even when a scholar is quite effective
and productive working alone, entering into a synergistic writ-
ing pair or team often allows the academic to cover considerably
more ground. And even when you continue to write solo
pieces, it may require surprisingly little time or modest effort to
simultaneously contribute to one or two team products. Such
collaboration may allow you to participate in parallel projects,
or maybe contribute to a different area of study altogether.
Here is a fact: For most of us, joining with the right coauthors
is destined to accelerate our rate of publication and, hopefully,
deepen our insight and broaden our knowledge base, and,
importantly, increase our enjoyment of what is otherwise very
hard work.

When we examine the vitae of highly productive academics
we generally notice a track record of solo publications in their
areas of specialty as well as numerous streams of multi-authored
studies that reflect their collaborations with talented graduate
students and colleagues. (Some productive writers publish
strictly on their own or only with others.) Sometimes these col-
laborations are limited to one publication—a common scenario
for anyone who chairs a dissertation and publishes with his or
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her students. In other instances, there is a lengthy list of
presentations and publications with the same coauthor or
group. Quite often the order of authorship changes as different
ideas for articles emerge and members of the team take turns as
the lead. In many cases the focus of these products is one’s own
area(s) of expertise. But in other instances, the topics are
idiosyncratic deviations from the primary area of emphasis—
perhaps reflecting an interest of a colleague who happened to
intrigue us with an errant idea, or a short-term dalliance in a
new research area. For example, several years ago, one of us
became interested in self-help materials for clinical use and
collaborated with a colleague in writing two articles. While the
collaboration was enjoyable and made the writing expeditious, we
have never revisited the topic. While this side road proved to be
nothing but a fascinating cul-de-sac, these sidelight foci sometimes
become long-term—if infrequent—areas of scholarly interest.

Beyond sheer acceleration of your productivity as a scholar,
there is another sound reason for carefully selecting coauthors
and collaborators over the course of your scholarly career:
Collaborators tend to become lifelong friends. In our own case,
strolling down memory lane in the form of glancing at the lines
of our vitae is a nostalgic experience. The names that leap off
the pages over the years amount to a “who’s who” of our life
stories. Our coauthors include favorite students, good col-
leagues, and some of our best friends, as well as, let’s face it,
hard-learned mistakes that may have changed how we think
about and select collaborators. What shows up merely as a list
of publications on the printed page actually conjures reminis-
cences of rich, or at least educational, collaborative experiences,
sometimes stretching over many years. It is certainly true that
excellent collaborative relationships can thwart loneliness—
something all too common in the writing life—and imbue the
entire process of research and writing with a sense of synergistic
excitement and creative meaning. Unless you are a rather
extreme introvert always content in solitary pursuit of your
work, we urge you to give serious thought to joining or creat-
ing promising scholarly networks—especially when you
find prolific writers in your area of interest who are responsive
to colearning endeavors.
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So, how should you go about finding the right coauthors
for you? This is a critically important challenge. Selecting
scholarly collaborators should be just as deliberate as choos-
ing the right mate or the right friends—remember: The best
collaborators can become career-long coauthors. Several fac-
tors contribute to both the match and the probable outcomes
of your work together. Some of the most important of these
include personality features, collegiality, work ethic, writing
ability, and creativity. In our experience, the best coauthors
have been punctual in correspondence, assiduous about
meeting writing deadlines, smart and creative, efficient when
it comes to churning out pages, and most important, moti-
vating and energizing, even fun to be around. Great collabo-
rators are also clear communicators, open about their
preferences and concerns, and endowed with a good sense of
humor. And they express appreciation for the efforts of their
coauthors, not taking for granted their special skills and tal-
ents or especially how they may have had to put in extra time
to complete a particular task, such as communication with a
publisher or analysis of a data set. Finally, you should be cer-
tain to seek out evidence of fair-mindedness in any prospec-
tive coauthor. Nothing sours a partnership faster than a
tendency to be self-focused and unfair. Find colleagues who
seem just as concerned about your interests as their own and
who are prepared to negotiate coauthorship terms from the
outset and, if necessary, to reassess them.

Good collaborations—including the creation of writing
teams—often begin through reputation, exposure, and interac-
tion. This commonly occurs around campus or at professional
meetings where conversations about shared interests, colloquia
presentations, or scholarly panels lead to exciting collaborative
possibilities. However, it is not necessary to meet an exemplary
collaborator in person before commencing work. We serve as a
shining example of this postmodern reality.

When I (Brad) began thinking about a short guide on
writing geared to higher education faculty, I wondered about
writing the book with a colleague—someone who also liked
to write and who could bring another perspective to the work.
And then a light went on. A fellow scholar in the area of
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mentoring relationships, the editor of a journal (Mentoring &
Tutoring) in which I had recently published an article, and a
prolific writer in her own right came immediately to mind.
Although I had never met Carol in person (and to this day have
not), I knew from significant correspondence, from reading her
work, and from reviewing her vita in the context of writing a
review for one of her many books, that Carol was a truly prolific
academic. I knew she was also a kind, witty, and creative person
with a work ethic that rivaled my own. In spite of our lack of
personal acquaintance, I knew Carol would be a stellar coau-
thor. Carol responded to the idea of a collaborative book with
just the sort of competence, excitement, and intensity I have
come to expect from her and so we got to work and have never
looked back. We have come to experience each other as friends
and phenomenal colleagues and approach our writing
relationship from a shared sense of respect.

Synergy builds synergy, and so, just as I (Brad) had launched
the idea for the book, Carol had recently done the same with a
journal article on tensions involving accountability and democ-
racy in the lives of school leaders. We wrote that piece and pub-
lished it while writing this book and simultaneously preparing a
number of additional projects, both with each other and sepa-
rately with other coauthors, moving around our various pots on
the stove while trying to help each other out and not get in each
others’ way!

Although writing partnerships are a must for thesis-and-
dissertation supervisors, and for most professors interested in
accelerating their work, there are some sobering cautions to
heed before racing headlong into these arrangements. First, the
number of students and colleagues who are either unreliable
when it comes to getting the work done or just plain lousy at
writing is indeed mind-boggling. We say this not to disparage
novice writers or our own colleagues but merely to expose the
truth. Excellent writing—and the work often required to
achieve a level of scholarly excellence—is uncommon. There are
legions of good students and solid college professors who sim-
ply lack the passion, interest, drive, collegial disposition, or
facility with words needed to excel at academic writing. Be care-
ful about the decisions and investments you make: Wade in
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slowly to coauthored and multi-authored projects. Carefully
evaluate potential collaborators’ publishing records and degree
of success, interpersonal strengths and weaknesses, and styles of
work. If working with a graduate student, be realistic about his
or her capacity to deliver usable material, and when working
with a faculty colleague, consider a smaller “pilot” project
before making a larger commitment to a time-consuming and
risky project.

Obviously, some risks are clearly associated with writing part-
nerships. But when you are intentional about the match and
discover a worthy collaborator, the potential personal and pro-
fessional benefits far outweigh the risks. Take a gamble today
but be sure it is a calculated risk: Be as informed as possible
about the writing partners and projects you choose.

30 Carefully Structure 
Collaborative Projects

Too many scholars learn the hard way to be intentionally
explicit about expectations before agreeing to collaborate.
Prolific scholars learn early on that participation in coau-
thored works can accelerate productivity only if one sees eye-
to-eye with collaborators and only when collaborators are
conscientious and clear about expectations. In order to pre-
vent any of the various misunderstandings that can easily
thwart or even doom coauthored products, it is incumbent
upon you to take the lead in clarifying and concretizing
expectations and parameters.

Like solid homes, good writing partnerships begin with care-
ful planning and construction that follow an approved blue-
print. As a busy professor with precious little time for bad
scholarly investments, you must thoughtfully select your coau-
thors (see the previous section) and then take initiative to craft
shared expectations upfront. A number of important issues must
be clarified at the start in order to avoid, to the extent humanly
possibly, disappointment or even outright anger later on. First,
what are the necessary deadlines en route to completing the
project, and can each author agree to meet them? This is cru-
cial. We know of no other issue that causes so much angst in the
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world of academic collaboration than that of missed timelines.
Agreeing to produce a section of an article, a book chapter, or
a portion of a coauthored book must be considered a sacred
duty. It is not only your own scholarly success that hangs in the
balance but that of other colleagues as well.

Avoid telling yourself a Hollywood story about the coau-
thoring relationship—none is perfect because each is subjected
to the fallacies and idiosyncrasies of being human. It is easy
early in any collaboration to see a coauthor through rose-col-
ored lenses. Social psychologists call this the halo effect—making
a broad positive assessment of a colleague’s skills, capacities,
and personality traits on the basis of one or two positive features
(e.g., employment at a prestigious institution, attractiveness,
warm conversational style). Of course, such positive factors as
these may have nothing at all to do with writing acumen or fair-
minded collegiality. So be cautious as you enter in and discuss
possible problems and solutions early on.

By all means, converse about both intermediate and final
deadlines and make decisions ahead of time involving the
rights and protections of authors. For example, should a col-
laborator be late with his or her section, do the remaining
authors have the right to produce this part on their own or,
alternatively, to seek another collaborator? Do all agree in
advance that the tardy colleague will be dropped as a coauthor
from the project?

Of course, punctuality leads to another issue that demands
explication whenever a joint project is undertaken: Order of
authorship. Here is a subject that causes a great deal of angst
and conflict in the halls of academe, not to mention more than
a few legal and ethical complaints between professors who may
have once been good friends. Decide, then, who will be the first
author listed? What will be the specific order of authorship if
more than two are involved? What circumstances or occur-
rences along the way would be cause to change authorship
order and what will the process be for making this determina-
tion as early as possible? If more than one publication should
stem from the current data set or writing team, will order of
authorship rotate? What about subsequent conference presen-
tations or books that spin off from the current work? As you can
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see, it is critical that authorship order be made crystal clear at
the start and revisited as often as needed to avoid ill will or hurt
feelings. And don’t forget to be just as explicit in your negotia-
tions when supervising the work of a graduate student. It’s
essential that ethical guidelines be followed and cultural norms
understood (e.g., graduate students should generally be first
author of collaborative works leading to or emanating from
their dissertations).

Other expectations demanding clarification early on in the
formation of any writing partnership include writing style,
anticipated frequency of contact or consultation, and preferred
methods of transferring drafts back and forth (e.g., over the
Internet, possibly using the track changes function in Word,
through the postal service, by fax). Some additional expecta-
tions involve anticipated number and outlets for scholarly prod-
ucts, issues pertaining to ownership of copyrighted material,
and whether decisions about manuscript content and style will
always be democratic or assigned to the first author. Who on
the team will articulate a conceptual framework, review the lit-
erature, collect and analyze data, and ultimately pen the final
draft of the manuscript? And later on, should a decision letter
arrive from the editor requesting a thorough rewrite of the
paper followed by resubmission, whose responsibility will it be
to take the lead on (or even to tackle solo) the revision? The list
goes on.

Here is another reason to clarify expectations early on. All of
us are prone to become so excited about a new project or so
flattered by an invitation to coauthor—especially if a luminary
in the field extends the offer—that we can say yes too quickly,
perhaps without taking honest stock of our current commit-
ments. Before we know it, we have gotten in too deep and
stand to forfeit in a way that might both disappoint our col-
leagues and blight our reputation as collaborators. A process of
clarifying expectations offers an inherent “cooling off” period
during which a potential contributor is encouraged to honestly
assess his or her ability to come through with quality work and
on time.

If it is not already apparent, defining expectations ade-
quately requires appropriate boldness and assertiveness as well
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as thorough knowledge of self. Only the self-acquainted and
transparent scholar can let new collaborators know what he or
she expects, likes, and prefers with regard to the writing rela-
tionship and what pitfalls must be steadfastly avoided. Good
collaborators know their relative strengths and weaknesses and
seek coauthors who can tolerate their foibles while bolstering
the weaker areas. Do you have pet peeves when it comes to
writing with others? Our own list of examples includes tardi-
ness, poor-quality contributions, and a negative, obstructionist
attitude. If so, be sure that coauthors know about them
upfront.

Some prolific scholars are so careful about clarifying expecta-
tions that they even draft contracts and place responsibilities
and timelines in writing. Think of a writing contract as a sort of
prenuptial agreement for scholarly collaborators. Contracts
offer the benefit of allowing participants to think carefully
about mutual expectations while negotiating roles, timelines,
and other critical matters. They also offer a potent impetus to
follow-through. But there is a downside to importing such for-
mal tools into a collegial scholarly relationship. A contract can
paradoxically diminish intrinsic interest, collegial altruism, and
the very spontaneity that often make such collaborations
delightful in the first place.

In our experience, formal clarification of role expectations and
deadlines—whether in writing or not—is profoundly valuable.
This proves indispensable in fledgling collaborations and less nec-
essary as a writing duo or team develops a track record rooted in
trust, synergy, and success. But flexibility is also an essential ingre-
dient in good collaboration and, it goes without saying that sacri-
fices will have to be made in other areas of your life in order to
sustain the work and relationship. Adhere to deadlines whenever
humanly possible, expect your collaborators to do the same, and
when necessary (which is often, in our experience!), show grace
and flexibility, even when you have to reassess collaboration with
a delinquent colleague. Know what qualities and competencies
you expect your collaborators to embody and find out what they,
in turn, expect from theirs, and with this knowledge, seek to
create good writing matches.
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31 Know When to Cash Out

Sometimes, it is necessary to walk away from a scholarly
project—even one in which you have invested considerable
time. There can be many reasons for this. In the nomencla-
ture of writing projects, we hope that most of your work will
fall into such positive categories of experience as “grand
success,” “noteworthy achievement,” or at least “solid con-
tribution to the literature.” Yet there are outcomes at the
other end of the project spectrum that can be labeled
“stinker,” “dead on arrival,” and so forth. Anyone who writes
will admit to being involved with at least a few projects that
can be deemed failures—sometimes these are individual flops
and sometimes failed group efforts. One secret to success as a
prolific writer is the ability to diagnose potentially dead-end
projects early on and take appropriate action to avoid them
altogether or at least cut them loose at the first opportunity.

Let’s face it, every writing project, regardless of the level of com-
mitment and intensity, will require an investment on your part. A
professor’s time, energy, and resources are precious commodities
and each new article, chapter, or book idea requires varying
degrees of personal investment. When we as academics carefully
consider our resources and the likely return on specific projects, we
often make wise investment decisions. But even with impeccable
planning, things can change in your life, in those of colleagues, or
in the area of your scholarly focus; either suddenly or gradually, evi-
dence accumulates that your current project is doomed—or at
least unlikely to reap the expected or perhaps even any returns. It
is also true that the picture of failure can vary considerably with
scholarly experience. Prolific academics often judge their major
projects a failure if only one solid article has resulted, whereas new
scholars may feel that this kind of return signifies success.

Here are some common indicators that you should recon-
sider investment in a writing project. While no single indicator
may always necessitate walking away, each should serve as a
glaring red flag:

1. An Institutional Review Board (IRB) denies access to data
collection essential to the work at hand
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2. An IRB or another official gate keeping body refuses to
approve an innovative new procedure or a research design
indispensable to the work

3. A collaborator with access to critical data or literature never
follows through

4. Results from a pilot study or analysis of some early data indi-
cate that your approach or theory is problematic and possi-
bly invalid

5. A key coauthor is clearly unreliable or otherwise very diffi-
cult to work with

6. Editors and reviewers reject the work or idea outright—
perhaps pointing out fatal and indefensible flaws in the
design or theory

7. Trusted colleagues or an administrative head cautions that
the work is unlikely to bolster your case for promotion
and tenure

8. The project has begun to seriously compromise your health
and well being

In each case, the writing may be on the wall, so to speak;
continued investment of resources in an idea constrained by
any such circumstances may be a colossal waste of time and
may even work at cross purposes with your goal of establish-
ing a solid resume of scholarly work.

Our cautionary words and advice apply to bad collaborators,
not just to bad ideas. We have emphasized in different parts of
this book that choosing writing partners must be done care-
fully and deliberately. But there will always be some false posi-
tives that sneak through your selection grid. When it becomes
apparent that a colleague is chronically late, unreliable, prone
to low quality work, or perhaps caustic and hard to communi-
cate with, by all means, be honest about the unfortunate cir-
cumstances in which you find yourself—take a deep breath, cut
your losses, and move on! And learn from your mistakes: Do
your best to avoid similar circumstances and collaborators in
the future.

Here is one caveat when it comes to cashing out and
dropping scholarly “duds:” Sometimes, deciding when to stay
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the course or to pull out instead is not an easy challenge. For
instance, you may have devoted substantial time to a project
only to have an editor inform you that a thorough and com-
plete rewrite and hence resubmission will be required. One of
us spent several months writing a lengthy review article that
summarized decades worth of research on a specific assessment
issue. What appeared to be an interesting topic soon turned
laborious and onerous. Then, the journal editor requested revi-
sions that were not only substantial but also vague. The
prospect of continuing this work was both daunting and
depressing; but so many hours had been invested, and the prob-
ability of ultimately having the article accepted for publication
so probable, that the author decided to stay the course, endure
the pain, and get the revisions completed. After two rounds of
more manageable revisions the article was finally accepted for
publication.

Were this author (Brad) to live his academic life over again,
he would not choose to write that particular article. But in ret-
rospect, he is glad that he saw this project through to fruition,
as has Carol in similar arduous circumstances. And yet, both of
us have also walked away from projects that quickly proved
untenable—even after devoting some important time and
energy to getting them off the ground. In nearly every case, our
instinct to abandon at the time proved wise. In other cases such
projects have not been abandoned, turning to rust in our filing
cabinets; in some instances, they have been resurrected into
more viable bodies of work and hence accepted for publication
either as articles or book chapters. Over time, wisdom born of
experience will help you discern when to persevere and when to
cash out.

In a classic country song, Kenny Rogers advises listeners to
“know when to hold ’em, know when to fold ’em; know when
to walk away, and know when to run.” To become prolific, you
must master the art of detecting writing project stinkers early
on and then gracefully but expeditiously dropping them like
hot potatoes. You must also learn to distinguish between
stinkers that should be dropped altogether and potentially good
works for which you should stay the course. Like quicksand,

Know When to Coll aborate ⁄ Cut Losses 93

1403977437ts06.qxd  27-3-07  02:32 PM  Page 93



poorly conceived ideas, flawed designs, or bad collaborators can
pull you down and derail productivity; none of us can afford
costly distractions for which the scholarly price is loss of
precious time and energy. So stay alert—and know when to
cash out.
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6

Practice Systematic 

Writing from 

Start to F inish

In this section we focus on a number of pragmatic issues
related to writing. We begin with the importance of cleaning
your desk and filing your work, and move to that of developing
a sound writing system. In both instances we share old-
fashioned and computerized strategies for getting the work
underway. With respect to sound writing systems, we refer to
both linear and organic planning strategies that work well in
organizing major scholarly projects. In order to help propel
publishing success, we advocate for choosing the journal (or
publisher) early on. By shaping the manuscript to the require-
ments of specific journals or publishing houses, you should
experience higher initial success. We also recommend that you
give focus and legitimacy to your work by deciding on your title
early. Also, consider working on one manuscript at a time to its
completion, which will enable you to learn the challenging and
complex skills that go into developing a manuscript for publica-
tion review. Practice the art of generating multiple products
when possible: Write smart by conceptualizing a program or
string of publications on a topic that will add to the volume of
your accomplishments. Related to this, write programmatically
and maintain a focus by establishing a scholarly niche; produce
works that are relevant to your scholarly agenda and related in
some way. Pick the low-hanging fruit first, meaning get the
easiest work done first so that your works will move more
rapidly into and out of the publishing cue. Also, overestimate

1403977437ts07.qxd  27-3-07  02:32 PM  Page 95



time to completion so that you will meet publishing deadlines
and avoid adding stress to your life. Last but not least, we dis-
cuss how quality matters, but so does quantity; you will want to
publish with regularity and with peer-reviewed presses—
don’t assume any one publication will be important enough to
guarantee tenure.

32 Clean Your Desk and 
File Your Work

Organization in writing enhances productivity, plain and simple.
It is often the case that poor organization inhibits productivity;
it may even inhibit personal well-being. The physical aspects of
your writing environment have everything to do with your pre-
paredness for the task. An office in disarray (and there are many
of these in the halls of academe) may be reflective of internal
disorganization or habitual procrastination. Distracting piles or
the inability to quickly locate crucial resources can easily stymie
writing. One of us knows a tenured professor who is notorious
for the shocking state of her office—literally, no one can enter
because of the floor-to-ceiling paper stacks, and no research
projects are ever completed because only pieces of each “lost
city” are ever found. Don’t get us wrong, many scholarly laure-
ates work expediently in offices resembling trash heaps, but
these are the exceptions.

All things being equal, you would do well to clear your pri-
mary workspace of stacks and clutter. File all of your resources
and your own works-in-progress neatly and expeditiously. If
you wonder how organized your writing space is, consider the
twister test. If a small windstorm were to pass through your
office tomorrow, how long would it take you to be ready
to write again? If the answer is more than ten minutes, get busy
filing. Spend some time filing every day.

That being said, don’t file away your writing deadlines! Post
these prominently so that none is missed. It is not enough
to keep such information tucked away in a file or stored “in
memory.” You cannot expect to remember due dates with so
much going on all of the time. Highlight in your calendar critical
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dates and have a system somewhere on your desk for doing the
same—a simple post-it can work just fine. Be your own best
secretary.

Here’s an organizational tip that should stimulate your
productivity: Keep your current writing files in full view at all
times so that you will remember your priority commitment as
you get knocks at the door, check e-mail, go out to lunch, get
lost in daydreams, and so forth. Color-coded accordion folders
labeled with project titles are a good old-fashioned idea, as are
corresponding computer desktop folders containing the same
critical information. Be especially mindful of that precious raw
data that only exist in hard copy; consider scanning handwritten,
completed surveys and other original documents into computer
files so that you will have duplicates. Some writers like to use
transparent bins for organizing their projects so that bulky
materials can be easily identified, accommodated, and trans-
ported. If you need more (or better) ideas, talk to the produc-
tive scholars you know to see what systems they use; adopt and
improvise as you see fit. You can also visit your nearest office
supply store (or surf the Web) to garner the latest ideas for
organization and storage.

As you prepare for tenure review, the need for excellent
systems of organization becomes increasingly apparent. Consider
working toward that reality today. While tenure-earning,
organize your filing cabinet with separate drawers devoted to
research, teaching, and service. Or, secure three large bins with
handles, and devote one to research productivity, the second to
teaching, and the third to service. You can create “mirror” files
on your desktop. Tenure-and-promotion committees as well as
future employers will require that your dossier be submitted in
either hard copy or electronic form; regardless, the research/
teaching/service organizational system fits well with most
institutions’ expectations for protocol.

Keep your folders on your thumbdrive and on an up-to-date
CD ROM. If you are coauthoring with someone else or a team
of collaborators, be sure to always have all manuscript versions
under your control. Not all writing partners are vigilant about
being well organized so it’s best not to expect this—assume
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responsibility for master files and revisions. Avoid time-wasters
and mini-disasters from occurring wherein the latest version of
a paper cannot be located.

Increasingly, academic writers are “toss[ing] out the index
cards” in favor of “computer programs that take on the
tedious chore of crafting footnotes and bibliographies,” so
you, too, may want to think about making this change
(Kiernan, 2006, A29). Bibliographic software will organize
your sources into easy-to-use databases that not only correctly
format references, footnotes, and endnotes but also convert
these into the various formatting styles required by editors
and publishers. Electronic information systems such as
EndNote and RefWorks have been praised by professors and
students alike. Those interviewed for the Chronicle of Higher
Education say that these systems make the compilation and
formatting of multiple sources practical and relatively stress-
free (Kiernan, 2006). At a minimum, you may want to create
a file that contains all of your bibliographic sources so that you
can at least copy-and-paste at will.

If you were, hypothetically speaking, to lose your work
office to a natural disaster tomorrow, what would you be left
with? Would you be fortunate enough to have your latest
files at home or in another safe place? Always keep two com-
plete sets of up-to-date materials on file, one at home, and
the other at the office. We know that this sounds like extra
work, because it is, but this practice can also save you in the
end. By maintaining a tenure-and-promotion backup system
at home containing copies of all key documents and drafts
related to teaching, research, and service, you will be pro-
tected from acts of nature and overzealous campus janitors
who occasionally mistake files or bins for recycling! In the
summer of 2004 while teaching full-time, Carol’s Florida
home was struck by lightning; the author’s computer, along
with loads of other electrical equipment, fried. Luckily, the
scholarly disaster that could have compounded the natural
one was averted. One of the firefighters who had extin-
guished the billowing smoke nodded knowingly at the pre-
cious object being cradled—not a photograph, diary, or jewelry
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but the author’s thumbdrive containing all computer files.
The writing life saved.

33 Develop a Sound Writing System

Most prolific writers adopt and hone an idiosyncratic but effective
strategy for tackling the tasks or steps in the writing process.
Like a Rorschach test, authors’ organizational strategies and
habits come through in the systems they develop for writing.
We have talked with many prolific scholars to learn about their
writing systems. A consistent habit among these scholars is the
predilection toward brainstorming individually or with a col-
league or student before putting anything on paper—they for-
mulate and refine their ideas to the extent possible early on;
they clearly articulate the big picture. This preliminary work
helps maintain a stringent focus in subsequent stages of the
project; systematic visioning allows the writer to avoid pursuing
irrelevant—though tempting—side issues that often consume
precious time and energy.

While some productive scholars use the old-fashioned
strategy of writing out their ideas longhand on legal pads,
with scratchouts identifying changes, others develop their
ideas right on their laptops or desktops. Some computer-
oriented individuals are almost completely paperless. We also
know writers who dictate their ideas into an audio/digital
recorder, another strategy not only for brainstorming ideas
but also for developing outlines. Outlines, like ideas and
entire papers, can be developed electronically or on paper.
While some writers, like artists, produce many increasingly
refined sketches before doing the actual writing, others do
not—this depends in part on the extent to which they have
already worked out the key ideas.

Some academics write from a detailed plan, or at least an out-
line or series of sketches, while others are more bare bone, pre-
ferring to see what emerges organically and spontaneously. For
example, one of us uses a more linear planning strategy in our
writing than the other, so we developed a detailed, step-by-step
outline for the prospectus and later for the book itself. We knew

Practice Systematic Writing 99

1403977437ts07.qxd  27-3-07  02:32 PM  Page 99



the content of each chapter and section before we proceeded
with the writing. For each section, we wrote a paragraph describ-
ing it and for each chapter we prepared an overview statement.
After we could see the big picture emerge, we were free to move
around the pieces until all of the parts fit together; finally, we split
up the task, each of us taking responsibility for drafting half of the
book, with the supporting author doing the rewriting and the
initial author doing the revising. Of course, additional secrets
dawned on us during the act of writing and ongoing brainstorm-
ing via e-mail—we stayed open to the new ideas and made room
for them in our manuscript.

Just as individual writers have systemic writing approaches,
so too do coauthors and writing teams. We have shared the
writing system we used for this book project. As another exam-
ple, an outrageously prolific scholar we know who heads an
educational center has a different system—he alone does the
conceptualization work for the various coauthored writing
projects that he leads. Project coordinators and faculty
researchers provide him with the basic information he needs to
write up the ideas and put them in finished form. His coauthors
admire his ability to put onto paper, with apparent ease, impres-
sive conceptual frameworks and powerful abstractions. The
sound writing system modeled in this case relies upon the
strengths of each contributor, some better at brainstorming
core ideas, others better at summarizing the relevant literature,
still others better at drafting and polishing ideas, and so forth.

Another similarly prolific writer, known for his outstanding
organization and discipline, produces proposals for conferences
that are highly unusual—the research is already done and the
paper written before he writes the proposal. The singular focus
this individual maintains is seen as highly unusual because,
unlike most scholars, his writing system is so well organized he
knows one or more years in advance what he will be working
on. The highly predictable writing schedule he maintains every
day includes a careful account of plans and tasks accomplished,
all recorded on index cards.

So far, we have taken a macro approach to conceptualizing
writing systems. But what about a systematic approach to a
single scholarly project? Here’s a common approach that you
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might consider when writing a scholarly article, book, or
another major work:

1. Conceptualize the title and scope of the paper
2. Collect and analyze any data to be included
3. Collect published literature on the topic
4. Read through the literature, making notes of key ideas or

quotations
5. Develop a detailed outline of the manuscript, using numbers

to denote key sections and subsections (e.g., 1a, 1b, 2a)
6. Return to your notes and number key points accordingly
7. Begin writing by collecting every card and paper with “1a”

in the margin spread them out on your desk, and start in
8. When finished with section 1a, proceed to the next section

and so on
9. When done with a first draft, print it out, and immediately

begin to revise.

This methodical approach has served us well in various writing
projects over the years. It offers a clear method for breaking
down a seemingly monumental task into clear steps and a
cogent, systematic process. As your own writing career matures,
you will undoubtedly arrive at a system that works for you. In
the end, we are pragmatists; when an approach to conceptualiz-
ing, organizing, and carrying out the writing enterprise works
for you, go with it!

34 Choose the Journal 
(or Publisher) First

Do you want to know how to save gargantuan quantities of
time during the process of publishing a scholarly manuscript?
Select an appropriate outlet for your work early on. In fact,
once the data are collected, the idea for an article formulated,
or the book framework conceptualized, choosing a journal or
publisher should precede starting the actual writing. By target-
ing the manuscript’s tone, style, length, and contents to the
requirements of a specific journal or publisher, you are radically
increasing the chances for initial success. You are also reducing
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costs in terms of the time involved in resubmitting the
manuscript for major structural revisions or, if rejected, to other
journals. As advised in a later chapter on publishing, closely
adhere to the journal’s guidelines for authors—if a specific type
of formatting is required, adopt it and do so consistently. Over
the years, we have discovered that deciding on a journal usually
occurs during the same ponderous jog or over the same cup of
tea that served to generate the article title and outline. Once the
article’s rough outline, title, and likely publishing outlet take
form, we are able to tailor our work to the journal’s style and
specifications.

Be sure to access issues and read articles published in your
targeted publication so that you will become familiar with the
publication’s scope, philosophy, style, and contents. Editors can
readily discern which authors of submitted manuscripts are
familiar with their publication. An impression will be created
rather quickly about the potential “worthiness” of your work,
so carefully select the journal and follow its guidelines; where
relevant, consider situating your piece within the context of the
journal’s philosophy or orientation and even citing the works
relevant to your own. Keep in mind that vigilance in selecting
the most appropriate outlet will save you and the editor/
publisher a significant amount of valuable time.

Regarding the selection of a journal at the outset, you should
most definitely learn what the rejection (or acceptance) rate is
before making your determination. Such statistics are some-
times made available in various places on the Internet; however,
because journals rarely publicize their acceptance rates, you can
either ask the editor (or assistant) before deciding or consult an
official source, notably Cabell’s Directory, which is accessible
online (http://www.cabells.com). Research the journals in
your field by using this official source or one like it; however, if
the journal you’re interested in is relatively new or nonmain-
stream it will not be listed in any publication guides. The pub-
lishers of the official directories use criteria, such as citation and
circulation rates, for making decisions about which journals will
be listed.

Regarding Cabell’s, each journal entry includes the “editor’s
name, address, phone, fax, email and web address, manuscript
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guidelines; acceptance rate, review type, process, and time;
number of reviewers; circulation and price; and type of reader-
ship.” The directory index classifies “journals by different topic
areas and provides information on type of review, number of
external reviewers and acceptance rate.” Where this informa-
tion does not appear in an official guide, feel free to contact
journal editors or their staff: Ask not only about acceptance
rates but also the turnaround time for review and possibly how
many months it takes before a work that has been accepted
appears in published form.

If seeking a journal that is prestigious, even top-tier in your
field, you will want to identify one that has a low acceptance
rate of approximately 10 percent or less (but ask productive col-
leagues for clarification relative to your discipline). Expect to
experience a longer review period and, at best, “accept with
major modifications” on the first, second, or even third round
of reviews. Such journals bring out the obsessive-compulsive or
competitive personality within many of us. On the other hand,
journals that have a 25 percent acceptance rate are respectable
within most academic circles. The prolific scholars we know
have had a significant impact by publishing in practitioner journals
(with higher acceptance rates) in addition to leading academic
journals (with lower acceptance rates). Such national-level
practitioner journals usually disseminate widely and have many
readers, whereas prestigious journals tend to have modest cir-
culation and hence modest readership and citation. However,
those “lighthouse” or leading academic journals in which the
“big names” publish can also have an impressive distribution, as
in the case of the top-tier journals in our own professions, the
American Psychological Association’s American Psychologist,
and the American Educational Research Association’s
Educational Researcher.

Of course, the same concerns are present when seeking a
book publisher. While some academic publishers—including
many university presses—may be known for carefully scrutiniz-
ing and vetting scholarly proposals, these publishers may have a
relatively narrow impact in terms of marketing and circulation
of your work. On the other hand, trade publishers offer the
advantage of much broader attention to your work and perhaps
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extensive marketing resources. On the down side, trade
publishers may push for a more reader-friendly and less schol-
arly version of your work. The salient point is that the publica-
tion outlet will necessarily shape your writing. For this reason,
we recommend never writing more than a book prospectus and
one or two chapters of the book before seeking a publisher and
signing a contract.

Carefully weigh the benefits and drawbacks of each of the
journals in your discipline that could potentially serve as good
venues for your work. Remember, it is the pattern of publica-
tion, not any one particular piece, that is important for gaining
tenure and contributing to your impact and success as a scholar.
Whether you decide to target exclusively top-tier journals or
whether you disseminate your scholarship more broadly, we
return to the primary point of this section: For each journal
article or book you write, select your outlet early on.

35 Write Your Title Early

After selecting the outlet (or publisher, in the case of a book),
write your title. Take time with this task. Informing your search
for the right title are the key concepts in your piece: prevailing
norms in the publications you are reading—especially the one
that will receive your material for review—and your own cre-
ative muse. The title should be substantive and possibly laced
with humor or irony. Of course, it should also thoroughly cap-
ture the gist of your contribution. Select concise words that
give your work focus and serve as a touchstone for crafting the
manuscript; a good title should keep you on track and make
your writing more coherent. It also communicates a promise to
yourself that you will want to uphold. Try your title on trusted
colleagues for feedback and hone accordingly. Expect your title
to change as you engage in the creative process of writing and
as your thinking becomes clarified. Remain open to both
nuanced alterations and thoroughgoing revisions of the title as
you work.

All of these processes held true during the time we spent on
developing our own book title. It underwent numerous
changes before its current rendition—we wanted to love it, not
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just have it do the job of encapsulating our core content. The
title was initially wordy until our focus came into view and our
“voice” took shape. Once we became even better acquainted
with our subject matter, each other’s writing and thinking
styles, and the publisher’s expectations, the title took final form.
We wanted a title that was simultaneously pithy, effective in
conveying the fundamental content of the book, reflective of
our mutual exuberance for the topic, and something that
allowed our sense of humor to peek through. It’s important to
be patient with this writing process, as publishers, reviewers,
and readers all have an investment in what you title your work.

Why are titles so meaningful? Once something, such as an
association, company, or written work, is given a title, it will
have an identity. This is true even in the case of naming human
beings. Parents struggle with naming their babies because grave
importance is sometimes attached to a name—it signifies per-
sonal identity. Naming is embedded within deeply rooted famil-
ial and societal contexts, and it can have positive or negative
associations. Titles name our acts of creation and give them
reality; they are also “labels” that identify what is hopefully
original, engaging work. On your vita you should see a pattern
occurring among your chosen titles, suggesting that you have a
focused line of inquiry. For example, regarding our own vitae,
it is apparent that we share a major interest in mentoring theory
and practice, faculty professional development, and graduate
student learning, and that we write from clinical psychology
and educational leadership perspectives.

We’ve heard students joke about the colon that commonly
appears in published titles, of not only articles but also journals
and books. This practice seems to strike them as silly and pre-
tentious, over the top really. Academe has peculiar rituals that
to the thoroughly socialized do not seem odd. To those of us
who live on this side of the fence, the colon makes good sense
when put to proper use: It allows for a double title, one that
provides focus (the main title) and a second that allows for a
more refined focus (the subtitle), as well as greater latitude for
creative expression. For some writers, the use of the colon
means that part of the title can be devoted to metaphoric
language, interpreting creatively what the other part does
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descriptively. Take, for example, the journal Taboo: The Journal
of Culture and Education, which marries the creative use of the
taboo construct with the conventional academic language that
follows it. In essence, the two-part title prepares readers for a
radical treatment of educational content. Must colons be used
in academic titles? Certainly not. This practice is optional; the
writer or publisher will make the determination based on stylistic
preferences and the potential for added clarity.

As you title your work, you are offering a literary “handle”
for the piece and forming the scholarly identity not only of an
individual publication but also of your own body of scholarship.
As people read your titles, they will quickly form an impression
of what you stand for and what issues you care about and want
others too as well. Titles are neither arbitrary nor irrelevant.
Instead, they are a kind of window into the writer’s mind and
soul. Keep this in the fore as you inscribe your creations.

Title your work today.

36 Work on One Manuscript at a Time

After all the data collection, organizing, and outlining are
complete, and when you are ready to do the writing, devote
yourself entirely to that manuscript. Be systematic: Shoot for linear
progress—start to finish—on one project at a time. By “linear
progress,” we are not referring to the writing of the introduc-
tion, body, and then conclusion in any kind of pre-set or step-
by-step way; rather, we refer to an ironclad commitment to
completing a manuscript and getting it submitted for publica-
tion before moving on to the next. Although we recognize that
some prolific writers are adept at a cyclical process of moving
between or among several manuscripts at once, this is disorient-
ing and probably sabotaging for most novice writers. Your undi-
vided focus on one project at a time requires discipline, but will
pay important dividends.

Writing a manuscript demands that multiple tasks be put into
operation, some of which may involve new skills-building. It is
likely that your writing will involve some or all of these classic
skills: developing a focus and problem statement; finding a
“voice” that works (first or third person); preparing an
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outstanding literature review; developing excellent fieldnotes,
sorting and organizing data; analyzing and interpreting data,
writing descriptively and with the use of concrete exam-
ples, substantiating all claims; and thoroughly editing and
revising. Wolcott (2001), a famous qualitative researcher,
offers these good tips in the form of an anecdotal checklist
(see pp. 66–68).

The skills that go into developing a manuscript for publica-
tion review are, without a doubt, complex; as one challenge,
the work will need framing in a way that situates one’s particu-
lar issue within a broader picture, giving credit to those sources
that have informed the idea. Along these lines, ask yourself
what strategies can be used for framing the issue you are inves-
tigating and how your inquiry contributes to a particular body
of literature. If you need help analyzing the data you have col-
lected, you may need to seek support from a statistician on how
to interpret your results using a particular type of software, or
from a qualitative researcher on how to produce a thematic
form of data analysis. Consulting handbooks in the areas in
which you require assistance (e.g., data analysis and description
of results) can be indispensable and substitute for on-site
experts.

Different sections of your work will proceed at various stages
of development and, depending on the circumstances and
mood in which you find yourself, you will choose to work on
specific areas. Much like building a house, while you will prob-
ably want to begin with constructing the foundation, you will
have a great deal of latitude as to how you develop the project,
but consider estimating times to completion for each task.

For the manuscript writing, throw yourself in and, until you
get to the editing-and-revising stage, throw your perfectionism
out the window. Replace anal-retentive and obsessive-compulsive
tendencies with tolerance for “shitty first drafts” (SFD), which
according to novelist Lamott (1994) are much like “the child’s
draft, where you let it all pour out and then let it romp all over
the place, knowing that no one is going to see it and that you
can shape it later” (pp. 21–22). The SFD, if you will, is the
writer’s “channel” for “whatever voices and visions come
through and onto the page” (p. 23). Although Lamott’s context
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is not academe, novice writers should find it reassuring that
even accomplished writers lack verbal precision and free-flowing
self-confidence when approaching the writing task; very few
writers produce eloquent first drafts. Lamott further attests
that most writers learn what they are doing during the act of
writing itself, not at the outset. Arriving at a polished product
demands a willingness to first wade into the muck and produce
words—even when the way is unclear.

Nonetheless, most new, and probably experienced professors
as well, function best when they have a sense of direction, and
so it is advisable to prepare flexible blueprints in the form of
outlines and proposals. These will serve as a preliminary synop-
sis of your topic, focus, research question(s), setting, methods,
key participants, and references—anything that’s relevant.
Proposals may change as you go about investigating your
subject. Novice writers end up with a more focused and coherent
study when they plan, brainstorm, and problem-solve with their
peers and with experts, and in ways consistent with the research
paradigm in their specific disciplines.

Expect to have downtime when you are working on a single
project. Delay can happen when writing with authors who are
busy working on your parts or doing their own, and especially
when your writing is being reviewed or is in production. But do
not allow for delay to obstruct your writing progress. Strategic
planning is essential to keeping the pen (and mind) moving. As
Wolcott (2001) advises, work on one project at a time but also
turn to another project when your writing is temporarily blocked
due to a tardy colleague, time-consuming data collection or analy-
sis, or editorial review. Don’t get caught short with nothing to
write during any waiting periods! We naturally seek alternatives in
our lives when the unexpected happens. Take the simple example
of dining out: When a restaurant that you’ve arrived at is closed,
you turn around and find another that is open. Failing to do so
will leave you frustrated (and hungry). Follow this metaphor in
your writing life: When work is necessarily suspended on your
current project, always have several others waiting in the cue.

In time, you may find yourself able to work on multiple proj-
ects simultaneously without sacrificing the attention you give to
teaching and life. But for now keep one foot in front of the
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other. And keep an extra pair of sneakers ready and a research
map handy should you unexpectedly have to take a different
direction.

37 Generate Multiple 
Products When Possible

Write smart: Efficient writers have a knack for conceptualizing
writing projects in “clusters.” Rather than writing a single arti-
cle on a topic and moving on, the prolific scholar conceptual-
izes a program or string of publications on a topic; each discrete
article leads to a follow-up extension, an application to a differ-
ent subject group, or a summative review and theoretical piece.
Spin-offs, extensions, and serial investigations in a single area
can markedly economize writing time while adding to the
volume of your accomplishments.

Experienced writers are good at getting the “biggest bang
for their buck” when it comes to preparing the same work for
multiple outcomes, usually grant funding, presentation, and
publication. Outstanding scholars sometimes prepare the same
paper not only for refereed publication but also for nonrefereed
(sometimes invited) publication; these shorter, more accessible
pieces appear in high-distribution presses, such as association-
sponsored newsletters and newspapers. Similarly, a juried pres-
entation is turned into a local presentation sponsored by the
university or community. Take, for example, the grant applica-
tion that Carol put together on what aspiring school leaders
most need to know about the role of site-based leadership and
what faculty who teach in principal preparation programs need
to know in the way of relevant curriculum. The funded grant
turned into a journal article that was published in a national-
level journal, a book that was published with a leading pub-
lisher, and two presentations, one of national stature and
the other a local conference. The short and long works were
crafted with entirely different but related foci, as were the two
presentations.

Beyond submitting your work for both publication and
presentation, smart writing involves strategizing early on how
to create multiple manuscripts in a focused area. For example,
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Brad became interested in the issue of screening professional
psychologists for moral character and psychological fitness.
Even before an initial theoretical article on the issue was
completed, a second project involving a survey of training
directors on the topic was underway. Shortly thereafter, a
review of state licensing guidelines bearing on character and
fitness was completed. As of this writing, a fourth article offer-
ing proposed screening templates is under review. Quite often,
a good idea has multiple implications and applications. An
innovative theory or research question lends itself to empirical
pieces, theoretical manuscripts, applied or practice articles, and
summative literature reviews.

It is a legitimate scholarly practice to publish and present dif-
ferent facets of your work in different venues—especially when
the original data or idea is large or complex. But seek counsel as
you go, in order to avoid duplication and any ethical snags.
Novice writers often ask whether they can use the same data set
(e.g., survey responses, interview transcriptions) for two differ-
ent articles. We understand that this is, generally speaking, an
acceptable practice, just as long as the write up itself is different
and just as long as an acknowledgment of the overlap appears in
the manuscript and in the letter prepared for the editor.
However, not all editors, publishers, administrators, or even
scholars are comfortable with this practice, believing that once
data have been published they should not appear in another
published form. In crude terms, they might label this behavior
“double dipping.” So be aware, find out what’s permissible in
your field, and above all, be transparent with editors and pub-
lishers when submitting multiple manuscripts based on a single
data source.

Although it is imperative to avoid duplicating or plagiarizing
your own work, many well-known scholars have, in fact, built
their entire careers around a single data set. As one colleague in
the arts and sciences has pointed out, the use of Shakespeare’s
plays as “data” for ongoing writing is considered a legitimate
practice in her discipline, just as it would be for any other liter-
ary body of work. As another example, we know leading schol-
ars who have used in their various articles the same multi-year
data from a single school project. In some cases, a gargantuan
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data set can keep a researcher busy for years with myriad
publications—each legitimately unique in scope and focus.
Here’s the bottom line: It is a legitimate scholarly practice to
generate multiple products from a single theoretical innovation
or empirical data set, but avoid outright duplication of your
work and always apprise editors of any overlap in your manu-
scripts. Finally, stay in tune with normative practice in your
discipline and stay abreast of your comfort level and insights
gained from consultations with productive scholars and
decision-makers.

38 Write Programmatically—Maintain 
a Focus

Once you know what you love to research or write about,
consider making this your niche—at least for the time it takes
you to get promoted and tenured. Think of your niche as a
program of sequential publications within a focused area of
your discipline. Write pieces that are integral to your scholarly
agenda and that are related in some way, typically thematically,
philosophically, or even methodologically. Professors have
built entire individual scholarly programs around such specific
niches as themes in the novels of Walker Percy, computerized
economic prediction models for Peru, cross-race or -gender
mentoring dynamics in organizations, and the efficacy of
varied reinforcement schedules on the behavior of rats. One of
us once had a colleague whose entire scholarly focus was on the
metabolism of hummingbirds! You get the idea. A niche is a
highly defined area of scholarly focus. The more specific the
niche, the more quickly you are likely to become an identified
expert on the topic.

Although some prolific scholars are perpetual leap toads—
jumping from topic to topic as their interests or opportunities
change—this approach seldom pays for new academics. Figure
out the pattern you want to create early on and then, as needed,
improvise. Tenure and promotion committees are particularly
interested in a scholar’s “line of inquiry” or “stream” of publi-
cations supported by a coherent and overarching topic of study.
In most cases, a solid scholarly niche will help establish your

Practice Systematic Writing 111

1403977437ts07.qxd  27-3-07  02:32 PM  Page 111



expertise, generate greater attention from other scholars in the
area, and often lead to invitations to contribute to multi-
authored volumes or collaborative projects. Although the idea of
picking a topic to stick with for years may sound daunting, do not
despair. Once you establish a strong record of accomplishment—
often sometime after successfully clearing the promotion and
tenure hurdle—you will have earned the right to write about
anything you want. At that time, you can move freely among
topics as your interests change.

Writing programmatically is a supreme artistic and emotional,
intellectual, and mental challenge. Even at its most funda-
mental and routine, the development of a focused area of
study takes imagination, not just toil. This helps to explain
why some accomplished writers who have well-developed
scholarly programs find that they must complete one signifi-
cant piece before shifting. Otherwise, they will become over-
whelmed and lose their focus. One such tenured professor’s
scholarly program, situated within educational technology
and media studies, has three foci: the visualization of multi-
variate data; learning from static graphic displays; and the cog-
nitive capacities of new media. He shared with us that,
because he can only take “one analytical bite at a time,” he
would not want to simultaneously tackle more than one proj-
ect. The types of experiments he conducts involve multiple
variables and complicated analyses, making it necessary for
him to hold in his mind numerous interacting variables in
order to make sense of the problem being studied. This mental
process, he explained, taxes to the fullest his creative capacity
and attention to detail. Metaphorically, this researcher attends
to one “canvas” at a time, but his experience of any “single
canvas” is nonlinear; further, each work is nestled within, not
apart from, his scholarly program.

This leads us to ask, what is the focus of your scholarly pro-
gram and what are its key elements and defining features? How
do you draw the contours between your niche and the larger
scholarly discipline? What steps have you taken to articulate
your agenda on paper and to share it with others? Making this
effort at the time of and for the purpose of tenure review is
simply too late; it is no easy task to define the pattern underlying
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one’s work and the relationships among all of the major
parts (e.g., ideas, commitments) and products (e.g., articles,
chapters).

Consider studying the scholarly program of accomplished
academics: Learn how they have conceptualized what they are
about and how they make sense of old and new projects within
the context of the whole. Great scholars have a knack for
inventing their own future by imagining or intuiting what they
want to accomplish before taking action (Hoyle, 1995). They
see the big picture, much like an original musical composer who
“hears” a symphony in its entirety, including the resonating
parts of the cello, piano, violin, and other instruments. In order
to get a glimpse of how a successful scholarly niche might
unfold in your own field of scholarship, access the primary liter-
ature search engine in your discipline and search for the publi-
cations of two or three of the topic scholars you refer to in your
own work. By scrolling through their publications over the
decades, you will develop an appreciation for programmatic
writing in a focused area. You will probably note that they are
often contributors to themed volumes or journals bearing on
their area of expertise. And while there may be occasional cul-
de-sacs and dead ends in their writing, their ability to maintain
consistency in focus over many years offers one key to success as
an academic writer.

Here is an academic scoop: The more specific your area of
expertise and the more productive you are within your specialty
area, the more rapidly you will be identified as a rising star from
the broader scholarly world and the more frequently you will be
invited to contribute to special issues of journals, edited vol-
umes, and book projects. Simultaneously, you will be sought
after as an editor, contributor, speaker, program organizer, sym-
posia participant, grants writer, and more in your area. Call this
the snowball effect of programmatic or niche-based scholarship:
The more clearly and actively you define a personal research
focus and then write consistently within it, the more rapidly out-
side opportunities for greater productivity will come beckoning.

Invent your own future today. Develop a program of
study that defines who you are as a scholar and relate all you
do to it.
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39 Pick the Low-Hanging
Fruit First

Get the easiest stuff done first. For new faculty, there are many
publications just waiting to be written or simply finalized before
larger, more time-consuming, or longitudinal things get tack-
led. These easier items might include pieces based on a disser-
tation, collaboration with a graduate school mentor, or even
collaboration with faculty in your new department who invite
you to contribute something worthwhile to projects almost
ready for publication review. There are also shorter pieces for
less competitive peer-reviewed journals that could be quickly
written and submitted. By doing this, the new professor gets
some products in the cue and some publication entries stacked up
on the vita. If these are neglected, it might be a mistake, in that
bigger, more challenging, and lower probability projects carry
greater risk of little return (at least at first) on the investment.
And, as we know, new faculty need pubs and more pubs!

Here’s a strategic, thought-provoking question for any new
professor to seriously consider: What projects could you most
reasonably bring to completion quickly? Very often, you can
carve your dissertation into several distinct journal articles or
prepare it as a book. This rich source of scholarship is just wait-
ing to be mined. Partial manuscripts may stand ready for rapid
completion and unanalyzed data sets may be ready for analysis:
Devote the modest time required to bring these easily accessi-
ble products to fruition. Getting a string of publications in
motion can be jumpstarted by beginning with the projects that
are closest to completion at the start. We call this picking the
low-hanging fruit. It is an ideal way to generate momentum in
your writing career. Once your scholarship is in motion, its
inertia will often pull you along.

Another way of addressing “low-hanging fruit” is to give pri-
ority to major projects for which others or yourself have been
contracted—most often edited volumes. But check first with
decision makers in your department or college to see if these
products are accorded adequate credit in your institution’s
tenure-and-promotion accounting system. Because refereed
journal articles are so heavily weighed, books in the social
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sciences, including education, are usually only encouraged after
tenure has been awarded, whereas in the humanities books are
everything at every stage of the review process. However, peer-
reviewed book chapters also count as weighted publications, so
think about contributing to others’ larger works where you feel
relatively certain these projects will see the light of day in
volumes by respected publishers.

In the right circumstances, then, edited volumes are pre-
mium examples of low-hanging fruit. If you decide to go ahead
and write a chapter for someone’s book, be sure that the work
has been contracted before proceeding. Keep in mind that a
signed contract is no guarantee that the book’s editor will suc-
ceed at meeting his or her obligations. Editors and publishers
can stall the project for so long that it doesn’t come to fruition,
and companies can go out of business, especially new and
obscure publishing houses. However, contracts normally carry
the guarantee of publication as long as the author meets the
agreed-upon publishing terms: These typically feature the com-
pletion date of the manuscript, the timeliness of any revisions,
and the production of a high-quality work, including any
required sections and components (e.g., appendices, glossaries,
and indexes).

Books and monographs come in many forms, including
single-authored and coauthored works, edited volumes, and
collections of various kinds. If you want to write a book that is
not based on your dissertation, consider doing it with reliable
and talented colleagues who have already published books with
excellent publishers. You can also join an existing editorial team
and co-produce a book that features the contributions of lead-
ing scholars (or at least competent writers) in your field. One of
us wrote a book that relied solely on graduate students as con-
tributors, a project that took an inordinate amount of time due
to the mentoring that had to occur regarding sound scholarship
and the extensive hands-on rewriting that became necessary
in order to get the chapters into good shape. However,
the author was tenured at the time, so this all-out effort did not
create a problem. Clearly, working with novice writers,
whether on books or articles, might not be a good idea for most
tenure-earning faculty.
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Keep in mind that books don’t need to be written from
beginning to end by single authors; they come in myriad forms.
While tenure-earning, one of us did pick the low-hanging fruit
on our own writing tree by turning the dissertation into a
single-authored book but then three more books materialized
during the five-year timeframe—these were coauthored with
dynamic teams of professors, students, and teachers. We nur-
tured our own fruit tree, so to speak, by picking the fruit from
the bottom to the top. Imagine your publication world as a
fruit tree—what “low-hanging fruit” might be within reach and
how far do you need to climb to get it? What projects could be
brought to completion within reasonably short fixed periods
and which are better left to the post-tenure climb?

Before taking on prolonged writing projects higher up “the
tree,” be smart—generate momentum and sustenance for the
journey with low-hanging fruit first.

40 Overestimate Time 
to Completion

When estimating how long it will take to complete a scholarly
work, such as a book chapter, book, or monograph, be conser-
vative. In most cases, major writing projects take (much)
longer than anticipated. Famed psychologist/author Harriet
Rheingold (1994) recommended multiplying your initial time
estimate by a factor of four. Generally, you will want to overes-
timate the time to completion. When working with editors and
publishers, it is important to create a reputation for punctuality
and dependability. One way of doing this is to produce timely
manuscript reviews for editors seeking volunteers. It is always
better to turn your reviews or manuscripts in early than late.

Always overestimate the time it will require you to write an
article, book chapter, or book. Why? First, as noted previously,
editors and publishers simply fall in love with dependable writers.
Sadly, punctual delivery of contracted or agreed upon writing
products can be so rare in academe that a writer who proves
that he or she delivers consistently on or before deadlines will cer-
tainly be in high demand and, consequently, will enjoy far more
future “green lights” from publishers. Second, overestimating
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the time to completion builds in plenty of discretionary time for
changing your work, pursuing time-consuming side trails—if
you have a penchant for doing so, and generally enjoying the
process more. You will also be better prepared to stop working
and tend to the exigencies of life and family when these
impinge. Third, being generous when estimating deadlines and
delivery dates will help you avoid the angst that goes with
falling behind. We both have several colleagues who are chron-
ically behind—constantly juggling a significant number of proj-
ects and growing increasingly anxious. Cognitive psychologists
would say their lives are filled with Zeigarnicks. The Zeigarnick
effect is a well-established principle that holds that people
remember uncompleted or interrupted tasks better than com-
pleted ones. When an academic has too many Zeigarnicks hang-
ing around, life can become one steady stream of worry and fret
about getting things wrapped up.

We all need intention and focus, as well as purpose and moti-
vation if we expect to succeed in the academy. By combining a
sense of purpose with your intention to succeed, you will be
more mindful of critical tasks and goals—deadlines will fall
more naturally into place. A “fire in the belly,” when blended
with effective organization and scheduling, is a driver for get-
ting work done in a timely manner. In addition, prolific writers
are known for having a well-functioning prospective memory;
they are diligent when it comes to future tasks and associated
deadlines. Remind yourself of important deadlines by maintain-
ing such up-to-date memory joggers as daily, weekly, and
monthly lists, but more importantly, make sure deadlines are
reasonable before you agree to them. Consult editors, fellow
writers, particular reference books, or anything else that will
help clarify this for you.

Two mechanisms may be at work for those writers who are
perpetually late in meeting deadlines: avoidance of starting (and
completing) a task, and perfectionism. Now, by perfectionism
we are not referring to the high-quality standards that must be
met in order to satisfy one’s goals. Leading scholars, like
Olympic athletes or celebrity artists, would probably scoff at the
idea that the work they make public can afford to be anything
less than “perfect”—that is, short of the ideal. All scholars
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should pursue excellence, but there is sometimes a fine line
between excellence and perfectionism.

Perfectionism is generally rooted in irrational beliefs—most
often demands for superhuman performance. Perfectionistic
demands inhibit productivity. Because the author fears not
doing well enough, he or she falls prey to the irrational
belief that perfection must be achieved if our work is to have
meaning (Messina & Messina, 2006). Some “perfectionists”
are out of touch with their proclivity to be perfect. Here’s a
case in point: A tenure-earning female we spoke with might
qualify as an “archetypal” perfectionist in that she works well
ahead of time and manically on scholarly tasks that must be
completed within a specified timeframe right up to the last
minute, including proposals for grants and conferences. She
has compensated for this obsessive behavior by learning how to
push the envelope on a deadline, knowing all about the
dreaded consequence of electronic lockout at the Internet
websites of professional associations. She has playfully nick-
named this automated mechanism of proposal-blocking the
“brick wall.” After the “wall” comes up on proposal submis-
sions, this professor then goes “on the hunt,” pursuing indi-
viduals in charge who might empathize and let her submit late;
she says that her charm is her greatest resource at such times.
Her lifelong problematic behavior persists because, as she
revealed, she always underestimates not only the time for
actual completion of critical tasks, even though the work she
does is of exceptional quality, but also her own ability to get
the work done. Panic sets in at the last minute; perfection-
ism, fueled by self-doubt, is really a manifestation of deep-
seated insecurity for this academic Psychoanalysis aside, it is of
deep concern that a faculty member would constantly set up
roadblocks to her own well-being.

Another self-proclaimed perfectionist explained that he loses
sight of how long it should take to complete a task once his per-
fectionism kicks in. He cited the example of a creative drawing
that he decided to include, at the last minute, in a grant appli-
cation, commenting, “Although the figure didn’t have to be in
there at all, let alone as a work of art, it nevertheless reached
that standard.” On a positive note, he has been gradually
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remedying his ways through better and more conscious planning.
He used the metaphor of an airport terminal to capture the sig-
nificant change in his life habits: Before, he was always arriving
late only to experience the frustration of the doors closing in
front of him; while he is still running to catch the plane, doors
are now closing behind him. He doesn’t expect that he will ever
be the kind of person who has planned his arrival time with such
accuracy that there is time to relax in the terminal.

If you struggle with perfectionism, or if you are easily
derailed or distracted by enticing side-roads en route to project
completion, then by all means, either build time for such delays
into your scheduling estimates or—better yet—find a way to
knock off the perfectionism and distraction!

As discussed elsewhere in this text, time management skills
also influence the ability to complete tasks in a timely manner.
However, not all efforts need be handled well in advance,
certainly not when it comes to service anyway. Prioritize your
academic writing; do your own scholarly writing each day and
week before attending to service activities (e.g., search committee
reports). We suggest that you complete any such service-related
work within a compressed time so that you do not lapse into
being more thorough (or perfectionistic) than is necessary. If
you are entering a period of demanding service, liberally factor
this into your project timelines. Tips for toning down perfec-
tionism include avoid rewriting a proposal multiple times, resist
searching for the exact, perfect quote to use in something you
are writing, and establishing a clear cut-off point for completing
a work or submitting a proposal or project for review.

41 It’s All about Quality
(and Quantity Matters too)

Deans, department chairs, and promotion committees are all
fond of insisting that the quality of faculty publications is
what matters most. While the quality of journals and presses is
certainly a salient factor when assessing a scholar’s contribution
to the field or preparedness for promotion and tenure, the
fact remains that sheer volume of published material also
carries weight—it is difficult to ignore a heavy vita! Commit to
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generating a steady stream of publications and developing a
curriculum vita that reveals a healthy pattern over time. This
takes time, of course. As long as the journals you select are rep-
utable, it is preferential to generate a solid list of peer-reviewed
work instead of gambling that your peers will regard your sparse
publications as monumental contributions to the field, and thus
worthy of tenure or promotion. When in doubt, seek advice
about local tenure-and-promotion norms from your department
chair or institutional mentor.

Although rare indeed, a single published work in a top-tier
outlet or a piece with profound impact on the field can make
a bigger impact on your station in academe than 50 mediocre
works in low-level journals. One of us knows an academic whose
published dissertation made her famous in her discipline—
from the United States she moved to a European institution
where she was academically advanced without any additional
publications. As another twist on the norm, renegade schol-
ars and paradigm busters in the academy have sometimes
been forced to turn to low-quality journals or renowned ones
outside their field—the leading presses within their own dis-
cipline would not publish what seemed outlandish at the
time. Later on, their peers finally acknowledged their
groundbreaking work as seminal, even extraordinary. Take,
for example, British psychologist Sir Frederic Bartlett, whose
schema construct was not compatible with the worldview that
was dominant in psychology during the 1930s and for some
time after that; hence, his original thinking was not accepted
by mainstream memory researchers. Bartlett’s work is the
intellectual precursor to the schema construct in cognitive
science, through such renowned individuals as the philoso-
pher Immanuel Kant and the developmental psychologist
Jean Piaget.

But be warned: Cinderella stories are outliers in the academy.
It is improbable that you will publish a single defining study—
instead, count on the timeless correlation between the solid
production of high-quality works and recognition or impact.
Publish with regularity and with peer-reviewed presses—this is
the assurance we as scholars offer that quality standards are
being upheld and that expectations for productivity are being
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satisfied. Positive assessment by one’s peers who review our
scholarly work using high standards set by editors and publish-
ers is what communicates quality in our profession. It is always
preferable to publish even a modest number of works appearing
in excellent journals. The publication of a hundred articles in
low-tier journals, especially those with high acceptance rates or
flimsy online venues, will only serve to cast doubt on the rigor
and impact of your work.

Don’t wait for that one home run—recognition, when it
does come, tends to happen gradually. Quite often, those striv-
ing to make a difference will likely not know the extent to which
their efforts are having an impact. Citation by others is a major
signal that others are recognizing your work, as is the granting
of major honors and awards.

Be your own best sponsor: Promote your quality work for
award consideration, especially at the national level but also the
state and local levels. As one example, many leading associations
now provide early career awards to new faculty. Years ago one
of us submitted our second book (a coedited volume) for
award consideration to a premier association in education and
received the honor for outstanding research. This catapulted
the text into its second edition, additional awards, and invita-
tions to speak. If permissible, nominate your own relevant
publications; however, for major awards a nominator must do
this, so find someone with an established reputation in the field
to sponsor you. Awards affirm to the world the quality and
merit of your work. While recognition and acknowledgment of
different kinds, such as unprompted correspondence from
others (e.g., faculty, students) and invited talks can also approxi-
mate this, significant awards occupy a revered status all their own.

Here’s a good tip: Investigate and keep track of the acceptance/
rejection rates of your journals. Practice quality control
oversight. Typically, in order to establish the quality of the
journals you have published in for the purpose of tenure and
promotion, a thorough list of journals and their rejection rates
is required. It is especially important for you to provide this
data for tenure-and-promotion or award committees at smaller
institutions, or even in larger institutions when the committee
is composed of scholars from other disciplines. You may also

Practice Systematic Writing 121

1403977437ts07.qxd  27-3-07  02:32 PM  Page 121



list subscription and circulation rates, which can be secondary
markers of quality. Identify the rates of acceptance either by
asking the relevant editors and publishers directly or by
consulting an official guide, notably Cabell’s Dictionary or the
Web of Science.

Finally, quality without quantity, and certainly quantity with-
out quality, are not strategies that will enable most of us to
achieve academic success. Your dean and department chair are
right: Quality does matter, but volume helps. Strive for balance.
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7

Revise, Edit, and Revise 

Some More

Editors and publishers do not tolerate mediocrity in author’s
works, so edit yourself thoroughly. Learn the art of mindfully
and thoroughly revising your own work by practicing the
strategies we share in this chapter. Practice parsimony:
Whether at the level of words, ideas, assumptions, or source
citations, express key points in the most parsimonious
language. Edit yourself so carefully that your writing is spare
and crystal clear without sacrificing thoroughness and com-
pleteness. Return revisions immediately: We offer established
procedural guidelines for responding to an editor’s request for
revision of your work.

42 Mediocrity is NOT Allowed—Edit
Yourself Thoroughly

As a scholar on a mission to rack up many solid publications,
you do not have time to waste having manuscripts rejected out-
right or held up in an elongated editorial review process simply
because of lousy technical preparation and proofreading. Our
experience as writers and editors has taught that in the business
of writing, nothing dooms a professor to obscurity and failure
more quickly than mediocre preparation of manuscripts.

Think, for a moment, from the perspective of a journal edi-
tor, an authority in your area of interest, who screens the qual-
ity of works received. Your job is hectic! You are responsible for
publishing high-quality issues throughout the year; inundated
with manuscripts, you want to save your best reviewers for
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those manuscripts that show strong promise of eventually being
accepted—the rest will need to be rejected outright. The very
last thing you have time or patience for is lousy writing or man-
uscripts filled with unnecessary grammatical errors—reviewers
express surprise at seeing sloppy and erroneous material sub-
mitted for publication review. As a steady stream of unremark-
able manuscripts flows across your desk, along comes a clean,
pithy, beautifully written, and carefully prepared manuscript.

You sit up and take notice.
Upon further inspection you notice there are no apparent

spelling or grammatical errors, the references are scrupulously
in compliance with the journal’s required style, and the author
has obviously read and followed the publication’s specific
requirements—including manuscript length, table and figure
preparation, and even the contents of the cover letter.

You are intrigued. Consciously or unconsciously, your regard
for the author has solidified and it is positive indeed.

This is how it works. By nurturing personal intolerance for
mediocrity in your own work, you quickly gain the respect of
editors and their boards and significantly increase the probabil-
ity of getting not only the current manuscript accepted, but
subsequent manuscripts as well. Excellent attention to detail—
when coupled with solid scholarship—creates a positive halo in
the minds of editors and reviewers alike. Your reputation will
develop positive inertia such that when an editor receives a new
manuscript from you, he or she will assume top-notch work
until proven otherwise. And this is the reception we all want
our work to receive.

If there is one thing you must understand about scholarly
writing, it is this: When the writing is done, your work is not.
This is a terribly hard lesson for many of us. Often, the work
of crafting an article or a book chapter is so arduous that writ-
ing the summary and adding the final references feels like the
end of the line. With the final keystroke, we are all too ready
to drop the thing in the mail or hit the electronic “submit”
button—eager to experience the satisfaction and emotional
catharsis that goes with completion. But to succeed at pub-
lishing, you must resist the siren call of premature submission
and accept the fact that finishing the first draft is only the
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initial step; editing your work thoroughly and repeatedly
before submitting it is essential, as is the effort inherent
in revising your work according to editorial and reviewer
comments following the initial review.

Once you have finished your first draft of any piece of schol-
arly work, we recommend that you print it, put it away, and go
on to something else. Return to your new manuscript refreshed
and determined to critically edit. After reading through your
work, mark it liberally with pen on hard copy or with “track
changes” on electronic copy. Work on the sentence structure and
word usage; be especially careful to avoid redundancy in vocab-
ulary, and be vigilant to the laws of grammar. If you struggle
with grammar, obtain a copy of The Elements of Style (Strunk &
White, 2000) and learn its contents inside and out. Be careful
to ensure that your introduction and rationale for the article
jibe with the actual contents; likewise, be certain that you have
not introduced important concepts in the summary or conclu-
sions without first addressing them in the heart of your work.
Review each reference carefully and be sure citations in the text
match those in the bibliography.

Some authors prefer to attend to all of these important edi-
torial concerns simultaneously as they reread. Others would
rather read the full manuscript more than once, each time
attending to a different element (e.g., grammar, spelling, word
usage, references). Whatever your preference, we encourage
you to improve upon and correct your manuscript by thor-
oughly going through it several times, each time making the
changes and reprinting the entire thing before starting over.
Your goal is to catch all of the grammatical and stylistic prob-
lems yourself and to slowly hone the writing such that it
becomes precise and pithy.

After you are convinced that further reading on your part
will be unlikely to yield additional corrections, it is time to
approach at least one trusted colleague—someone who also
happens to be an excellent writer or editor—and ask him or her
to critique your work before submitting it. Of course, you must
avoid imposing on colleagues. This is why developing a mutu-
ally beneficial critiquing partnership is wise. After you have
received at least one external critique, make recommended
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changes, do your own final read through and then double
check the intended outlet’s publication guidelines for specific
stylistic requirements. Be certain that your work is in full
compliance. You may also wish to solicit, on your final ver-
sion, the helpful input of a professional copyeditor or proof-
reader, who will catch problems and errors and strengthen
the overall work.

Now, it is time to submit your work. We close this chapter
with some advice about combating mediocrity. We have
already suggested that nothing will sabotage your chances of
getting work into print faster than sloppy manuscript prepara-
tion. If you are someone who struggles mightily with the
willpower required to bear down and edit carefully after
the writing is done, then for your own sake, honestly evaluate
the source of your resistance and address it. Common reasons
for submitting mediocre manuscripts (beyond poor scholarship)
include

1. impatience—“I’m so excited to get this off to the publisher,
I just can’t wait;”

2. low frustration tolerance—“I can’t stand the tedium
involved in proofreading and editing my work repeatedly;”

3. narcissism—“I am a scholar not an editor; I can’t be
troubled with the minutia!” or

4. an inability to read one’s own work critically and to apply the
conventions of proper grammar and formatting: “I never
had the chance to learn writing-and-formatting norms at
any point in my education, so I can’t be blamed for what
I haven’t been taught.”

If any of these sound familiar, we have news for you: You
absolutely can stand to edit and are expected to, and your atten-
tion to minutia will matter a great deal to most editors and
reviewers.

Decide early on that writing a good piece of scholarship
always involves setting aside time for thoroughgoing editing.
Avoid submitting your work prematurely. Strive to create
and submit flawlessly prepared manuscripts that reflect well
on you.
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43 In Words, Practice Parsimony

One of the most vexing problems for new writers is the
predilection toward wordy prose. Editors the world over tell us
that in writing, less is more. When engaged in typing words
into a document, practice extreme economy. The parsimonious
writer is frugal, stingy, and austere when it comes to allowing
words admission to the printed page. In a word, seek simplicity
in your written expression.

Because the temptation to add unnecessary words is so pow-
erful, it is doubly important to revise your own work merci-
lessly; you must be willing to slash superfluous words, eliminate
redundancy, and forego side points, all to ensure clarity. When
proofreading, be skeptical regarding the necessity or value of
each word, sentence, paragraph, and section. We recommend
learning about economy of word usage by reading authors such
as William Shakespeare, Evelyn Waugh, Earnest Hemingway,
J. B. S. Haldane, or D’Arey Thompson.

Practice tapestry approaches to writing by organizing words,
ideas, and sections into coherent patterns. When reviewing and
editing manuscripts, we notice that many new authors get
bogged down in lengthy reviews of the existing literature—
often describing relevant studies one-by-one instead of weaving
the previous literature together into coherent categories or
themes. Remember, not every published study or article in your
area of focus merits mention; set criteria for inclusion of mate-
rial in your literature review, clarify the criteria for readers, and
then abide by them. And studies that do merit mention may be
easily clustered in brief paragraphs or even sentences—each
does not require a separate critical review. On the other hand,
be sure that your sources are current; when possible, reference
some publications from the current year. Parsimony does not
mean leaving out critical information: Editors find that papers
not including sources within the last few years tend to
be viewed unfavorably by reviewers unless an explanation is
provided within the work itself.

In the sciences, the principle of parsimony—sometimes
called Occam’s razor—advocates avoiding unnecessary assump-
tions. There is a longstanding tradition in science that simpler
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models are more likely to be correct than complex ones. It
seems that nature—like journal and book editors—prefers sim-
plicity. Whether choosing theoretical models or explaining
them in prose, always select the simplest option.

If you repeat yourself in a manuscript, if you belabor the main
point, or if you suffer from wordy prose, you are likely to lose
readers and frustrate reviewers. Many editors we know are fond
of saying “tighten up the writing” in feedback to authors. Here
is the translation of this criticism: Slash unnecessary words,
express key points in the most parsimonious language, and edit
yourself so carefully that your writing is spare and crystal clear.

44 Return Revisions Immediately

You have written with parsimony, assiduously edited your work,
and finally, the manuscript is off to the journal editor. You have
high hopes as you list the manuscript on your vita as “in
review.” Then, because the typical review period ranges widely,
anywhere from two to five or even seven months, you go about
the business of teaching, service, and working on other schol-
arly projects. When least expected, a letter from the editor
appears in your mailbox or e-mail account; with senses suddenly
heightened, you open it. In our rich fantasy worlds, editor’s letters
always read something like this:

Dear Dr. _____,

Let me thank you for writing one of the finest pieces of schol-
arship I have ever laid eyes on. It is perfect. As a matter of fact,
I learned a lot about your area of expertise, and even more
about the art of writing just from reading it. All my reviewers
loved it too and begged me to ask you not to change a thing.
Not only am I accepting your work without revision, but
I would also like to formally accept your next manuscript right
now. Your work is so important; I am waiving it to the front of
the journal’s list of accepted manuscripts to speed publication.
Let me thank you again for submitting this gem. I have
enclosed the original copy and if you would indulge me, I’m
hoping you’ll autograph it for me and allow me to formally
nominate it for a national award.

The Editor
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Sadly, it is about then that we wake up and read the actual
letter. In our experience, it is profoundly rare to have a manu-
script of any kind accepted outright. Although this does happen
on occasion, it may say more about the quality or needs of the
journal or the expertise of the review board than it does about
your work. Quality peer reviewers and experienced editors can
nearly always help a scholar improve both the content and qual-
ity of a manuscript before it is formally accepted. In most cases,
assuming that your original manuscript is not rejected outright,
the editor will either reject the work but invite a resubmission
following substantial revision, or will accept the manuscript
pending significant changes.

Here is the good news: When an editor does not outright
reject a piece, there is high probability that it will eventually be
published if you move on the revision quickly and respond thor-
oughly to the requested changes. Think of the editor’s letter as
merely one more step in the curious dance of publication
between writer and editor that begins when you first submit your
work. Having received the initial editorial response, and assum-
ing your partner, the editor, has not exited the dance floor with a
flat-out rejection, it is now your turn to muster some courage
and show your best moves as you prepare an impressive revision.

One of the simplest ways to ensure that good projects and
potential publications die on the vine is to drag your feet on gen-
erating a revised manuscript. When word from the editor is any-
thing but a firm rejection, you must adopt a “can-do” mindset
and force yourself to get the revision done quickly and thor-
oughly. To do anything else is to sabotage your success as a
writer. Revising work—sometimes repeatedly—is one of the main-
stay activities of the most prolific scholars. There are a number of
reasons why unsuccessful academics fail to revise and resubmit
their work: Some may do poorly when it comes to responding
adaptively to disappointment. Some scholars become overly ego-
involved in their manuscripts and have trouble accepting
constructive criticism of their work; comments from reviewers
and revision requests from editors are erroneously perceived as inju-
rious attacks on the author or his or her ideology, values, meth-
ods, or something else—in this case, anger may undermine an
effective response. Still others are prone to shame and self-doubt
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that hamper the confidence needed to assume the best-case
scenario that leads to successful revision of one’s work.

In order to respond effectively to an editor’s request for revi-
sion of your work, we offer the following procedural guidelines.
These steps not only provide a clear framework for walking
through an effective response, they have worked well for a
multitude of prolific academic writers—many of whom will tell
you that responding effectively and expeditiously to publishers
is nonnegotiable, and moreover, the key to productivity.

1. When you receive the editor’s letter read it slowly and care-
fully, as well as all the enclosed reviews.

2. Put the letter and the reviews away for a while. This may
mean several hours or a week—depending on the author.
This time-out period allows space for the most salient com-
ments to sink in, for possible approaches to the revision to
percolate, and for decision making to occur.

3. When you have worked through your initial deflation and pos-
sible injuries to your ego, as well as any feelings of anger and
depression, pull out the file containing your manuscript, along
with the editorial materials. Read your manuscript (it will have
been several days, weeks, or months) and then read each
review again. What at first registered as caustic comments and
impossible revision requests may now begin to feel like con-
structive criticisms and revision ideas that make good sense.

4. Use a highlighter to emphasize the editor and reviewers’ key
points and recommendations—quite often these will overlap.

5. Prioritize your revisions. And always start with the recom-
mendations and requests made by the editor. In our experi-
ence, the editor’s letter will distill those reviewer comments
and recommendations that the editor deems most valid and
vital to a solid revision. Ignoring an editor’s request is generally
a bad idea.

6. After addressing the editor’s concerns, attend to those
reviewer comments not covered by the editor’s letter but
that nonetheless appear valid and reasonable. In many
cases, reviewers are invested in improving the quality of
manuscripts published by the journal. No matter their tone,
think of them as consultants, not critics.
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7. In many cases, it is not imperative that you address
every reviewer criticism. Some will be idiosyncratic or
superfluous—perhaps reflecting the reviewer’s pet peeves,
theoretical biases, or down-right misunderstandings. But
try to be objective and consider each recommendation
carefully.

8. Keep careful track of all of the revisions you make, along
with the relevant pages in the revised manuscripts where
each change can be located.

9. After each and every revision is complete, craft a detailed
cover letter addressed to the editor that spells out your
approach to the modification or change. Be sure to briefly
outline each change you made and how each one addresses
the editorial and reviewer feedback. You may wish to
include the actual changes, verbatim, in your letter or just
paraphrase them depending upon what works best. Leave
no room for speculation about whether you took into
account each concern. For any instances in which you may
have elected not to make a recommended change, offer a
clear, cordial, and convincing rationale.

10. In the cover letter, be sure to express both gratitude for the
excellent feedback and appreciation for the opportunity to
revise and resubmit your work. Also, clarify your willing-
ness to make additional modifications as needed.

11. Do a final read through and edit of your manuscript.
Because many changes have been made, you must
approach the editing task anew—as though this is the first
draft of your work. Attend to the minutia!

12. On your revised work, solicit feedback from a capable,
trusted colleague and, if necessary, a good copyeditor or
proofreader.

In most cases, this editorial writing procedure—when expe-
ditious and thorough—will significantly increase the probability
that your good manuscript will be improved and that your
improved manuscript will be accepted for publication.
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8

Seek Mentors, Mentoring

Networks, and 

Writing Coaches

This section focuses on helpful ideas and strategies for getting
you the support you need to become a productive scholar. It is
important that you try to maximize productive mentoring rela-
tionships by drawing from past and current relationships;
notably, you can make good use of both formal and informal
mentoring relationships to the benefit of your work. Seek one
or more writing mentors, but be selective; you will want to
establish relationships with productive academics who are
responsive and who have time. Mentors and coaches may be
found inside and outside of your immediate unit or university.
Also, access writing coaches for specific writing-related con-
cerns and for brief periods. No matter your experience at other
institutions, use faculty mentors to learn local academic cultural
norms. Prolific faculty will understand the cultural context in which
you are employed and the unique “personality” of your institu-
tion. Ask questions and turn to seasoned guides to master the
norms governing the local writing milieu. Avail yourself of the
benefits of good mentoring, networking, and coaching and
reflect on why you may not be doing so should this be the case.

45 Maximize Productive 
Mentoring Relationships

Here’s a good scholarly strategy: Stick with graduate school
mentorships or other useful relationships that have helped to facili-
tate your productivity in the past. Also give serious consideration
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to seeking new mentors—either by tapping into “formal”
matching systems in the institution for new faculty or by going
out on your own and targeting really prolific and helpful senior
colleagues. Additionally, mentors can be found through personal
contacts as well as professional organizations, listserves, electronic
chatrooms, and more. Virtual mentors who work online with ris-
ing scholars have been known to contribute a great deal to their
progress and success.

Remember that you stand to benefit from both formal and
informal mentoring. Formal mentoring occurs between indi-
viduals or within groups/cohorts whereby the conditions have
been established for mentoring and whereby the institution rec-
ognizes the work. Examples include new faculty mentoring
programs sponsored by departments, colleges, and universities,
as well as state and national professional associations. Take
advantage of sessions on writing for scholarly publication, men-
toring roundtables focused on journal publication, and special
interest groups on academic mentoring practices. Seek out
these mentoring opportunities at your college campus or online
via professional organizations. Such major conferences as the
American Educational Research Association offer annual ses-
sions that pair new faculty with outstanding scholars, some-
times seasoned editors, who are committed mentors. By
getting to know such influential individuals, you may be able to
overcome the intimidation that comes with refereed publishing
and develop a relationship, even long-term, that serves your
academic goals and interests.

In contrast, informal mentorship evolves spontaneously;
these relationships are not assigned or monitored by the admin-
istration. When you initiate conversation with a faculty member
who can help you with your scholarship and when you sustain
that relationship, you have helped to create an informal men-
torship. Research indicates that informal mentorships are more
satisfying and productive for protégés and mentors alike, largely
because mutual understanding, respect, and trust have the
chance to evolve. You will probably find that experienced
faculty are most receptive to mentoring new faculty who
show strong academic promise and whose scholarly and/or
professional interests are aligned with their own.
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From a positive connection, reciprocity has a chance to
develop, meaning that both parties can expect to benefit from
the relationship. These gains are not just cognitive or career-
focused, they are also psychosocial; excellent mentoring should
affirm who you are and your values as a developing scholar. It is
one thing to receive help in such areas as publication produc-
tivity and research presentations, but it is quite another to feel
that you have earned the respect of a senior colleague. Through
the kind of informal mentoring that enhances your well-being
as a new scholar, your sense of competence, identity, and work-
role effectiveness can all be expected to increase. Professional
friendship, emotional intimacy, and authentic communication
are payoffs for new faculty who establish truly meaningful
scholarly relationships with faculty mentors.

In addition to the traditional individual mentor, you may also
identify primary or secondary mentors for assistance. Secondary
mentors often help in specific areas and compensate for weak-
nesses in the primary relationship. Identify those faculty who
would make good secondary mentors largely because of the
specialized knowledge or skill they can offer you. Maybe they
are outstanding with respect to knowing the ins and outs of rel-
evant journals and publishing presses in your discipline, or are
particularly attuned to the grants arena, have the ability to
respond constructively to something you have written, or have
a thick networking circle and know the “right” people who can
situate your work in important ways. Informational sources,
peer readers, and accomplished networkers all make for excel-
lent resources. Reach out and you will be surprised how many
people will reach back to assist you.

Finally, why not join or establish multiple mentoring net-
works of scholars willing to help you and to learn from you?
Catalytic productivity has been associated with viable writing
support groups. Reports from the literature attest to the fact
that numerous coauthored articles and other joint projects
have materialized from synergistic groups. It can “take a
village” to produce multiple publications, so why go at it
alone? However, exercise caution: You do not want to experi-
ence death by mentoring or a loss of energy and focus. And
remember: Undesirable interpersonal dynamics, incongruent
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expectations, or misguided conversations are all risk factors in
academic mentorships.

46 When Seeking a Writing 
Mentor Be Selective

Choose productive academics to be your writing mentors.
Very often, prolific writers are also prolific mentors. They
find joy and excitement in the writing enterprise and enjoy
teaching and learning with others. On the other hand, some
highly productive academics make lousy mentors. They
manifest disinterest, excessive self-focus, or poor interper-
sonal skills. Some may seem interested but then pull back out
of sheer workload or overcommitment, while others are
simply too cynical about the value of mentoring to be of any
assistance. Find out for yourself which scholars are approach-
able, accessible, and relational—hopefully, some of these will
be prolific academics or rising scholars with an inclination to
mentor.

Here is the key: Choose carefully! Find out about the prolific
faculty in your institution or field by doing your homework—
who are they? What do they stand for? What have they
accomplished? What do their colleagues and students say about
them? What philosophical foundations underlie their published
research? What are their research foci and interests, as evident
by such documents as vitae and Web pages? And what about
those individuals whom they have been helping? What light do
current protégés have to shed?

Remember, the goal is to find productive academics who
are responsive and who will give you time and energy.
Consider seeking a mentoring relationship with someone suit-
able inside your department, college, or university, as well as
scholars on the outside. Find people who share your research
interests and with whom you can brainstorm about your writ-
ing goals and projects. Some new faculty strongly prefer mentor-
ing from faculty who are similar in gender or race, while others
have no such preference or even prefer cross-gender or -race
relationships. Act on your personal needs when it comes to
mentoring matches: Where desirable, contact minority or
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women’s associations on your campus who may have insights
about who might be the best mentor for you.

Even the most generous faculty, those with all the traits of
excellent mentors, will hope for a two-way street when it comes
to rewards. What can you offer mentors that will make their
investment in you worthwhile, beyond the obvious payoff of
intrinsic joy in helping a novice writer? If this consideration fails
to ring true right now it is because novice writers tend to
assume that seasoned scholars are naturally altruistic. Keep in
mind that mentors are human; like any other long-term rela-
tionship, mentorships are most enjoyable when they develop
informally and provide positive experiences for both partners.
As another cautionary note, seasoned faculty often avoid new-
comers who seem overly needy or self-serving. Keep in mind
that faculty are not typically compensated for mentoring faculty
or students, unless their mentorships have been formally recog-
nized in their annual assignment of duties—a rare phenomenon
in our experience.

What do you bring to the “mentoring table,” then? You have
lots of energy and enthusiasm, no doubt, and intriguing ideas
and up-to-date information about your field. What are your
scholarly strengths? Are you particularly good at searching aca-
demic databases, analyzing others’ works, or brainstorming
ideas, for example? Although we advocate reciprocity in men-
torships, don’t expect to be able to reciprocate immediately.
And don’t feel bad about this—when the time is right, think
about ways to give back to your mentor.

Use writing mentors well. Excellent mentors may offer a
meaningful collaboration resulting in gains in your scholarly
sophistication and productivity. Expect an outstanding mentor
to sponsor and validate you—both keys to your professional
development. The most synergistic academic mentorships often
generate numerous writing products in the form of papers, arti-
cles, and books. Further, many of these evolve into meaningful
friendships over the long haul.

No matter the particular arrangement, an “N of 2” (you and
your mentor) can help you to accomplish a great deal early in
your career. Choose carefully. And once a mentor candidate
emerges, take initiative for starting a collaboration, work to
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reciprocate when you can, and when a mentorship proves helpful,
work to keep it active.

47 Access Writing Coaches 
for Specific Concerns

Distinguish carefully between coaches and mentors in your
selection of writing guides. Coaches are teachers or trainers
who assist faculty by enabling the development of skills in spe-
cific areas. For example, a writing coach might help with orga-
nizational and grammatical structures, the art of editing and
revising, or potentially good matches between manuscripts pre-
pared for review and peer-reviewed journals. In contrast to
mentorships, coaching does not assume a personal relationship.
Whereas mentorships are typically long-term personal relation-
ships concerned with your development as a scholar and person
more broadly, coaching may be conceptualized as a short-term
and focused consultative arrangement.

Coaches offer specialized assistance, generally for a fixed
period and in response to specific needs, by helping with writing-
related problems. Approach selected colleagues for focal
coaching; seek consultation with respect to specific skills and
problem solving. Coaches can be located through word-of-
mouth or by searching your university directory or the
Internet. Writing coaches may or may not be local and they can
be faculty, administrators, staff, or for-hire editors working in
the publishing industry—anyone experienced with the writing
enterprise and capable of responding to your needs.

As mentioned, turn to collegial writing coaches to find out
about the most fitting journals or outlets for your work. Even
reference librarians can help with this task. Or, you may want
tips on how best to approach publishers and their staff with
your questions. Alternatively, it may be that you need access to
contextual information (e.g., institutional ideals, practices, or
values) to include in your writing project. Coaches can also help
with identifying appropriate and timely material for your
research, accessing sorely needed library sources and electronic
databases, and much more. If you are struggling with some
facet of writing, or have focused “how to” questions about
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the nuts and bolts of getting published, a coach—whether
an informal colleague or a paid expert—may be just the 
ticket.

Quite often, talented coaches dwell deep within the infra-
structure of higher education and often go practically unno-
ticed as treasure troves of knowledge and experience. Here are
a few ideas about how to locate these diamonds in the rough.
First, supervisory staff responsible for sponsored research pro-
grams at your campus process faculty applications every semes-
ter. They have intimate knowledge of what makes for a solid,
competitive grant proposal. See if they might provide feedback
on your work prior to the deadline. Also, the faculty develop-
ment or instructional dean’s office in your institution often
houses experienced academicians who have made consulting
with new faculty a forte. If they cannot provide direct guidance
themselves, they can certainly point you in the direction of the
right coach on campus. And here is another idea: Copyeditors
who work for publishing companies can provide extensive,
detailed feedback on papers-in-progress and, once again, know
what makes for a successful piece of writing and how to help get
you there.

Talented copyeditors will help bring out your important
message so that you can communicate clearly and effectively on
paper through such means as eliminating wordiness and side
points, and streamlining academic jargon. The most experi-
enced of copyeditors should be able to quickly detect and
address areas of concern in your writing. Simply having a tal-
ented copyeditor mark up and edit a draft of your work can
teach you more about writing than hours of didactic instruc-
tion. Learn from editors and work on your relative deficits by
patiently revising your own writing. Writing clubs and commu-
nities of writers are other venues for connecting with potential
coaches—these are often serious students of the art and craft of
writing.

When seeking coaches for focused writing assistance, turn to
informants in your department or institution. Informants will
serve as indispensable connectors between you and the right
coach. Deans, chairs, seasoned faculty, program coordinators,
committee leaders, and others often know who the excellent
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coaches are. These academic connectors have access to a rich
network of scholars.

Last, don’t overlook your own capacity for writing self-help.
Do you sometimes write in your head? Do you find yourself
engaging in scholarly problem-solving during the day? If not,
learn to deliberately process writing thoughts and project sce-
narios on a daily basis and make this a habit. Paul Thomas
(2005), a scholar of writing, reflects on how, through our
everyday mental states, we bring purpose and focus to our
writing. Eating, talking, exercising, traveling, showering, and
even dreaming can all provide excellent opportunities for
coaching yourself on writing. As ideas spark during these daily
(and nightly!) activities, record them in a journal or computer
file, or on audiotape. Type or transcribe your jottings and give
them coherence. Watch meaningful patterns of thought
develop over time from this writing ritual. Don’t wait for the
perfect time and setting to write! Quite frankly, we’re not cer-
tain that such a writing nirvana exists, at least not often. Key
elements of many of our own publications—dissertations,
books, and articles—emerged from insights captured while on
the run. One of us ended up with a published article based on
notes “scrawled” on a Starbucks napkin. Much can come from
such humble beginnings.

48 Use Mentors to Learn 
Academic Cultural Norms

Prolific faculty use academic writing and work to decipher and
understand the cultural context—including its pressures—that
shape the writer’s world. You will find that each institution has
its own “personality”—cultural norms, unique history and mis-
sion, types of networks, values belonging to leaders and faculty,
and idiosyncratic approaches to work. Count on a good mentor
to serve as seasoned guide and willing informant as you master
the norms governing the local writing milieu.

Faculty mentors have the capacity to offer salient institu-
tional knowledge that encompasses the tenure-and-promotion
process and other critical matters, namely cultural norms. New
faculty who reach out to mentors and receive support are often
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better prepared along the road to tenure and promotion. They
are also more inclined to stay at the same institution until
tenure is achieved. Those without mentors are more prone to
join tenure-track faculty who leave their initial positions
without tenure, either moving onto tenure-earning positions
elsewhere or moving into a nonacademic setting—by some
estimates, as high as 50 percent of all tenure-track faculty
(de Janasu & Sullivan, 2004).

In Payne’s (1998) classic A Framework for Understanding
Poverty, she describes the significance of human capital. Within
the academy many of us, certainly new faculty, overemphasize
the value of economic capital, while underestimating that of
human capital. We are so focused on salaries and start-up funds
that we forget to consider the availability of willing mentors.
How many job seekers actually treat mentoring as a key
resource and negotiate its terms as part of their acceptance of
the position? If Payne is correct, then we all require support
systems, relationships/role models, and knowledge of hidden
rules to maintain our chances of success. Apply this to your
own writing life: Who is available to help you with the
complexities of learning the academic cultural norms in your
institution and field?

Making good use of expert writing support and guidance
should naturally translate into developing knowledge of the
hidden rules that govern your workplace and discipline. Here’s
one such “hidden rule” bearing on scholarly writing: Scholars
who refuse to make the changes that publishers ask of them or
who do so only superficially appear to be dismissive of scholarly
standards, which can cost them dearly.

Countless hidden rules shape one’s success or failure in the
academy. Collegiality, a human necessity, embodies at the rela-
tionship level many hidden rules. For example, the attitude one
is perceived as bringing to the workplace may be crucial to your
ultimate success. Just read the Chronicle of Higher Education to
learn about the role that collegiality ostensibly plays in the
tenure decisions made by departmental and college commit-
tees. While tenured faculty enjoy the luxury of staying at home to
write whenever possible, different rules sometimes exist for
tenure-earning faculty. Although we previously encouraged you
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to block out time and write from home when you can, remember
that junior faculty must also make themselves visible around the
office at times. Writing in a closeted fashion at work should not
raise any eyebrows—at least you will be “present” and
accounted for. If you will be working at home, it may be best to
let your departmental chair or mentor know. Approach your
department and college as an eager scholar who exhibits a pro-
fessional attitude and leadership style. Get noticed. Through
collaboration on writing projects and many other avenues
(e.g., a limited number of committee assignments), you will be
able to develop meaningful relationships with faculty and stu-
dents. Stay positive in your interactions with faculty, mentors,
and students, and reach out for advice. Forge a scholarly iden-
tity at your new institution that takes into account those around
you: Learn how your scholarship fits and what you offer that is
unique, and find ways to “market” yourself. You can give
“brown bag” seminars or offer talks in colleagues’ classes on
your research.

Becoming a productive scholar means becoming intimately
acquainted with the forces governing the academic cultural
norms of faculty, students, and administrators. Turn to faculty
mentors and respected others in-the-know to learn about the
cultural norms that will influence your scholarship.

49 Not All Writers Benefit from 
Mentoring, Networking, and Coaching

We conclude this chapter on mentoring, coaching, and
networking by acknowledging that not everyone requires or
stands to benefit from writing consultations and writing-
focused relationships. Here are the most common reasons why
new academics might eschew writing assistance.

Many academics—including new hires fresh from graduate
school—are dyed-in-the-wool introverts. Several strands of
research on personality traits and types among college profes-
sors confirm a consistent propensity toward fierce independ-
ence; as a group, many among us are shy, driven, and given to
seeking solitude. There are several reasons why introverts might
be attracted to careers in academia, not the least of which is the
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opportunity for quiet and independent study. How does an
introvert get rejuvenated and invigorated? Simple, he or she
closes the office door. An undergraduate professor we know—a
stellar teacher and classic introvert—had a doormat outside
his office that queried would-be visitors: Is this visit really
necessary? Blinds, photos, cartoons, and favorite quotes covering
glass panes on faculty office doors are common privacy-protecting
“graffiti.” If you are an introvert, you are not alone in the
academy!

Academics are harried. Pressed with overwhelming job
demands, the prospect of giving up precious time to attend a
networking meeting or have lunch with a potential mentor
might seem noxious. No matter how you slice it, getting sup-
port and assistance with your writing takes some initial time
commitment. Even extroverted academics might worry that
giving up time for coaching and networking will be about as
beneficial or exciting as attending a faculty meeting.

But there can be deeper reasons for avoiding assistance that
merit honest reflection. Some of us may be rigidly independent
because we distrust others or expect to be exploited. Some of us
are so insecure about our status in academe that we avoid help-
seeking for fear of being revealed as an intellectual imposter.
Some academics harbor such anemic self-esteem that they antic-
ipate being undone by critical feedback. Still others are prone to
shame at revealing their inner worlds to strangers; they have
been conditioned to see the act of writing as something done in
private. Finally, many of us were never afforded the opportunity
to view ourselves as serious writers or to live the writer’s life. It
may therefore be difficult to see ourselves as legitimate mem-
bers of any writer’s community or to conceive of collaborative
writing as an opportunity for skill development and growth.

Whatever a neophyte academic’s rationale for avoiding help-
seeking or collaboration, we encourage sober consideration of
the potential drawbacks. Here are the primary concerns with
not availing yourself of good mentoring, coaching, and net-
working when these might prove useful. First, academics who
lack superb writing motivation and technical skill may simply
be placing themselves at a disadvantage—both in regard to
peers who do sharpen their writing acumen, and in regard to
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achieving a track record of scholarly success prior to the
tenure-and- promotion hurdle. Second, a new faculty member
who eschews help and assistance may become too isolated, not
benefiting from the wisdom and support of wise mentors and
willing colleagues. Of course, this may paradoxically diminish
satisfaction with one’s very career and work setting. Third,
even relatively confident academics might inadvertently
undermine their own self-esteem and self-efficacy. Remember,
mentors, coaches, and colleagues are there to praise your
work—not just criticize it! Finally, the exclusively solo writer
might miss out on opportunities for accelerating productivity
through collaborative projects and writing teams. Regardless
of your discipline, coauthored works do count toward promo-
tion; when you find the right collaborator(s), it is frequently
possible to double or triple your output by contributing to a
team effort. And, along the way, you are likely to learn a thing
or two about more effective writing.

Having explored the common reasons for not seeking or
engaging senior faculty, writing experts, and peers, we now
return to the title of this section: Not all writers benefit from
mentoring, coaching, and networking. There is no shame in
writing alone. If you have no concern about any of the poten-
tial drawbacks noted previously, if you strongly prefer to learn
about writing through trial and error, and, more important, if
you are both writing efficiently and getting good responses
from publishers, then we see no reason why mentoring, coaching,
or networking are imperative. Just don’t get too lonely!
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9

Tackle Thoughts and 

Emotions that

Block Productivity

Emotions can be both powerful drivers and blockers in our
productivity as scholars. In this chapter we consider writing-
related emotions and cognitions from different perspectives.
We emphasize avenues for correcting those that threaten to
slow or block your writing. Neophyte scholars need to work
especially hard at getting past irrational thoughts that interfere
with writing. Self-defeating and counterproductive thoughts
and behaviors are worsened by negative drama-making about
one’s scholarly plights. No doubt, procrastination is the
writer’s enemy: Overcome the tendency to stall productive
work by making a commitment to write every day and by con-
fronting any unconscious factors enabling procrastinating
behavior. Reinforcing desired behaviors helps with these goals.
Create pleasurable or satisfying connections to writing by
rewarding yourself in deliberate, planned ways. We share some
of our own reinforcing techniques. Develop your resilience as
a writer so that you will have the ability to deal with rejections
and the disappointment that naturally accompanies them. We
provide techniques for maintaining perspective in the face of
publishing setbacks and share how resilient academics and pro-
lific authors overcome these inevitable hurdles. After all is said
and done, you are a writer, writing is not you. Maintain varied
life interests if you want to function as a well-adjusted, multi-
faceted college professor; faceting will enhance resilience in the
face of adversity.
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50 Dispute Thoughts 
that Interfere with Writing

Far too many fledgling writers sabotage themselves from the
start with a striking propensity toward irrational beliefs about
themselves, about their writing, and about other members of
the writing community (e.g., reviewers, colleagues, editors).
Famous clinical psychologist Albert Ellis (1985) observed that
all human beings—college professors being no exception—can
be talented neurotics, that is prone to blocking their own
progress and disturbing themselves with very little help from
the outside world. Each of us is prone to at least episodic struggles
with irrational beliefs: Such beliefs are illogical, unsupported by
data, and nearly always self-defeating and counterproductive.
Irrational beliefs frequently lead not only to problem behaviors
(e.g., stymied writing, procrastination, tirades against editors),
but, more often, self-defeating emotions (e.g., depression,
anxiety, anger, and shame).

As writers, most of us hold strong preferences, wishes, and
desires relative to our scholarship. Here are some from our own
experience: (1) I wish that writing would always be fun and that
I had plenty of discretionary time to devote to it; (2) I’d prefer
it if reviewers would always be enthralled with my work and
prone to recommend publication with very little revision;
(3) I’d really like it if the editors of top journals would accept
my work straightaway the first time it was submitted. What’s
wrong with these preferences? Nothing! As long as they remain
preferences and wishes, there is little chance any of these will
cause significant upset or disturbance. The real problem, how-
ever, is that in some cases, we don’t confine these notions to
preferences. Instead, our imagination transforms them into
absolute demands. Any time a preference escalates to a dire
necessity, watch out!—this is a recipe for disturbed emotions
and disordered behavior that directly inhibit prolific work, as
well as healthy relationships.

According to Ellis (1985), three primary types of irrational
thinking potentially undergird our emotional upsets: (1) demands
(unrealistic and absolutistic expectations of events or individuals
that are recognizable by key words such as “must,” “should,”
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or “ought”), (2) catastrophizing (exaggerating the negative
consequence of a situation to an extreme degree), and (3) global
evaluation (making extreme evaluations about the worth or
value of self or others).

For a writer, any of these irrational beliefs can lead directly
to self-defeating behavior and emotions. While reading the
following examples, ask yourself whether you have fallen
prey to any of these pernicious though common scholarly
irrationalities.

● I must be successful in getting all of my work accepted for
publication.

● I ought to be an outstanding scholar, clearly better than
other writers and professors in my department, university, or
discipline.

● I have to be greatly respected and loved by colleagues and
editors.

● If a reviewer or editor caustically denigrates my work or
rejects me, he or she is obviously worthless and should be
removed from the position of power.

● If a reviewer or editor caustically denigrates my work or
rejects me, it just proves that I am worthless and will always
fail.

● I should find writing easy and enjoyable like other scholars in
my college and field.

● If the audience at a professional conference should react neg-
atively to my paper, it would be catastrophic—so awful
I would probably vomit, faint, and be barred from ever attending
the conference again.

Perhaps none of these common writer’s beliefs ring true for
you. Or, if you are like us, a few of them remind you of bleak
moods or bouts of either self-deprecation or rage that followed
a perceived failure or setback in your scholarly work. Of course,
catalytic events (e.g., rejection letter, negative reviews, disgrun-
tled audience) themselves have little power to “cause” emo-
tional upset. Rather, it is our own human tendency to move
from wishes and desires to absolutistic demands that turns
unwanted events into dysfunctional behavior and affect.
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In order to genuinely succeed as a prolific scholar, you must
combat and overcome any tendency toward the irrational. If
you are to prevent these widespread irrational thoughts from
waylaying your work, you must actively dispute them. Refuse to
catastrophize about anything—remember, it could always be
worse; maintain unconditional self-acceptance no matter what
others say about your work; and be on guard for demanding
absolutes—crazy beliefs that serve only to cause upset. Work at
disputing thoughts that interfere with writing and your own
development and status as a writer using whatever creative
means are at your disposal—constructive self-talk therapy, con-
versation with positive-minded individuals, and relevant self-
help books, novels, and films are all examples of proactive
strategies.

51 Overcome Procrastination
or Die Trying

Just as cancer is insidious, malignant, and deadly to the human
body, procrastination is dangerous to an academic’s aspirations
of scholarly success and institutional promotion. Think of pro-
crastination as a writing (or rather nonwriting) syndrome that
afflicts many new professors—and more than a few who are sea-
soned. In some cases, procrastination is overt and apparent
(e.g., organizing files and cleaning one’s desk when your office
is already more organized than any obsessive-compulsive’s,
checking e-mail every five minutes, trying to construct a minia-
ture Eiffel Tower from pretzels on your desk). But procrastination
is more likely to be subtle and insidiously additive. Most of us,
if honest, can easily identify minutes, and even hours each day
that have been squandered on idle activity entirely unrelated to
furthering one’s status as scholar or teacher. These minutes,
hours, and days are irretrievable!

Cognitive psychologists are rather blunt regarding the etiol-
ogy of procrastination (Walen, DiGiuseppe, & Dryden, 1992).
In a nutshell, the translation of procrastination is laziness. When
we put off doing something that would be much better done
today, it is often because our internal dialogue goes something
like, “it’s too hard,” which actually means “unacceptably hard.”
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Let’s face it, human beings are biologically and psychologically
predisposed to pain-avoidance; when possible, all of us naturally
prefer to forgo discomfort. But here is the rub: Many of the
key elements and crucial moments of writing are inherently
unpleasant and difficult—they demand that we bear down and
“just do it,” particularly when we don’t feel like it. Most of us
can easily recall days when getting the writing done meant fore-
going something much more enjoyable and sacrificing our own
comfort; all of us have days when nearly anything else seems more
fun than writing (including cleaning our house or undergoing a
root canal).

You may not be surprised to learn that Ellis (1985) identi-
fied a specific and pernicious irrational belief that often leads
directly to procrastinating behavior among writers. He called
it Low Frustration Tolerance (LFT), or discomfort intolerance.
Any time we tell ourselves that we just “can’t stand to do it,”
we are wallowing in LFT. The logical, empirical, and prag-
matic reality is that we absolutely can, and in most circum-
stances had better stand it if we want to become prolific
academics. When we move beyond a healthy truth such as
“exerting the effort required to get back on track and make
some writing headway may be both difficult and unpleasant,”
and add an irrational evaluation of this truth such as “and it
would be excruciating and unbearable, I just can’t do it,” we
are likely to procrastinate.

Procrastination has the same quality as quicksand in the life of
a scholar. The more writing days you miss, the farther you get
from your own work, the colder it begins to feel on cognitive and
emotional levels, and the more effort it will require to get back in
the groove again. Think of this procrastination-as-quicksand prin-
ciple as a form of negative inertia. During the middle of writing
this book, one of your authors sustained a shoulder injury.
Although there was little pain involved, during the ensuing
months range of motion declined radically—the author was favor-
ing and restricting the shoulder’s use on a completely unconscious
level. By the time significant pain developed, a syndrome called
“frozen shoulder” had developed and a lengthy and painful trial
of physical therapy was required to break the tendon free of the
bones to which it had adhered through disuse. We think that
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frozen shoulder might be an apt metaphor for procrastination.
Before you develop “frozen writing” syndrome, pay attention to
early signs of procrastination, avoidance, and decreasing produc-
tivity. It is imperative that you force yourself to do the work,
devote the time, and exercise your writing tools often.

Although we believe that the lion’s share of procrastination
can be attributed to the LFT and intolerance for discomfort, we
recognize that avoiding writing can also be a visible symptom of
a latent conflict. Without treading into psychoanalysis, we do
acknowledge that procrastination can also signal fear of success
(self-defeating behavior), ambivalence about an academic
career (failure to prepare effectively for promotion and tenure
provides a way out of an unwanted vocation), or even unre-
solved opposition to authority—all unconscious processes. If
you find yourself frequently struggling with procrastination and
if it appears to be more than just LFT, then seeking some
professional consultation might be necessary.

Is there an antidote to procrastination? For starters, return to
chapter one in this guide and reread each component in establish-
ing a well-honed writing habit. This section should reawaken a
commitment to write every day—even when you just don’t feel
like it. If LFT is your Achilles heal, then each day as you prepare
to buckle down, close your door, and write, adopt a mantra such
as “I can stand it and I will!” Other specific tips include posting
updated checklists, making daily sacrifices such as bringing lunch
to work instead of joining colleagues, warding off distracters in
your environment, and telling a colleague or loved one your plan,
so you can be reminded to get the work done. By combating LFT
and confronting any unconscious factors enabling your procrasti-
nating behavior, procrastination should become more transparent
and distasteful; discomfort intolerance should become a less
potent motivator. And consequently, you should find that you are
able to push through the temptation to procrastinate and get back
to being productive.

52 Reinforce Desired Behaviors

In the psychology of learning, the law of effect states that those
responses or behaviors in any situation that are accompanied or
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closely followed by satisfaction will be more firmly connected to
that situation, so that when it recurs, those responses and
behaviors will also be likely to recur. What does this “boring”
principle have to do with you as a writer? If you can manage to
create pleasurable or satisfying connections to your writing, it is
likely that writing will become a higher-frequency behavior. So,
if the situation at hand involves a two-hour block of time during
your day, and the behavior you engage in is diligent scholar-
ship, it will help if you can find a way of making the experience
pleasurable—either by making the work itself enjoyable, or by
overtly reinforcing yourself for a job well done.

We strongly advocate for the use of positive reinforcement to
increase the consistency and volume of your writing, and to
enhance your sense of well-being. Decades of research confirms
that famous American psychologist B. F. Skinner was right after
all: Desired behaviors must be shaped and rewarded if we want
them to increase in frequency. Even the most sophisticated and
intellectual among us will work more effectively if small pleas-
ures and delightful respites are scheduled into what can be an
otherwise grinding task. To reinforce is to fortify, strengthen,
augment, or buttress; we reinforce any behavior when we apply
a reward or experience that increases the probability that
the behavior will reoccur. So, making highly preferred activi-
ties contingent upon planned writing activity can work won-
ders, especially for anyone who associates writing strictly with
hard work.

If you are a cynic about the potential benefits of deliberate
self-reinforcement for your own writing, let us share some
examples of reinforcement from our own writing lives. In order
to make the experience of writing itself rewarding (and less like
the experience of a rat on a wheel), one of us closes the door
and brews a fresh pot of gourmet coffee. The chair and key-
board are adjusted for maximal comfort, and some planning
occurs for using the time available to maximize gain. If the task
at hand is working on references or scanning previous literature, a
click of the mouse brings up some light jazz for an enjoyable
auditory background. To make writing pleasurable, the other
author hunkers down in her chamber of silence with some
green tea and writes scholarly “to-dos” on post-its, discarding
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each one as the task is completed, and continuing until none are
left at the end of the evening. Music and sounds are disruptive
to this author, but visual stimuli are most welcoming, with a
budding hibiscus tree and surrounding potscape garden
planted directly outside the home office window. You get the
idea: By making the writing experience itself rewarding, we find
that we are more likely to enjoy the experience, and more willing
to comply with our writing schedule each day.

But reinforcement also requires the application of reward
following the desired response. Therefore, when we complete a
sizable writing block, or more important, when we wrap up a
journal or book manuscript, we are careful about intentionally
rewarding ourselves. Some of our favorite reinforcements for
being productive include a long run or walk along the water or
golf course, an afternoon off to play with kids, a luncheon with
favorite colleagues, taking in a movie with a friend, an elegant
meal out or a barbecue feast at home, relaxing with a novel or
some other pleasure reading (and napping), or even taking a
day-trip to a beach resort, possibly staying overnight at a bed-
and-breakfast. We often find that deciding on reinforcement
ahead of time is quite useful; keeping the desired reward in
sight during the hard work serves as a delightful stimulus to
endurance and forbearance of discomfort along the way. But
remember that reinforcements are idiosyncratic. Not all readers
will think of jogging or fiction reading as rewards—they are
likely to be noxious activities to some! So, pick nourishing
rewards that are truly reinforcing for you and make them
contingent upon doing the work.

What about punishment? Some behavior therapists strongly
encourage the application of both reinforcement (for desired
behaviors) and punishment (for those behaviors you wish to
extinguish). Although punishment can be quite effective at
times, remember that reinforcement is usually better in the long
run, and that excessive punishment can lead to learned help-
lessness, shame, and stagnation. If you do decide to apply pun-
ishments to behavior such as procrastination and failure to
engage in the prescribed writing each day, try things that have a
humorous flavor. For example, if you fail to complete your
scheduled writing block, decide in advance that you must clean
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your house that evening, flush five dollars down the toilet,
or engage in 15 minutes of idle chatter with your least favorite
colleague or neighbor. You get the idea, make punishments
noxious (not dangerous) and force yourself to follow through if
you want them to have maximal effect at reducing the
frequency of undesired behaviors.

Remember the law of effect and increase the frequency of
desired behaviors through the judicious use of thoughtful
reinforcements. Treat yourself right as a writer; you are worth it.

53 Refuse to Dwell on Setbacks

Here is an interesting fact about prolific writers: Almost without
exception, they are characterized by and are models of
resilience. Because nearly every academic will have his or her
share of rejection, because acceptance rates for most journals
and grant competitions are quite low, and because schedules,
students, and colleagues consistently “conspire” to thwart
productivity, the capacity for resilience in the face of adversity is
a salient predictor of success as a scholar. Resilience as a writer
suggests a certain attitude of equanimity and calm even when
faced with dramatic disappointment. Resilience indicates the
ability to take setbacks in stride, to stay relatively unruffled, and
to respond adaptively, doggedly, and repeatedly until goals are
achieved.

Upon submitting scholarly work for peer review, it is imper-
ative that one should expect rejection from editors and publishers.
Rejection comes with the scholarly writing territory—it is one
of its most prominent landscape marks. The fact is that not
experiencing setbacks in the form of rejections, delays, and dis-
appointments would be quite atypical—maybe even bizarre.
You’d have license to star in your own movie about space aliens
or unknown worlds! Even if you are an excellent thinker and
careful writer, you should expect many of your submissions to
be rejected. And you should expect many more to be hung up
in what may feel like an endless cycle of reviews and resubmis-
sions to the same journal. You must expect lengthy and aggra-
vating delays in the review process because reviewers are late
and editors are often slow to make decisions, sometimes for
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reasons outside their immediate control, such as holiday periods,
tardy reviewers, and leadership turnover. You should also expect
that busy students and well-intended colleagues will be late
with their drafts and contributions to joint projects and that
they will occasionally disappoint you with subpar work. And of
course you can anticipate that your personal life will intrude
when you least expect or desire it—sick children, infirm parents,
personal injury or health issues, and financial stressors can all
push back against your best-laid plans for writing.

So how can you refuse to dwell on these nearly certain
setbacks on the road to becoming prolific? First, avoid cata-
strophic reactions to bad news or unwelcome periods when you
cannot write. The prolific writer masters a sort of Zen contem-
plative attitude to these events—evaluating them objectively
without creating drama or emotional upset. Kicking your com-
puter down the stairs, burning a letter from an editor, or going
on a drinking binge are all obvious indicators that your equa-
nimity has faltered. But there are more subtle indicators of
pathologic reaction to setbacks. Some of us are prone to stew-
ing and ruminating about rejections or disappointments.
Rather than take negative feedback in stride, we become obses-
sively preoccupied with the “injustice” against ourselves and
engage in the kinds of irrational thinking covered earlier in this
chapter—we demand, we self-disparage, and we engage in low
frustration tolerance. If you are prone to moody brooding in
the wake of editorial rejection, ask yourself how you reach this
point. Sometimes rumination comes from narcissistic injury
(e.g., “how dare the editor fail to admire the brilliance of my
work”), and sometimes it stems from depressive thinking (e.g.,
“I knew my work was worthless—this just proves it”). But
whatever the etiology, the outcome is emotional disturbance
and procrastination.

How do resilient academics and prolific authors overcome
setbacks? First of all, they reframe rejection as an opportunity to
learn more about writing well, to improve the quality of the
rejected manuscript, and as a chance to submit their work to
another outlet that may in fact be a better match. Quite often,
prolific scholars put rejection letters and accompanying reviews
away for a few days, collect their thoughts, and then read them
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with a deliberate and an objectively detached attitude that
allows honest and productive responses to the feedback. Of
course, prolific scholars also work hard at refusing to exacerbate
the situation by stewing or engaging in self-defeating behaviors
(e.g., writing snide letters back to editors, shredding their
work, refusing to make necessary revisions in the manuscript,
succumbing to emotional downward spiraling).

In some ways, successful writers are like the “Energizer
bunny” from the famous battery commercial. They just keep on
writing and keep on submitting their work until they improve
their own writing, become skilled at the mechanics of manu-
script preparation, become well-versed in the art of interacting
with editors, and eventually begin to achieve better than aver-
age success with publication. Prolific scholars hone the gifts of
tenacity and fortitude. And they just keep on going!

54 You Are a Writer, Writing
is not You

Throughout this guide, we have pushed you to make writing a
top priority, both in your career, and in the rhythm of each day.
Prolific scholars make the act of writing a pervasive part of their
lives and an essential element of their scholarly identities. But
there is a rub. It can be quite tempting for academics to allow
their self-esteem to hinge on publishing success; they may
unwittingly allow writing to become the only important dimen-
sion in their lives. If number or prestige of publications is the sole,
or even the primary, indicator of your success as a human being,
or even as a professor, chances are you are allowing performance
as a writer to hold too much sway in defining who you are.

To achieve happiness as a scholar, it is imperative that you
recognize—hopefully early on—that writing is only one facet of
an academic life well lived. In the end, most of your publica-
tions will merely be lines on a vita. Although all of us would like
many such entries on the vita, only a few of us will write works
that go on to significantly influence our fields for decades, let
alone centuries. In reality, most of what you write today will be
ignored or all but forgotten even before you reach the end of
your career. This is the bitter truth for most of us. Put your
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writing in perspective. It should be a very exciting and rewarding
element of your life and career, but it should never become
your only focus. Practice humility: Feel fortunate to even be
read or appreciated for your writing by any of your students,
colleagues, and contemporaries.

In our experience, scholars with a wide range of life interests
and time investments are better adjusted and more resilient in
the face of adversity. When life contains more than a single
facet—when your world revolves around more than just lines
on the vita—you are said to be multifaceted (Johnson & Ridley,
2004), and this is good. All things considered, multifaceted
college professors are likely to maintain better health and a
more realistic perspective when frustration, disappointment, and
failure strike. Those colleagues who work to ensure that prolific
writing is but one facet of their identities seem more capable of
avoiding catastrophic reactions to rejection—they learn to value
and pursue scholarship while keeping it in perspective.

How can you work toward ensuring your own faceting? Ask
yourself how often you invest time in family, important rela-
tionships outside of work, physical exercise, recreational pur-
suits, and personal hobbies. Are these things too frequently
sacrificed at the altar of productivity? Or when you are engaged
in nonwork pursuits, are you unable to really enjoy them due to
preoccupation with a research conundrum or frustration at not
working? Does your laptop need to be within reach at all times
in order for you to have peace of mind? Although we risk invok-
ing a well-worn cliché here, we think it is probably accurate that
very few college professors reach the end of their lives grieving
about their lack of productivity or stewing about those manu-
scripts they didn’t get written. No. More scholars who experi-
ence any regret at the end may wonder why they ignored
everything but productivity. Cherish your life in the living of
it—don’t expect writing alone to give meaning to it.

Think carefully about your own life-priority balancing act.
Are you disciplined and no-nonsense about getting the writing
done while still saving precious time for relationships and other
interests? If not, find ways to move yourself in this direction.
Here is an existential exercise to help you reflect on your cur-
rent faceting: Imagine that tomorrow your ability to write was
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removed—never again could you produce scholarship. How
well would you cope? Would you effectively cease to exist? Is
your identity comprised of more than your stature or perform-
ance as a scholar? After grieving the loss of this cherished activity,
could you reorient and begin focusing more actively on other
current interests, relationships, and pressing matters? These are
thought-provoking and maybe difficult questions. Ask and
answer them honestly. They should help to illuminate your
current faceting status.
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10

Master the Mechanics of

Publication: What Publishers

Want You to Know

Although we have touched upon the importance of the
mechanics of publication elsewhere in this book, because of its
salience we devote here an entire chapter to its particularities.
Put aside any embarrassment you may feel, and solicit feedback
from peer readers and proofreaders on your works-in-
progress—especially those that will be juried. Astute readers see
what even very good writers cannot about their texts, and cru-
cial areas of improvement can always be identified in neophytes’
writings. Make good use of skilled readers before you submit
your work for publishing review, especially if you are a junior
faculty member or a student. Target your manuscript to a spe-
cific journal or publisher by finding out which are the first- and
second-tier journals or publishers in your field. Also learn the
acceptance rates for the various journals in which you will be
submitting work. Find out about any special issues to which
you might contribute your work. You will want to thoughtfully
prepare your manuscripts by closely following the notes to
authors and by giving yourself an incubation period before
sending off your work for review. Carefully prepare your
author’s cover letter; if your work is accepted with modifica-
tion, treat seriously the summary of changes that addresses the
editor’s recommendations and the reviewers’ concerns. When
you prepare a book prospectus, again, closely adhere to the
publisher’s submission guidelines and also communicate with
the acquisitions editor. You will soon discover that marketing
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considerations are paramount in the development and review of
proposals for books.

55 Solicit Feedback from Peer 
Readers and Proofreaders

Speaking as journal editors, editorial board members, journal
and book authors, and manuscript reviewers, we know that
getting your work through the peer-review gauntlet and into
print can seem arduous, and that the publishing stakes are high
when you are the author! To help ensure your progress and
success as a published author, solicit the help of peer readers.
Even the most outrageously prolific scholars seek feedback
from talented colleagues. Consider leading educational scholar
John Goodlad’s approach to peer readers—he actively elicits
feedback on drafts of his writing from contributors and coau-
thors. As one of his coauthors in the teacher education field
attested, “He asks us for our reactions” and gives critical feed-
back, knowing that “friends don’t flatter—enemies flatter”
(Mullen, 2006, p. 13).

Writing is one thing, but publishing is quite another, and
“the added elements of publishing changes the work of the
writer” (Thomas, 2005, p. 114). Consideration of craft and
audience are paramount in the publishing world, and these are
learned skills. By craft we mean the ability to plan, make, or exe-
cute a work, and by audience we refer to one’s anticipated
and/or actual readers. Journal editors receive too many poorly
constructed works. Many now ask that authors work with criti-
cal readers and excellent proofreaders before they submit their
manuscripts for review; some recommend that this engagement
with professional colleagues occur again after the work has been
revised and prior to resubmission. Take this advice seriously, as
the quality of the writing is, according to many editors, what
makes or breaks a work submitted for review. Nothing says
incompetence or carelessness to an editor like sloppy writing,
typos, mismatched references, and other easily avoidable errors.
Peer readers should be able to catch errors that bypass careful
spell-checks and proofreading. Further, accomplished writers
can make a substantive contribution to your text. They can
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identify needed improvement in such important areas as
conceptualization and framing, research design and execution,
and methodologies and results.

No matter how good you may feel about what you have writ-
ten, and no matter how many times you may have read and
improved upon your work, it is common to miss what a good
reader can catch. Because others are not as emotionally invested
in the work or tied closely to the outcome of the review process,
they bring a fresh and honest set of lenses. Put your ego in the
drawer and pull out your inquisitive learning self for this part of
your journey. Lower your defenses: Be prepared to accept
sound criticism and, over time, grow into being your own best
critic. Become your own best editor too. The objective is to
learn to trust your own editing and revising. Remember that
there are no good writers, only good rewriters. Revise, revise,
and revise some more: Return to your writing after a few days’
break so that you will be refreshed and ready to see the work
anew. Submit only your most polished work to publishers.

Successful publishing in academic outlets requires a steep
learning curve: Even when manuscripts are well-written pieces
that address important topics, they can suffer from problems of
“match” with the idiosyncratic style and preferences of individual
journals and editors. It is helpful when your proofreader is
familiar with your intended outlet and can offer pinpointed
stylistic advice. For example, your well-written paper may be
insufficiently substantiated or lack relevant sources. Or, your
work may be based on opinions with little data or literature to
support them while your target journal is scrupulous about ref-
erencing. Depending upon the type of journal, successful man-
uscripts may require a larger subject pool and extensive analysis
of data, as well as profound or original insights.

Seek answers to your questions from informed mentors and
peers, scholarly guides, writing workshops, and legitimate
Internet sources. And stay open to the questions that others
may have of your work. It is profoundly self-defeating to solicit
expert peer review and proofreading only to become defensive
or argumentative when potential problems are revealed.

And don’t forget to reciprocate: Act as a peer reader for your
own peer readers. Be liberal with expressions of gratitude for
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the work of your peers, and when appropriate formally
acknowledge others’ contributions to your works directly
within the texts themselves. Collaborative behaviors such as
these will build the professional community of writers that
define the academy and your own place within it.

56 Target Your Manuscript to 
a Specific Journal or Publisher

Decide where you will submit your paper for review before or
during its preparation. Avoid making this decision on the day
the work is being prepared for mailing. In some cases, you will
already be familiar with the noteworthy journals in your area
of scholarship. If not, it is wise to solicit input from faculty
mentors and prolific scholars in your discipline. Ask them
about the best outlets for your manuscripts. Those who have
published in the journals you have in mind are particularly
good resources. Who better to enlighten you about each jour-
nal’s editorial and selection process, credibility, and normal
time lag until publication? If they have recently published in
the journal you are interested in, ask to see the rating form
that the editor uses so that you will know how best to conform
your own work to the journal’s expectations. You can also ask
editors for their forms directly, but some may be reluctant to
provide them.

Also search for potential journals and style guidelines for
authors specific to them using academic search engines that
house mega-databases (e.g., Lexis Nexis, ProQuest, Wilson’s
Omni-File) and electronic venues that publish articles.
Because each database has unique search methods, and
because your search for specific journals will not always yield
what you want to find, you may find it necessary to turn to a
reference librarian or another qualified party for help. Try
the Educational Resources Information Center (ERIC)
Clearinghouse for up-to-date databases of journals and educa-
tion literature (website: http://www.eric.ed.gov). Journals,
complete with relevant publishing details, can also be located
via the Cabell’s Dictionary in your subject field (e.g., curriculum
or psychology).
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Find out the acceptance rates of relevant journals before you
decide, and keep track of these in a file for tenure and promo-
tion. Glatthorn (1998) recommends that beginners may want
to submit their first manuscript to “less-selective” journals that
publish a high number of those received. But consider whether
this makes good sense for you. Some new scholars produce
manuscripts that would be competitive in top-tier journals.
Once again, this is where an experienced peer reviewer in your
field could prove invaluable. Also decide whether you want to
target a state, national, or international journal—each carries a
different weight, with national refereed journals typically the
most highly valued. Learn what journals and publishing presses
have the greatest value in your own discipline and make deci-
sions based on a whole host of variables that include the audi-
ence for your work, acceptance rates, and estimated time for the
review.

Early in your academic career, it is frequently important to
“prime the pump,” so to speak, by getting some of your work
published—even in second-tier journals. This affords you
crucial experience with the peer review process, bolsters
confidence, and allows you to establish a portfolio of publica-
tions before narrowing your list of target journals to the
most competitive titles in your field. You might also consider
taking advantage of electronic journals—some have higher
acceptance rates than printed journals and are therefore less com-
petitive; further, these outlets offer the benefits of speed, distribu-
tion, lengthier texts, flexible and artistic formats, and
sometimes even dialogue with readers. On the downside, unless
prestigious, electronic journals will hold less sway with most
tenure-and-promotion committees.

Special issues of journals are certainly worth targeting—
especially when the topic dovetails with your own scholarly focus
or interests. Examples of special issue topics in education that
have been published in recent years include reconceptualizing
leadership, school improvement, and preparation; mentoring
and technology: exploring the nexus; and teacher activism in
education reform. Special issues are announced far in advance
through the websites of journals, hard copy journals, and flyers
distributed via professional associations. Word-of-mouth is
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another way that academics find out about such publishing
opportunities. The acceptance rate is generally higher for these
than regular issues of journals (Henson, 1999). As another
point, because special issues feature works on similar or related
topics, new faculty can contact the other authors appearing in
the issue to plant seeds for future collegial collaboration, men-
torship, and coauthorship. This action will serve to broaden
your network and knowledge of who is currently contributing to
your area of research.

Read and study the journals you are interested in—avoid
submitting blindly, hoping for a fit. Outright rejections are
common, so try to avoid this time-waster. Of course if the pub-
lication is new and no issues are available for you to read, you
will need to adopt a different strategy: Contact the editors with
your response to their call for papers and stimulate a dialogue
around the potential fit of your work with the journal’s scope,
goals, and purpose. For established journals, read articles
appearing in their current, not just past, issues. Analyze their
content, style, organization, diction, and everything relevant to
articles the editor has recently published. Adopt big questions
for orienting yourself to the material. As one example, you
might be interested in learning whether the published pieces
are more qualitatively or quantitatively oriented, or whether the
authors are writing in the first or third person.

After you have made a careful assessment, ask yourself
whether the journal you have selected is an appropriate choice
for the work you are developing (or plan to write). While the
topic and focus of your paper may fit, important aspects such as
the method, style, and length may not. Be soberly analytical
regarding the goodness-of-fit. On those occasions when the
match remains unclear, contact the journal editor directly and
be forthcoming with your questions. Share your abstract, if
possible, and outline your questions or dilemma. Ask whether
the journal is a good place for your work and, if not, whether a
recommendation can be made for another journal. Editors
make excellent critics, many are genuinely supportive, and most
are established, even leading, authors in their disciplines. More
and more editors are even electronically “previewing” entire
texts online, letting authors know whether the work fits and,
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if so, what else needs to be done to get it ready for external
review. Clearly, all such coaching moves can only help academ-
ics to better position themselves as published authors whose
productivity reveals a regular, if not impressive, pattern.

Finally, volunteer to review for the journals in your area of
academic interest and accept invitations to review manuscripts
that could serve to forward your writing/research agenda by
extending your knowledge. Reviewing manuscripts will cer-
tainly help you become intimately informed regarding expecta-
tions for publication in journals in your field; it will also help
you to become a better, more astute writer.

57 Carefully Prepare Your Manuscript

In order to significantly increase the probability of getting
your work into print, literally and assiduously follow the pub-
lished submission guidelines of journals and book publishers.
Submission guidelines are available in printed issues of jour-
nals or online at websites. In our experiences as editors, authors
commonly overlook some or even most elements of a journal’s
submission guidelines. Beware: Some editors ignore manu-
scripts that do not conform to their published expectations—
these are not returned. Typical problems encompass not only
the formatting of the actual paper but also the number of
review copies requested, insufficient information on the iden-
tifying title page (such as electronic and fax addresses), and
more. Of course, electronic submissions of papers, which are
increasingly popular, eliminate the need for copies and change
some other normative practices, such as the signed cover letter.
Create your own submission checklist using the guidelines
provided for each publisher selected.

If an editor should request a file copy on disk to aid with the
review process, be sure to include it. An editor we know says
that he can tell that an author has not read his journal’s guide-
lines if they have included an abstract, as the guidelines explicitly
state that abstracts will not be reviewed or published. Authors
who fail to include the requisite number of copies for
review purposes or who do not prepare “blind” copies (if
requested) may not have their work reviewed either. Blind
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copies retain your anonymity and the fair treatment of your
work during the review process; copies prepared for blind
review do not have the author’s name in the manuscript or in
the references. Here is the message: Don’t make assumptions
about what an outlet or an editor expects.

As you consult a journal’s submission guidelines, you may
notice that they frequently vary from one journal to another.
Journal guidelines in education typically require American
Psychological Association (APA) formatted papers—as of 2006
the fifth edition is current. The Chicago Manual of Style for
humanities and social science professors and the Modern
Language Association (MLA) for English professors are the
other widely known styles that publishers expect prospective
authors to use. Be sure to look closely for any deviations from
the norm. If an in-house style is used, make the required
adjustments. Typically, publishers will specify on a style sheet any
variations to be adopted, especially for citations and references—
this request, typical of international publishers such as
Routledge/ Taylor & Francis Group is often outlined on
Websites. Be sure not to format your paper merely by using the
published “look” of the journal. An article’s printed appear-
ance may not accurately reflect the journal’s submission
requirements or the desired manuscript format.

Granted, the documentation styles (APA, Chicago, MLA)
are not easy to learn—it takes years of practice. Many of us who
know them well still have to refer to the guides to refresh our
memories or to clarify one of the many daunting rules, such as
proper electronic citation. We recommend that in addition to
using the latest version of a formatting manual, you access a
user-friendly guide and share it with students.

For blind review processes, provide two different title pages.
On the author identifying page, include the manuscript title, as
well as your complete address and contact information (a func-
tioning e-mail address is essential). For the blind copies of your
paper, provide only the title on the first page. To emphasize:
Authors should not count on extra work being done on their
behalf and so should take the necessary steps to submit com-
plete packages. (Using a graduate student or secretary for this
purpose is not, generally speaking, a good idea.) Where an
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abstract is required, be sure it adheres to the stipulated word
length and is arranged as a single block paragraph. Your papers
must also fall within the maximum word length. Not all jour-
nals clarify a maximum, so ask the editor. For research articles,
the abstract usually covers the essential elements of the paper—
topic, purpose and scope, methods and data analysis, the
insights or findings yielded, and the primary significance or
implications. These are also highlighted in some form as head-
ings throughout the paper. For international journals, editors
expect to see relevance beyond your state or country, so give
this some careful thought, perhaps in the implications section of
your paper.

Again, avoid submitting unnecessarily lengthy manuscripts
for review. Unless the contribution is truly monumental in
importance, a weighty tome may signal that serious editing may
be required, or that the author has failed to adhere to the prin-
ciple of parsimony. Extra-long papers may be flawed in one of
many ways: having a lack of focus or too many foci; redundancy,
and unnecessary or extended references (beyond the works
cited). In some cases, an abbreviated form of one’s dissertation
has been submitted without the necessary crystallization of
ideas, tight editing, and reorganization required for a journal
article.

Incubation is key: Put aside your drafts and reread them after
a delay. Mull over your writing during periods of relaxation.
Pajares (2004) reminds us that time and reflection are syn-
thetic. This requires that you make good use of time and that
you do not leave manuscript preparation until the last minute.
You will catch sloppy writing and ugly proofreading errors by
taking the extra time. Bring excellent copyeditors and proof-
readers on board to assist you. Early in your scholarly career, it
is wise to only submit manuscripts for publication after
colleagues with reliable proofreading skills have vetted them.

Finally, anticipate the work of your reviewers. If editors will
provide their rating sheets in advance, write your paper or revise
it while consulting the journal’s assessment criteria. Because few
prospective authors ask for this form, some editorial staff will
not be used to this request and may not comply. Criteria on the
rating forms we have studied list overall originality of the work,
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relevance to the journal’s scope and purpose, audience appeal,
clarity and rigor of conceptual framework, sound discussion of
the methods and procedures used, thorough analysis of the
results obtained, and proper technical formatting and correct
length. Turn the rating form into a checklist (the other one we
recommended developing is the submission guidelines check-
list). Learn to identify your own work’s strengths and weak-
nesses. Remedy where you can and address all omissions. These
extra efforts will go a long way toward securing a positive
response to your work.

58 Carefully Prepare Your 
Cover Letter and Summary

The author’s cover letter, sometimes referred to as an overview,
accompanies each manuscript submission. Carefully attend
to the editor’s manuscript preparation instructions and address
these in your cover letter. If you’re uncertain about any of
these, contact the editor or editorial assistant, or ask an
informed colleague. Because editors and addresses change, we
recommend that you refer to the journal’s Website or the most
recent issue of the journal to confirm accuracy before sending
your precious manuscript off—it will save you time and agony.
In your cover letter, include a statement that briefly describes
the “fit” between the work you are submitting and the journal.
Clarify that your paper follows the journal’s guidelines and be
specific about how. Once you have submitted the package
(cover letter, original manuscript, and requisite number of
copies) to the editor, your manuscript is deemed “under sub-
mission.” It’s not considered “in review” until you receive word
that the editor has moved ahead with the next stage, having
secured reviewers. Do not send your manuscript elsewhere for
review; it is an egregious ethical violation within the academy to
submit the same work to more than one publication outlet
simultaneously. It would be better for you to show up naked to
class than to violate this time-honored convention. Where elec-
tronic submissions of cover letters are permitted, these can be
handled as a separate file or, alternatively, within the e-mail
message itself.
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After the reviews are returned and the editor formulates a
decision, you will receive word about the status of your work.
Because few manuscripts are accepted after the first review, you
should consider it good news if a manuscript is not rejected
outright! When an editor offers a “conditional acceptance,”
“accept with changes,” or a “revise and resubmit” decision,
you have a proverbial foot in the door. Now, it is up to you to
thoroughly address the feedback received from reviewers and
editors as you carefully craft a revised manuscript.

Once you are confident that you have completely responded
to the editor’s recommendations and the reviewers’ concerns,
it’s time to prepare a new letter to the editor. This is called the
summary of changes cover letter. This detailed summary can be
prepared in letter form and it accompanies the submission of
the revised paper. Some writers include examples of changes,
along with page numbers, directly in the letter, while others
prepare generic statements that describe the changes made.
Most editors do not specify the level of detail to be addressed in
your summary of changes, so ask if necessary. In this case it’s
better to opt for more detail than less. In order to help the man-
uscript reach its full potential as a published work, take seriously
all of the suggested changes. Address each requested change in
your summary, organized by way of editor and reviewer, and
justify any changes not made (don’t just skip over them).

Some editors help authors approach the rewrite: Overarching
goals or questions, as well as strategies for dealing with con-
flicting recommendations, can sometimes be found in their
letters. Or they might reinforce what the reviewers have said;
perhaps you will need to sharpen the work’s focus, improve its
organization, or explain its significance, for example. You might
be only a revision away from publication acceptance or it may
take several rigorous rewritings. Even though we are experi-
enced authors, we continue to encounter both scenarios. One
of us recently completed four separate revisions of a single brief
article over the span of two-and-a-half years before it was finally
published. Sometimes this level of demand has more to do with
the editor’s own standards or gatekeeping than with the qual-
ity of your revisions, but certainly not always. Hopefully,
the revised manuscript will be significantly improved over the
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earlier version and the work will be ready to go to press;
however, as frequently happens, when substantial revisions are
undertaken, new weaknesses, as well as new opportunities for
improvement, are exposed.

We suggest that you ask academic peers for summaries of
changes as well as cover letters they have put together as sam-
ples to follow. Maintain a professional attitude toward the work
and distance yourself from any feelings of personal insult. We
often say that we must have grown “a new brain” in the time
between submission and revision—the problems with the orig-
inal draft seem obvious by then and the changes to be made
come easily.

Here is a final word: Exercise patience during the entire
publishing cycle and treat it as a great and even privileged
learning opportunity: Stay focused on what matters—your
continual growth as a professional writer, the quality of your
product and message, and the contribution you will be making
to an enduring public conversation.

59 Carefully Prepare Your 
Book Prospectus

As with academic journals, carefully follow book publishers’
submission guidelines, typically posted online. If not, contact
the acquisitions editor and request that current guidelines be
sent to you. Book proposal guidelines vary even more widely
than journal guidelines; recognize that publisher guidelines
range according to each publishing company’s specific interests
and needs. Here is one common denominator: Publishers focus
on the marketing strengths of a work—after all, book publish-
ers are in the business of making a profit. Acquisitions and man-
aging editors have said that prospective authors have the most
difficulty learning to appreciate and critically analyze market,
competition, and audience. So you will want to pay particular
attention to these related areas.

About the marketing of your book, here are some relevant
questions to address: Who will buy your book? Who will be
most interested in using your book, and how will they
use it? Are they undergraduate students, graduate students,
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school administrators, clinical psychologists, classroom teachers,
curriculum coordinators, researchers, staff developers, or
some combination of the above? Might it appeal across academic
disciplines? Could the book also find a niche with the general
population? These are important marketing questions for you
to consider and address in the prospectus.

Book publishers warn that authors must keep their audience
in mind as they write—successful authors write for specific
readers. Demonstrate that you have your readers fully within
view even at the proposal stage. A common problem is to
assume too little or too much prior knowledge of the subject
area on the reader’s part, or assume incorrectly what readers
will do with the knowledge they acquire from the book. Avoid
these pitfalls.

It has been our experience (having previously authored
16 books) that publishers will generally request that your
prospectus address the following generic categories:

1. brief description of the proposed work, including a particular
perspective or philosophical orientation

2. competition with respect to any primary competitors (other
books on the topic)

3. specific features governing your work that will help it to
stand apart and benefit users

4. apparatus, meaning the specifics that will enable your work
to function as a learning tool (e.g., chapter questions, a
glossary, chapter overviews)

5. status of the work with regard to its current development and
your timeline for completion

6. length of the book, that is, a rough idea of the total manuscript
length, which is much longer than the published book
length

7. table of contents outlining your proposed organization of
the work

8. sample chapters revealing the message, tone, and substance
of the book.

Publishers want to see if you can write well, so they will ask
for at least two sample chapters to be submitted for review
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along with your proposal. Novice writers are often expected to
provide more material than experienced authors. At this stage,
publishers may not want to receive the introductory chapters, as
these tell rather than show what your book will do. It can take
anywhere from two to five months for a book proposal to be
reviewed, generally less time than it takes a refereed journal!
However, this timeline can change depending on how many
levels of evaluation are incorporated into the review process.
The most prestigious book companies tend to incorporate at
least three levels of review, with external reviewers (paid scholars),
editorial board teams, and other screening partners, such as the
publisher’s marketing representatives, involved in the decision
making. And contrary to the marked emphasis journal editors
place on author anonymity, book publishers usually reveal your
name and affiliation when sending your work for review. There
is a reason for this exposure: Your name, track-record as a
scholar, and even your institution’s prestige can all play a role in
a book’s eventual success. Let’s face it, name recognition is
important in marketing any product—books are no exception.
Another distinction is that, unlike journal manuscripts, you are
allowed to simultaneously distribute your book proposal to
other publishers. But it’s considered good practice to make this
fact known in your cover letter.

Always contact the acquisitions editor or whoever is in
charge of author queries before tackling your proposal or book
chapters. Of course, you can first try e-mailing these busy pro-
fessionals, but count on having to follow up with a telephone
call. In your conversation, float your idea and see what happens.
Be flexible and receptive; an editor will often have a much
better grasp of the market—even relative to your discipline—
than you do. Sometimes an acquisitions editor will recommend
a modification in your focus or your proposed approach. Take
this advice to heart and make sure it is addressed in your written
proposal.

Here is another crucial tip for successfully making contact
with publishers: At the academic conferences you attend, spend
time in the book exhibit. Acquisitions editors often “man”
these exhibits and attend conferences for the express purposes
of meeting with authors and exploring hot topical trends in
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their field. Seek out these important gatekeepers and share your
ideas with them. If possible, make an appointment ahead of
time to discuss your specific book idea. If well received, clarify
the steps involved in preparing a thorough book prospectus.
You will find these individuals generally receptive—many are
author-centered and ready to hear from you. Without book
authors they have no product to market. Savvy authors who
have published a book or another significant work are often
aware of conferences that will sponsor their work months in the
future, so you, too, will want to be aware of the timing of your
own book release.

After you have made contact with a book publisher, anything
can happen from there: They might think the book idea is
promising and that it potentially fits their needs, or instead that
it does not fill any important gap in their booklist. Here’s a
sophisticated strategy that we employ: Study a selected pub-
lisher’s catalogue and identify gaps that exist or areas that need
developing. Because they are not academic scholars, publishers
can be unaware of the weaknesses in their booklists. Turn your
research knowledge and insights into a publishing strategy.
Initiate this win/win exchange: If you can identify an opening
in a publisher’s catalogue and explain how your book proposal
fills the void, you will have established a rationale for its
support. This is how the book you are reading came to life, in
fact—we could see from having researched Palgrave
Macmillan’s booklists that a text on prolific writing was needed
to assist novice academics, and so we volunteered to write
it before undergoing formal review. Many seasoned book
authors bring such sensibilities to book publishing and negoti-
ate ideas with editors early on, even before putting pen to
paper. Successful book writing is about research, negotiation,
relationship, reliability, and timeliness, not just a great idea.

From the editor who has reviewed your work for the pub-
lishing house, you should receive reviews and a statement about
the viability of your work. If you get a “green light,” move onto
negotiating the contract. Talk to seasoned book writers about
appropriate terms and royalties, which are usually less impres-
sive for the first-time book writer. As examples, royalties on
books sold tend to be lower and such perks as monetary
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advances are not usually negotiable. Novice writers are often
expected to produce their own camera-ready pages as well,
especially with smaller publishing companies. We have jumped
through all of these hoops and more to get our first book
contracts. If you have a winning book idea and the tenacity to
see a mammoth project through, then start tinkering with a
table of contents and a book prospectus. Think about publishers
that might be a good fit and send an e-mail or two to acquisi-
tions editors to begin exploring the viability of your idea.
A book is a gargantuan scholarly undertaking, so you’d better
get started sooner rather than later!

60 Communicate Clearly with 
Editors and Publishers

Learning how to communicate clearly and effectively with
editors and publishers is essential to a rising scholar’s success. As
one tip, alert these professionals to your intention of submitting
a manuscript for review. Be prepared to succinctly describe your
project: Seize the opportunity to receive helpful advice. Ask
editors directly where you might go if your work is not a good
fit with their press.

As a new scholar, you can also inquire about any special pro-
visions for those who are beginners. For example, will you be
promptly informed if the package you have submitted for
review is incomplete? Or, will copyediting services be provided
for works accepted for publication with journal or book
presses? Although unusual, journal editors have been known to
arrange it so that faculty mentors work with novice writers on
the scholarly aspects of their writing.

People in editorial positions can be very difficult to reach,
even by way of e-mail, but try anyway. Their assistants are
usually reachable, though. Consult with editorial staff about
the technical aspects of your work and straightforward mat-
ters regarding submission. Three examples are the approxi-
mate time for manuscript review, the planning of any special
issues, and the status of your review. As the “worker bees,”
they tend to know about such particulars; editors handle
more complex questions, such as the potential fit of your
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work with the journal, special issue, or booklist, as well
as those publishing outlets that may be more appropriate for
your work. Importantly, editors make final assessments
of your revised journal manuscript or book proposal.
Committed editorial assistants will communicate with editors
on your behalf where necessary and get back to you.

Editors and their assistants appreciate thoughtful queries.
Author queries that tend to annoy editors involve requests for
information that is readily available (e.g., posted/published
submission guidelines) or attempts at negotiating required
document formats (e.g., the American Psychology Association,
the Chicago Manual of Style, the publisher’s own in-house
style). In contrast, updates during the review stage are usually
welcome. Let editors know whether you will be proceeding
with a revision once you’ve had the chance to reflect on the
reviews. This information is not an imposition—it helps pub-
lishers with good planning. Also let them know whether the
reviews proved useful. Here is an example of just such a
message from an author.

Dear editor:

Just wanted to let you know that I’ve received all of your
responses and plan to address them shortly. If I run into any dif-
ficulty, I’ll let you know. I appreciate your continued efforts on
my part and feel encouraged by the insightful reviews. I’ll make
the necessary changes and have the revised file to you within the
month. I will be sure to send my summary of changes, as per
your request.

Sometimes authors want to discuss, with the editor, the feed-
back they received from reviewers; at such times, you should
clarify your concerns and seek strategies for dealing with dis-
crepant or difficult feedback. For instance, authors are some-
times asked to increase their subject pool in order to better
substantiate the claims they have made or to reformulate key
arguments or recommendations. If you are unable to act on a
key editorial or reviewer recommendation, prepare a justifica-
tion and send it to the editor; on critical issues, come to an
agreement before investing time in the rewrite.
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Incorporate editors and publishers into your community of
writers. While decision makers and gatekeepers, they are more
productively thought of as professional colleagues. Approach
them as human beings who are providing an invaluable service
to the academy. As your own career matures and you begin to
assume more editorial responsibility yourself, you may be
surprised to discover that editors think of authors as valued
colleagues. Return the favor now.
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11

Drink Deeply from 

the Cup of L ife

As scholars, our life experiences are not cut off from our writing;
in fact, they can be used as a tool to explicitly frame and shape
our works. Life-infused creativity can help you to foster con-
nections between your writing and the rest of your life. What
we learn in our daily living, and in life more generally, influ-
ences our writing—it is an art to give this reality form. You will
also want to practice, as a busy academic, self-care and healthy
habits, knowing that writing pressures can take a toll on one’s
health. Herein we share self-care strategies for writers. We
also advocate bringing to life one’s guiding philosophy in
scholarly projects, including materials developed for tenure-
and-promotion. The more time we spend in the academy, the
more life-and-death experiences we will have, and so we need to
learn how to gracefully weather these while maintaining our
identity as a writer. In this chapter we reflect on this topic and
provide strategies close to our own hearts. On a related note,
we will all have to adapt to midlife as part of the process of
aging; well-prepared writers are able to reduce negative out-
comes associated with critical life transitions and enhance their
chances for continued learning and growing.

61 Connect Writing to Life 
and Life to Writing

When your life experiences somehow enter into and shape the
substance, meaning, or even style of your writing, expect your
works to take on richer textures. Promote the connection
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between work and life in your own scholarship: Your positive
writing experiences and relationships can create space for bal-
ance and wisdom. By immersing yourself in the stories of self
and other, you’ll have considerable fodder for illustrative exam-
ples and powerful experiential metaphors. Where one feels
enlivened as a writer, writing can bring balance and texture to
life (institutional service, availability to students, interactions
with colleagues, and so on). Although it may seem that writing
technical research reports offers little room for the life-infused
creativity we encourage here, you might just find that these
connections make even empirical writing more relevant and
interesting.

When possible treat life itself as the material for academic
writing. As one prolific scholar shared with us, “it may be that
the best writing (maybe not the most, but the best) comes from
those who have immersed themselves deeply in the living of
life” (March 2006, personal communication). Healthy relation-
ships focused on writing will naturally accommodate the worlds
of reading, talking, and sharing where individuals enjoy one
another’s company. Reading circles and cohorts are potentially
such places.

We who are professors and students experience “life” in the
academy. Where relevant and appropriate, import the insights
gained from your research, teaching, and service activities into
your writing. You also experience “life” outside the academy
through such contexts as family, marriage, and community.
Once again, reflect on what you are learning, experiences you
are weathering, and relationships you are savoring. What can
these teach you about communicating with others as a writer?
Seek ways to connect writing to life and life to writing. As
examples, illustrations from writer’s childhoods, child-rearing,
illnesses, love relationships, and aging have all made their way
into academic articles published in mainstream journals. Rites
of passage throughout life and in the academy, and stories of
loss and transition, also show up in many publications. A third
example is the struggle writers have with personal and politi-
cal identity, and the related issues of race and gender, toler-
ance and acceptance. The academic paradigm has changed
considerably in recent years—it now accommodates personal,
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metaphoric, and mythological explorations of a deeper nature,
as well as reflections and anecdotes that personalize one’s
inquiry. (Indeed, the journey motif has become so common it
is a writer’s cliché.) Look for venues that welcome experimen-
tation with tradition—genre and form, and style and voice
have taken a creative turn. Many of us find these openings not
just intellectually rewarding but spiritually renewing.

Outrageously prolific educators see it as an advantage when
the line between their professional and personal responsibilities,
or their work and their play, disappears. For them, life and writ-
ing are seamless. In the field of education, John Goodlad, John
Hoyle, Joseph Murphy, and Thomas Sergiovanni, along with
many other scholars, believe that junior faculty must be pas-
sionate about and committed to their writing as their life’s work
(Mullen, 2006). When academics feel such passion, work and
play become entangled, lessening the burden of work.

Sergiovanni’s passionate capacity translates into having a
“laser-like focus” and being “protective” of his time yet gener-
ous toward helping students with their programs and projects.
Goodlad’s tendency to ask fascinating questions, model inquiry
in groups, and collaborate on issues involving educational
change are all sources of passion. Murphy, a “very disciplined
writer,” can work “completely unruffled all day long”; he also
imbues passion in students by having them focus on their own
development as scholars and by reflecting on the kinds of
lifelong contributions they might make to education. Hoyle
experiences a “white heat” when writing, and he encourages
students and leaders to take a strong position on educational
issues while shining light on others’ contributions. He notes
that “I have a sense of having to get certain words out. I hammer
away, and it’s amazing what happens when you get into that
white heat.” When his mental energy coalesces, a significant
work, even an entire book, will “just pour out.” He works “like
crazy to get something out of my head that needs to get out”
(Mullen, 2006, p. 14).

For an excellent model of experience-infused writing, con-
sider the inspiring work of John Dewey. Its poetic, meditative
voice helps us to imagine ourselves in a place where everything
is growing, and where we can SEE HEAR FEEL growth.
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Positive growth is patterned activity without beginning or
end—texture, density, and depth all infuse the writer’s life. Be
radiant—embrace growth that nourishes connections between
writing and life, life and writing.

62 Practice Self Care 
and Healthy Habits

Committed academics frequently struggle with “workaholic”
tendencies and the accompanying toll this inevitably takes on
one’s health (emotionally, physically, and existentially). Amid all
of the responsibilities and pressures of writing, awareness of
your own needs can seem selfish, frivolous, or merely too time
consuming.

However, academic writers who respect their own needs are
generally able to function at a higher level than those who do
not. This is particularly important to remember during the var-
ious crises we face in academe (e.g., unexpected assignments,
impossible deadlines, the looming specter of promotion and
tenure), when it is easy to ignore your own needs. Don’t wait
for a crisis to occur before establishing healthy habits. Begin
seeking balance and maintaining yourself physically and emo-
tionally early in your career. This practice will evolve into a life-
long habit and more than likely enhance your longevity as a
writer.

There are a range of ways to relieve stress by recharging your
battery—celebrations, retreats, workshops, nature walks, hik-
ing, gardening, motivational tapes, exercise, and a healthy diet,
to name a few. Anyone who cares about your well-being and
from whom you seek confidential advice can be an energizer
too. Cathartic conversations with trusted colleagues can make a
big difference. Meditation, yoga, prayer, napping, art, cultural
events, meals with friends, courses, travel, and pleasure reading
can also be essential energizers. Find ways to “recharge” your
personal and professional battery every day and try helping
others to do the same. Even relatively minor efforts can go
a long way toward promoting a healthy mind and body.

How have your authors managed to practice routine self-
care? I (Carol) routinely spend time each week at the gym using
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the cardio and weight machines and also jogging in the
neighborhood. I have been exercising since I was a young teen
while running track and so I have a workout habit, although
I got away from my commitment while tenure-earning and suf-
fered for it. I spend time refueling by working in the garden at
home, traveling locally and overseas to favorite and unfamiliar
places, and arranging to meet special colleagues at conferences.
I enjoy my face-to-face and electronic communications with
colleagues who have become good friends, and I cherish the joy
they bring me. All appreciate writing, relationships, and travel,
and all are soulful, humorous beings who shed light on weighty
issues.

I (Brad) allot an hour-and-a-half each day around the lunch
hour to go running or swimming. At the Naval Academy, exer-
cise is a cultural expectation and it has become an automatic life
habit for me. I also strive to be home at a reasonable hour each
day so that I can take advantage of spending quality (and quan-
tity) time with my three teenage sons—I find our times
together to be deeply satisfying. Finally, I maintain frequent
contact with good friends and colleagues—most of whom share
my interest in writing and appreciate my dry sense of humor.
Humor can be remarkably rejuvenating on many levels.

Here is a sober observation regarding the writing life:
Extended periods of long-duration writing can promote
overeating, poor eating, unwanted weight gain, and fatigue.
Many of us fight these demons every day. Not only is the act of
writing itself inherently sedentary, periods of high-tempo writing
(often spurred by approaching deadlines or increasing anxiety
about departmental evaluation) can cause disregard for even
well-established healthy habits. Just as writing should be a daily
regimen, so should caring for yourself.

Here are some specific strategies for promoting good health
even in the face of a demanding writing schedule. Keep in mind
that each of these habits is additive—healthy behaviors tend to
promote other healthy behaviors. First, consider that stretching
can be incorporated with relative ease right at your computer!
Tennis elbow exercises are a great way to give relief to your hands
and arms while taking momentary breaks. One of us asked a
tennis pro to show us the proper way to stretch our extremities
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and tendons; the daily exercises help mitigate the effects of
tendonitis, caused by repetition of small motor movements
(typing). Move around in your office to give relief to your neck,
upper back, and lower back—all writers’ ailments. Why wait for
that seemingly elusive “perfect” time to exercise? You don’t even
have to leave your office or home to get some relief. Or, consider
joining a weight-training program at your university or in your
community: Ask about cost-free programs with intern trainers.
Trainers will create a custom-made routine for you, and monitor
your progress while giving your writing muscles a good workout!

Be deliberate about your diet. We know far too many college
professors who continue to eat (and sometimes act) like college
students. When ensconced in a writing jag it is all too easy to
make the building’s vending machine your prime source of sus-
tenance or to eat sugary snacks that mysteriously appear in the
departmental lounge. Don’t do it! Plan your eating regimen
carefully. We recommend packing your food for the day at a
time when you are not hungry (prior to bed the night before).
Include two or more small healthy meals rather than one large
high-caloric feast, and include snacks consisting of items like
fruit, carrot sticks, or trail mix. Also, have plenty of water on
hand. Research indicates that dehydration is pervasive and often
causes sensations of hunger and fatigue—keep hydrated.

Remember, the better you get at living the writing life, the
more natural it will be to practice self-care while being productive.
It may be that when writers separate these two worlds—writing
and self-care—both or either suffers. You can easily “write in
your head,” so to speak, during just about any activity, including
exercise and eating. When the act of creating scholarship is a joy
and a vocation, you will often find yourself unconsciously strate-
gizing and outlining current or future projects as you exercise or
play. We think this is good! But keep things in perspective and
recognize that writing can also be very hard work that places
demands on the physical self. Tenure-earning faculty are especially
challenged by the demand to balance productivity and self-care.
The academy’s emphasis on refereed publication can feel like an
inescapable mantra—produce, produce, produce!

We’ve noticed that, despite aging issues, many tenured
faculty manage to establish a healthy work/life equilibrium that
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often escapes their junior colleagues. If repression and sacrifice
define the tenure-earning faculty’s life, balance and wisdom
define their senior colleague’s. While an overstatement, this has
a kernel of truth. Test it out for yourself. Ask prolific scholars
you know whether they’ve managed to achieve balance and wis-
dom in their work lives, post-tenure, and, if so, how? Is it pos-
sible that some of these strategies could be employed early in
your career to good effect? While you don’t want to spend your
life on a golf course or in a shopping mall, learn what you can
about the intricate balancing routines of prolific colleagues that
could improve your life. And here is one more observation
about prolific academics. Rarely does achieving tenure result in
a marked slowdown in their scholarly output. Because writing is
deeply interwoven with their identities, and because they love
to create, the idea of discontinuing the writing is nearly incon-
ceivable. This is also why balancing life, health, and scholarship
is a natural for these scholars—they’re in this for the long-haul.

We both have regular writing-and-exercise routines, and
active networks with collegial friends. Excitement for us also
comes in the form of breakthrough ideas for new projects; we
seek out collaboration with committed colleagues like our-
selves. We drink deeply from the cup of life and in such places
as professional meetings, where our batteries are recharged, as
old friendships are awakened and new ones formed. And both
of us look for opportunities to play hard—even in the midst of
scheduled professional tasks. For instance, Brad recently gave a
talk at Pearl Harbor, Hawaii, on leadership and mentoring. So,
he did the only logical thing a fun-loving dad could do: he took
his youngest son along to go surfing during his off-hours. Carol
has gone swimming with stingrays and written poetry about the
experience, later published in an academic journal.

Last, seek equilibrium between work and life, and develop
healthy routines and writing habits. Practice self-care every day.

63 Infuse Your Writing with 
a Guiding Philosophy

One way to drink deeply from the cup of life is to infuse your
writing with a guiding philosophy—a personally meaningful
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view of life and the place of your scholarship within it. Writing
that has a clear philosophical foundation will bring coherence to
each new project as well as your overall work; it will become the
undergirding structure for each of your contributions. Tenure-
and-promotion is a time when candidates are expected to share
their guiding philosophies of research and teaching. Having a
lucid philosophical foundation that is reinforced daily is essen-
tial for experiencing success and deriving a sense of meaning
from your work. Because academics are attracted to compli-
cated words, it is imperative to state your guiding philosophy in
a simple phrase and try it out around others. As an example, “I
believe that all school reform should be in the interest of stu-
dent learning and their role in society as democratic citizens.” If
effective, this philosophy should easily form the substrate for
meaningful theory, research, and application.

A philosophy is a worldview supported by beliefs; these can
be written out as statements. Your beliefs, once articulated, will
help you continually examine your practice. Whereas some of us
are attracted exclusively to empirically-derived principles, others
may feel compelled by stories of experience or even spiritual or
religious explanations of life. Whatever the source of your
beliefs and daily practices, articulate them clearly and consider
their congruence with other important intellectual and personal
commitments.

Once you’ve developed a philosophy for guiding your work,
you will be clearer about which writing opportunities make
sense to pursue now or later and which should be avoided alto-
gether. You will also want to develop some overriding themes
that give “personality” to your work, in addition to a set of
ethics that might possibly underpin all your efforts. Ask yourself
who you are and what you stand for as a writer, and what kind
of difference you want to make. Take control of your many
clever ideas. Give them a recognizable form.

Let’s consider a philosophy of inaction: A college professor
who is committed to researching disadvantaged school settings
and moral attitudes toward and within them has found a
way to mesh her philosophy with her research. In one such
school led by an exemplary principal, it became evident that
theories of human development, including Abraham Maslow’s
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Hierarchy of Needs model (physiological, safety, social, and
esteem), guided the administrators and teachers’ decision mak-
ing. The professor was pleased to see that all curricular pro-
grams and major school decisions were shaped around this
tenet. And she appreciated the difficult journey the school had
taken to eliminate ineffective programs and to transfer cultur-
ally insensitive teachers. The adults at this highly impoverished
school believed that children could not be expected to learn, or
be taught—including tested on standardized exams—until
their basic needs were met. Curricular and instructional
improvements mattered only when basic needs were satisfied
and on an ongoing basis. In her analysis of the school’s leader-
ship, philosophy, and programs, the researcher discussed the
commitment of transformational leaders to values centered on
child advocacy and social justice, and to actions that focus on
not just what works but what is good. In the manuscript that
was developed, moral action and leadership informed the
school’s collective actions in support of child advocacy and
social justice.

Thinking today about your future life work, where and how
do you want to leave your mark? What will your legacy be?
What issues, causes, and concerns stimulate you to action? Use
these questions to begin crystallizing your belief statements;
from there, develop a guiding philosophy. Permeate your
writing with this highly personal worldview and alter it as your
thinking changes. It will become more sophisticated and
perhaps influential the more you share it.

Don’t forget to study the philosophy or mission of your
institution, college, and department. Reflect on the extent to
which your outlook coincides with the institution’s. Don’t
wait until you are putting together your promotional packages
to discover glaring conflicts; be thoughtful and transparent
about how you resolve them. Address any overlaps and gaps in
your scholarly statements. Overlaps project a healthy picture,
suggesting that the focus you bring to your work has been
institutionally validated; gaps can also be good. They may indi-
cate that you are offering something new and special to your
workplace. Prepare for this political form of writing early on as
a new faculty member.
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No doubt, our philosophies are an integral part of who we
are as educators. Take this book, for example. Explicit is our
belief that novice writers can learn from the attitudes and prac-
tices of experienced scholars. We also believe that the act of
writing for publication is such a challenge that it must be broken
down into digestible elements. Further, we believe that the
truly productive academic integrates writing into the fabric of
his or her life, and that for the outrageously prolific academic,
writing is a personal, vocational, spiritual, recreational, and a
lifelong commitment.

Make your writing true to your philosophy and view of the
world.

64 Gracefully Weather 
Critical Life Events

At times—often just when you have established a productive
writing groove—life intrudes. External events grab our atten-
tion, create powerful emotional experiences, and force us to
step back from writing to take stock, and to care for ourselves
and others. While critical life events may actually help us as writ-
ers to create anew, absorbing the energy of shock, loss, hope,
and recovery can also take a serious toll. Major life-and-death
experiences encompass the birth of a child and the death of a
loved one, such as a parent or partner. In addition to birth and
death, other larger-than-life events include marriage, breakups,
health problems (physical and psychological), conflicts with
children or family members, and, as discussed in the following
section, existential crises. For some, even the death of someone
unknown to them, yet symbolically important, can lead to a
period of intense grieving—consider the classic cases of Diana,
Princess of Wales, John Lennon, and certainly President John
Kennedy. Even over long periods of time, entire communities
and countries have been known to mourn the loss of one
collectively loved.

Whether these critical life events involve joyous occasions or
painful occurrences, and whether they are sudden or slow to
unfold, the question for the prolific scholar is this: How can
you gracefully weather these inevitable life experiences while
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maintaining your fundamental identity as a writer? How can
you thoughtfully consider your own work in light of the real
events you are living?

It is essential to our own health and well-being as academic
writers to take time to grieve, to count our blessings, to recon-
nect with loved ones, and even to reconsider our personal and
professional choices—all the while continuing to live fully and
honor obligations to others and ourselves. Critical life events
rarely permit expeditious resolution; rather, they are character-
istically lifelong journeys through which grieving, longing, and
remembrance can take different forms over time; acceptance
and peace are among the hoped-for outcomes. In the case of
loss, rituals can certainly help with the healing process, offering
a personal or corporate avenue to openly express our feelings
and to remember the one who has departed. In The Lovely
Bones, novelist Sebold (2002) describes the annual ritual of
community mourning that took place as friends and family
members would gather in a cornfield at night with lit candles to
sing and pray together. Writers have rituals as well. Some of us
use the acknowledgement and dedication pages of books to
express gratitude for those living and deceased who have shaped
our lives. Others of us may focus our scholarship on issues or
events that have hit close to home (e.g., autism, cancer, loss of
a child, dissolution of a marriage). We encourage you to con-
sider rituals that facilitate integrating the delights and losses life
sends your way.

Obviously, the feelings of rejoicing and experiences of cele-
bration that accompany birth are very different from those of
pain and loss accompanying death. But remember that joyous
occasions can rival death and loss in terms of the costs they
exact from your time and energy. For example, the responsibil-
ity that accompanies raising a newborn, and the excitement and
anxiety, including sleeplessness, that go hand-in-hand with
having a baby in the home will markedly affect one’s writing
routine. Reactions to the death of a loved one vary, as we may
despair more in the case of a child or young person, or even a
healthy adult. But even the passing of an older adult who has
been ill for some time and who has prepared for death can be
overwhelming, especially with the grieving that accompanies
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a significant loss and the energy that is required to extend oneself
in different directions, which only perpetuates diminished practices
of self-care.

As academics who write and must do so, the question
becomes, How can you accept, tolerate, and eventually adapt to
critical life events, giving permission for some slowdown in your
writing while not letting it go altogether? There are no easy
answers. During the writing of this particular secret Carol had
just experienced the loss of her 67-year-old father for whom the
diagnosis of widespread cancer one year earlier had surprised
even his doctors. She learned all over again just as she had with
the passing of her mother years earlier that while academic writ-
ing per se is not necessarily healing for her, the act of being
absorbed in something meaningful proved therapeutic, just as is
keeping busy, whether it be with gardening, reading, or walk-
ing, and welcoming the love and concern of family and friends.
All such activity can help with surviving the initial feelings of
numbness and disbelief, and experiences of insomnia and
disorientation.

Life-enriching experiences, such as the arts, crafts, garden-
ing, and gatherings, can certainly help grieving individuals feel
connected as they breathe new life into their lives and selves. We
know a professor whose entire family turned to the arts, not just
for exposure but for ongoing participation in theatrical per-
formances, initially as a way of dealing with the loss of several
loved ones. He shared that the arts have produced a synergistic
bond among his wife, children, himself, and theatrical perform-
ers and entire communities, and that highly positive emotional,
social, and cognitive outcomes have been realized for all of the
actors, including his six-year-old son.

With the loss of her dearly loved father, Carol gave herself
permission to approach her writing differently, especially given
the sudden emotional needs of her brother and sister. Her life
changed overnight, placing her, as the first born, in a clear
parental role with respect to her younger siblings, suddenly at
a loss with both parents deceased. Regarding productivity,
during this trying time in her life, Carol was able at first to
attend to e-mail and postal mail only. Then, within a short time,
she built up to responsibilities with respect to the editing and
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guest editing of two different academic journals and eventually
returned to writing projects that required revision. She found
it too difficult at first to write anything from scratch, as the
intellectual energy level required tends to be much more
demanding than for works needing revision.

To the extent possible, it may be wise to plan in advance of
critical life events where these are anticipated, such as, when
possible, completing projects demanding original research and
writing before the event occurs. Of course, life is rarely so neat
and “schedule-friendly,” but if you anticipate the death of a
loved one or your child’s marriage, plan well in advance to
stand-down from your writing schedule. Give yourself ample
time to celebrate, grieve, and generally experience the textures
of thought and emotion that accompany these events and have
the power to make you more mature as a human being and
scholar.

If you can, continue with writing even if in very modest
forms during the time of change. If not, engage in relaxing
activities that have healing or at least absorbing powers for you.
You may already know what level and type of writing you are
capable of when faced with critical life experiences. You never
know what activities will end up feeding your writer’s mind
when you are not even thinking about your writing and
productivity!

65 Adapt at Midlife (and Beyond)

In addition to the salient life events and crises that punctuate
our writing careers, there are likely to be less sharply defined
“seasons” and transitions as we learn and mature. For instance,
the early career or young adulthood phase is characterized by
energy, excitement, and seemingly unbounded promise. New
professors scramble to find a focus, achieve early career success,
and formulate a career dream. And of course the end-of-career
phase of a scholar’s life carries its own need for meaning-
making. Professors nearing retirement are often focused on
reflecting, taking stock of their professional careers, and decid-
ing if and how to continue engagement with the task of writing.
But perhaps the most important life phase for the typical
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academic—and the one we address as we wrap up this guide—
is the infamous midlife transition. The transition from young
adulthood to midlife can be gradual or abrupt, barely percep-
tible or deeply troubling. One thing is certain: You need to be
deliberate and intentional in preparing for this shift if you
want to reduce negative outcomes and enhance your chances
of learning and growing from this change in your own
scholarly life.

There is a proverb that goes, “Midlife is the old age of youth
and the youth of old age.” If true, then many academics are
standing on the threshold of a new youth. The demographic
shift in society—many of us now live and continue to work well
into our 80s and 90s—extends to the academic realm. Take a
look around your own department and you may witness the
“graying” of the professorate. Many of us have excellent mod-
els of older colleagues who remain sharp, active, and even pro-
lific well beyond midlife. Thus, in many ways, midlife may
portend the start of a long, stable, and creative phase of life. In
New Passages, Sheehy (1996) refers to midlife as the second
adulthood. For many adults, midlife offers a rare opportunity
for a second shot at becoming the sort of person, the sort of
partner, or the sort of scholar we were destined to be.

Following the storm and intensity of young adulthood and
early career, many of us have achieved tenure, been promoted,
and settled into a personal lifestyle that fits. We have often
achieved some comfort in our academic positions and hopefully
at least a modest degree of notoriety within the scholarly com-
munity. And then it happens. Slowly we begin to sense that we
are metamorphosing into a new stage of life—perhaps signaled
by career achievements, changes in family structure, the loss of
loved ones, or even changes in our own bodies. As scholars and
human beings we must be cautious and thoughtful about this
shift—accepting that it may be a time of both creative renewal
and dangerous behavior.

As a prolific academic, we encourage you to focus on the
promise and possibility of the midlife transition. Adaptive
midlife scholars use the onset of midlife as an opportunity to
slow down, take stock, and consider their career and life
involvements in light of earlier dreams and aspirations. Sheehy
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(1996) notes that this is the time to jettison things we no
longer need and focus in on projects, activities, and commit-
ments that give us a powerful sense of purpose and focus—
midlife can be an invitation to live the rest of our lives with
renewed meaning and enjoyment. Midlife can be a time of per-
sonal renaissance and rejuvenation. In Baker’s (1982) Tolstoy’s
Bicycle, we are treated to a description of Leo Tolstoy, the
famous Russian novelist, who learned to ride a bicycle for the
first time at age 67 and used his later life to find profound ful-
fillment in his spiritual life and writing. As you reflect on your
own scholarly career at midlife—considering both the road
behind you and the road ahead—it is important to ask whether
you are teaching and writing about what moves you. Is this the
work that you should be doing? Is your current writing stale or
your focus of inquiry spiritually null? If so, what will you dare to
do about it? At midlife, you have less to gain from making
momentous changes, and much to lose from failing to seek
congruence between your writing and your intellectual and
personal passions.

Although an adaptive response to the inevitable changes of
midlife will almost certainly enliven and reaffirm your identity
as scholar, it is also true that some among us have a difficult
time with this phase. Sheehy (1996) and others use the term
midlife crisis to refer to the more precipitous and dramatic
reactions that some adults manifest at this time. We are all
familiar with a colleague who, in the throes of a dawning
awareness of his or her own mortality, seem to react with defi-
ant rebellion—perhaps impulsively divorcing a spouse, getting
tattoos or excessive plastic surgery, buying a motorcycle, dat-
ing a student, and otherwise acting out at work. But such cat-
astrophic reactions to aging are neither necessary nor likely for
those who face midlife head-on by thoughtfully adjusting to
their new physical, emotional, and relational realities. In the
Chinese language, the ideogram for crisis is a combination of
two distinct characters: One represents danger and the other,
opportunity. From a Chinese perspective, then, midlife conjures
the image of “dangerous opportunity.”

As a busy academic, it is difficult to predict precisely what
signs and signals may tilt you in the direction of processing your
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own midlife phase. Common catalysts include realization of a
long-standing dream, shifts in location or lifestyle, or even bald-
ness and weight gain! The key to an adaptive response seems to
be the presence of a meaningful focus and direction in your
work. Take Paul Gaugin, the French post-impressionist painter
(1848–1903), for an example. Gaugin left a career in banking at
the age of 46, and moved from Europe to Tahiti in order to live
the painter’s life. Throughout his early career, Gaugin had sup-
pressed his long-standing dream of becoming an artist. In
midlife, Gaugin began creating an unusual, avant-garde painting
style that set the art world on a new course.

Assuming the broader, positive view for our purposes here,
Gaugin’s life can be contrasted with a negative midlife crisis. In
the latter instance, one can picture a life of quiet desperation,
symbolizing the French existentialist mindset that all roads lead
to no exit. People with this outlook would have the profound
sense that their life has been meaningless, that life is passing by
because they lack a sense of direction, and that everything that
has proceeded has been for naught. For academic writers, exis-
tential crises can be expressed in any number of subtle and not-
so-subtle ways, as in the dawning realization that academic
writing is not deeply or spiritually satisfying, or that one’s writ-
ing is not being read or making any kind of discernible impact,
or that writing is not one’s forte after all. It is probably natural
for academics to feel any and all such emotions at different
times in our careers, especially in the face of a critical life event.
Actually, it is difficult to know the extent to which one’s writing
and publications are making a difference, as it can take years
before we have any clear idea.

Radical midlife changes and transitions are not just the stuff
of myth and folklore. As a prominent contemporary example,
consider the emergence of “second-career priests.” These
males, averaging 45 years old, are mature individuals who have
held jobs, been in intimate relationships, and, often, raised
families with their former spouses. Englert (2006) who wrote
The Collar, spent a year in 2002 at Sacred Heart seminary out-
side Milwaukee documenting five of the seminary’s older male
students. He chronicled what they were learning through formal
classes, and their conflicts and hopes. The author describes how

Write to the Top !192

1403977437ts12.qxd  27-3-07  02:33 PM  Page 192



second-career priests possess the gems of lived experience to
offer their congregations; they can better relate to the problems
people bring them than their traditional counterparts. Unlike
many young people who choose this vocation, the older adults
have given up the earthly life after having had, in some cases,
satisfying secular lives. They describe their life change as a
“calling” from outside and within, and share that life in its con-
ventional forms could not sustain them (National Public Radio
[NPR], 2006).

As a scholar, we encourage you to enter the challenging ter-
ritory of midlife with eyes wide open: What made sense and
what sustained you as a young adult may no longer work at
midlife. In fact, the academy may no longer feel like home;
writing as a way of life may no longer infuse your life with
excitement and meaning. As you may well know, “no human
activity can sap the strength from body and life from spirit as
much as writing in which one doesn’t believe” (Germano,
2006, p. B5). Alternatively, midlife may be a satisfying oppor-
tunity to affirm the path you are currently traveling as a writer
and teacher—the midlife transition may simply be an opportu-
nity to add new twists or creative angles to your scholarly land-
scape. On a more intensive scale, midlife may offer a greater
opportunity than previous periods for the increasingly skilled
academic writer to, metaphorically speaking, “imagine the
mountain—conjure a subject and its dimension, envision its
height, dream up the cloud cover” (Germano, 2006, p. B5).
Unlike real mountain climbers, academic midlifers will want to
imagine it anew and make the “climb” not because the moun-
tain is there but because it isn’t there and needs to be. Whatever
your decision pathway, we hope midlife will afford you the
chance to find a renewed sense of calling and direction in your
work and life. Finally, we also hope that Write to the Top! has
provided you with a view of the mountaintop that has proven
well worth the climb.
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