5 STEPS TO
CREATE AND MAINTAIN

YOUR WRITING
SCHEDULE
BY JONATHAN BALL

WRITING SCHEDULES WORK.
THEY WORK FOR EVERYONE … WHEN YOU S TIC K TO THEM!
When I stick to my writing schedule, I’m productive and happy. When I don’t, I’m not.
So why don’t I always stick to my schedule? Why is it so hard?
Well, because it’s hard!
Once, I ran a half-marathon. I trained for three months. I ran mile upon mile almost every day. It was brutal, but
I did it. Then, the night before the big run, I fell ill with food poisoning.
I was up all night. I should have quit. But the route passed my apartment within the first half-mile. Why not try?
I thought. I can just tap out and head back into the apartment if it seems like a mistake.
Well, the training paid off. Even dehydrated and miserable, I managed to complete the entire half-marathon in
under three hours, which isn’t a great time but was my original goal.
That’s why you need a writing schedule. I had to train for three months just to do a three-hour run — because
what you learn is how to get the job done even when you can’t.
You need the discipline. You need to learn how to not quit.
A writing schedule won’t save you. It will save your writing from you. You will still have bad writing days —
tons of them. More of them, in fact (because you’ll be writing more often). Get used to them. They don’t matter.
On your bad days, just click into autopilot. Just move forward — toward the next good day.
How do you create a schedule you can keep? After a lot of trial and error, I have found that there are five
essential steps to crafting an efficient, intelligent schedule.

1. REMEMBER
WHY

Work on your motivation first. Why do you need a writing schedule? Think about your
professional reasons, but also your personal reasons. Write them down.
Professionally, writing doesn’t just create products (things you can sell for money) — it creates opportunities.
How does a struggling actor turn his career around? Write a script to star in. How does a broke barista break
away from her day job? Create another job, out of thin air, by publishing a book on some subject in order to
establish herself as an expert and launch a speaking career. You get the idea.
My professional ambitions are somewhat circular: I need to write because I am a writer. I also teach writing, and
I want to avoid the teacher’s trap: halting your practice in order to explain your process. For me, it has to be both.
I can’t teach and not do.
On the personal level, I am miserable when I don’t write. I can’t sleep — literally, I craft and revise sentences in
my head instead of falling to sleep. I’m anxious, and tense, and snappy, and a jerk. If I write, then I relax and stop
being so tense and snappy (I’m still a bit of a jerk though). My relationships all improve. My life is better in every
way when I’m writing regularly.
When I write, I am a better person to be around, and I’m going somewhere in life. It’s easy to see when I think
about it, but sometimes I get too busy to think. Then, I make excuses, and let the schedule slide.
Maybe that’s what happened to you. Breathe. Take back the time to think.

The first step to getting on track is to get focused on the WHY of your writing schedule.

2. CREATE TWO
SCHEDULES

Sit down with your weekly calendar and plan out when you will write. Time has shown that the morning
works best for almost every productive writer in world history. Before the day spirals out of control, get the
writing done — if you can. If you can’t, then you can’t. Everyone’s life is different. As long as you have some
regular writing sessions scheduled, they can happen morning, noon, or night.

Do you have your writing week planned out? Great!
Now you just have to … throw that schedule away and
make a new one!
This time, be realistic. The first time, you planned out a wonderful, glorious week when happy fairies would
keep reality at bay. This time, imagine that the week was going to hell. Maybe think about the actual week that
is actually in front of you. When will you write? If I held a gun to your head and told you to start a writing
schedule today, what would you do?

What you are trying to determine is your minimum viable schedule. A writing schedule that you can maintain
even when the world sucks. The world usually sucks! And yet, despite this terrible world (or perhaps because of
it), you need to carve out some time for your writing.
So do it. Carve away.
When you’re done, dig that first schedule out of the trash. What you’ve got in front of you now are two
schedules: your ideal writing schedule and your actual writing schedule. Ambition is fine, but if you fall short of
your impossible ideal (what are the chances?) then you will get discouraged and quit.
It’s better to not quit.
Does that sound obvious and stupid? Well, let me say it again: It’s better to not quit. Yep, it is obvious and
stupid — like a surprising amount of useful wisdom.

Any amount of writing is better than no writing. Even terrible writing. As Jodi Picoult
once noted, “You might not write well every day, but you can always edit a bad page. You
can’t edit a blank page.”
Commit to the actual schedule. Strive for the ideal one — that’s your dream. The actual one is your job.
If you ever achieve your ideal writing week, then throw yourself a party. Meanwhile, just plug away at your
actual schedule like it’s your job.
It is your job. You are a writer.

3. CRAFT A
ROUTINE

Most writing schedules fail because they are not realistic and the writer becomes discouraged and quits.
However, even the best schedule can fail when the routine itself remains flawed.
The most important part of a routine is its existence. The schedule, of course, is the basic element: you
write at the same time every day, or the same few times every week. However, it helps to go further and
approach each writing session in the same way. The more rigid a routine you have, the better.

Many writers resist establishing a routine. They feel that true creativity can only flow from
unfettered process, from creative chaos. They don’t know what they’re talking about.
Literally. Ask one. Dig a few questions deep. You’ll see. Either they actually have a routine, which they don’t
recognize, or they only create on occasion, miraculously. Often sporadically. And usually terribly.
There are five basic elements of a strong writing routine:
(1) Triggers

(2) Focus

(3) Planning

(4) Work

(5) Organization

Let’s look at each more closely. As an example, I will walk through my writing routine. Yours will differ — but
think through each of these elements to see how they might work for you.

Triggers. Train your brain and body to get into “writing mode” by establishing a set of triggers. You can use
any object, action, or environmental cue as a trigger to help you stick to your writing schedule and prime yourself
to produce. You have to be as consistent as possible and only associate the trigger with writing.
I use three triggers. One, an alarm on my phone with a specific ringtone (Elvis Costello’s song “Every Day I Write
the Book”). Two, the music of the band Agalloch (I listen to the exact same songs, in the exact same order, every
time I write — and never listen to this band otherwise). Three, coffee (I only drink coffee on two occasions: when I
am writing or after I have written … so it is halfway between a trigger and a reward).
I’ve heard of people putting on a hat or tie to write, or keeping a specific chair they only use to write. Anne
Carson has two desks, one for her day job and scholarship and one for her creative writing.

Focus. Once my coffee is in hand, I shift my phone to “do not disturb” mode — I have it set so that only calls
or texts from my wife and daughter come through. Then I move into Scrivener and shift to full-screen mode. Then I
start playing Agalloch — and write.
The problem always is distracting myself. Writing on a computer is a bad idea, really, because computers have
evolved into distraction-machines. But I’m not willing to go back to writing by hand, so I just have to be disciplined
about this. If you find the computer is killing your will to work and leading you astray, then start writing by hand.
Other people use programs to block themselves from the Internet and so on. I try to cultivate discipline, which
requires me to have temptation handy, but I might try one of those programs someday. At minimum, turn off or
strip down your various automated alerts and notifications.

Planning. Hemingway used to stop writing when he knew he could continue, when he still had the next
thing clear in his head (sometimes mid-sentence). I prefer to just spend a few minutes planning, but it amounts
to the same thing: developing a clear sense of what you will do before you begin work, rather than flailing.
Sometimes this is just me sipping coffee and thinking, but other times I jot down a few notes by hand on a
notebook I keep near the laptop. (I use the same notebook to keep from distracting myself — if I have a
random thought like “I gotta email that dude!” or “driveway needs a shovelling” or “You know what would be
cool? A rap song about Dostoevsky” then I just jot it down and get back on task.)
When I’m writing fiction or a film script, I spend more time planning. I review my outlines and I sketch out the
scene I plan to write next — just hand-write a few story beats with some action or dialogue or random ideas in
point form. Planning for a few minutes like this can save you a lot of time in the actual writing session, and
boost the amount of writing you are able to get done each time you sit down.
At minimum, you want to decide what to write and maybe how much to write. Perhaps your goal is to write
300 words of your novel. Perhaps you want to edit a poem. It doesn’t matter. What matters is that you actually
have a plan, rather than just staring at a blank page or screen and freaking out.
I actually plan my writing month in advance, so that when I sit down to write I open up my agenda and see
what I’m supposed to be writing. I trust past-me to make the decisions for present-me, because past-me was
thinking about the big picture and planning ahead. Present-me gets distracted by pretty lights.

Work. Actually write something. Crazy, right?
The key here is to focus on this part of the routine even if you can’t do anything else. Right now, I’m on the bus
— not at home in my office, not drinking coffee, not listening to Agalloch. I was doing all of that stuff, but then I
had to go catch a bus. But I didn’t get as many words as I wanted down — I had planned to write 2000 words on
this project before I left the house.
Now, I’m on the bus. Still trying to hit those 2000 words. Sometimes, I wake up late, and I don’t even get to
start the routine. But I try to focus on doing the work regardless of whether or not I can do the routine.

Organization. It helps to trigger the session’s end by cleaning up. Your physical space and your mental
space both benefit from organization. Sometimes I set a timer, if I have to be somewhere else or do something
else after my allotted writing time. Other times I just quit when I hit whatever target I had planned to hit.
Once I quit, I clear off the space where I was writing. I clean up so that it’s ready for the next day. The last thing
you need is to sit down during your writing time and find your desk cluttered with junk.
Then, suddenly, cleaning off the desk is a more attractive priority than writing. I have a second, smaller desk
(more like a big stand) where I keep my printer and a pile of junk that would otherwise be sitting on my desk.
When I’m rushed, at the end of my writing session I just throw all my junk off the desk and onto the printer stand.
The exception is anything you will need at your next writing session, which you want to keep at hand. When I’m
working on editing proofs, for example, I keep them on my desk so they don’t get lost in my stacks.

Like your schedule, your routine is an ideal. Focus on actually writing
even if all else fails.
A minimal routine is best. Actually writing (the work) is the core element.
You may need to experiment and add or subtract things as time goes on. See what works best for you. Be
willing to discard elements. I can’t let “no coffee” be my reason to skip a writing session. Neither should you.
If you craft a smart routine, it will serve you well. Ritualize your writing sessions, and even on the bad days
your body and mind will drag your flagging spirit through.

4. TRACK YOUR
PROGRESS

Measuring alters what you measure. Physicists know this, and so do self-help gurus.
The first thing to do, if you want to lose weight or save money, is simply write down everything you eat/buy.
You eat and spend less because you consider the activity and make a choice, rather than automatically
engaging in it. You build the space for conscious decision rather than falling into ingrained habits.
When you track how much you write, or what you write, or how much time you spend writing (whatever
metric matters to you), then not only do you reinforce your own behaviours, but you become more intentional
about them. You begin to see the patterns, and you become more objective about your abilities.
Maybe you have a lousy day when you feel horrible, and the writing just feels like a nightmare. Your horrible
writing session ends, and you go about your day, feeling miserable about how poorly things went.
Now imagine that you took a minute to track your progress. Well, the writing is over, and it sucked — but
you wrote 582 words. Your goal was 500 words. Yesterday, when the writing felt great, you wrote 362 words.
Actually, even though it felt bad at the time, today was fine. Yesterday felt great, but sucked by comparison.
You’re off the hook for today’s writing, and you can just forget about it and enjoy the rest of the day, rather
than dragging your failure — your illusory failure! — around with you.

Tracking your progress also allows you to see how it’s all adding up.
500 words per day feels lousy when you read an article about how Michael Crichton used to write 10,000
words per day. But you know what? 20 days (less than a month) at 500 words is 10,000 words. You’re no
Crichton, but you’re better than yourself last month, when you didn’t have a writing schedule.
Say you take the other 10 days off each month. And then you also take two months off. Well, that’s 100,000
words each year. A longish book each year — and you just wrote 500 words, not even every day.
That’s the long-term, bird’s-eye-view perspective. And it’s not something you can see on the ground. It’s not
something you can feel on a daily basis when you are just struggling to grind out a mere 500 words. You need
to track your progress so that when you feel like you aren’t making progress, you can disconnect from your
frustration and look at the facts.
Your emotions suck. If you went to a psychologist, they would tell you some version of this, prettied-up. My
favourite example is when writers complain about rejection, that rejection letters make them feel like they
aren’t writers. You know who gets rejection letters? Writers! You know who doesn’t? Non-writers.
Getting a rejection letter is proof that you are a writer. You can even provide rejection letters to a revenue
agency if you are audited, as proof that you are engaged in business activity as a writer trying to earn revenue.
If you can see, objectively, the data that proves your writing schedule is working for you, then you will be
more likely to stick to that schedule, and summon the discipline on days when it’s difficult.

5. REWARD
YOURSELF

When your dog does a trick, you give him a treat. Why do you treat
yourself worse than your dog?
The writing itself should be a reward, but let’s get real — sometimes it’s not. Sometimes it just sucks.
Especially then, you should take the time to reward yourself for your efforts.
Remember why you give dogs treats. So they learn. You reinforce good behaviour and punish negative
behaviour. This is basic behavioural science — it works for dogs, and it will work for you.
When you don’t stick to your writing schedule, you should punish yourself — but I wouldn’t worry too much
about it, because I suspect you already do. If you’re like me, when you don’t stick to your schedule you beat
yourself up for the rest of the day.
That’s what I used to do, at least. Then I decided that it would be more effective to actually administer a
specific punishment so I could get it over with and get on with life. Now, when I don’t write, I don’t allow
myself to have coffee that day. It sucks, but I don’t spend the day beating myself up. Most days, instead, I
break down and sneak some writing in just so I can get my coffee fix.
Coffee is my main reward — I allow myself coffee if and only if I am writing. As noted earlier, I allow myself to
drink coffee while I write, so that I associate the pleasure of good coffee with writing. I also allow myself coffee
the same day I have successfully completed a writing session — so if I want to have coffee with a friend that
day, then I have to write beforehand.

I also reward myself financially. All the money I make with my writing goes into a different bank account for
business and tax purposes. I only withdraw money from that account for two reasons: to pay writing-business
expenses, or to pay myself a salary for writing.
I pay myself a salary of five cents per word. So, if I write 1000 words in a day, I pay myself $50. A 5000-word
week pays me $250. In other words, I can’t access my writing money for any purpose other than to sustain my
writing business — unless I actually do some writing!
Even if I don’t make money with the poem I just wrote, I pay myself for the poem. The reward should be tied
to the work, not to the reception of the work. Even if your short story sucks, reward yourself for writing it. That
lousy story moved you closer to a good one.
Often, I just dump the money I pay myself on my debt, but sometimes I give myself permission to have some
fun with my writing money. You don’t need a financial reward. I also reward myself for finishing a project. When
I finish this guide to writing schedules, I am going to eat a whole can of Pringles all by myself.
Sometimes I combine the two. If I want to use book royalties to take my daughter out for sushi, then I need
to get to work on the next book. Then, after I build up a nice body of work, and drop dead, she can use my
corpse’s royalties to take her sister out for sushi. If sushi and daughters won’t motivate you, then what will?
No, really, what will? Think it through. Draw up a reward system for yourself. The more anxiety keeping a
writing schedule causes you, the more joy you need to ruthlessly deliver to your own door.

START TODAY. DON’T WAIT.
Don’t think, “I’ll start once ________ is over” or “once things calm down.”

It will never be over. Things will never calm down.
Not unless you take active steps to end things and calm your life down.
Your writing schedule is one way to do this.
Your writing schedule will help you get your writer-self under control. It will help normalize that aspect of
your life. It will help you make progress. In a world of busy-work, it is real work.
Something magical happens when you maintain a writing schedule. Instead of stressing out over deadlines,
you meet them. Next thing you know, you start to finish things early. Soon, all your friends hate you because
you are happy and have free time. Then, they begin to worship you as their god.
Something like that.
Start today. Don’t wait. Write is a verb. It must be done.

“

WE ARE WHAT WE
REPEATEDLY DO.
— Aristotle

”

THANKS FOR READING!
If you haven’t already, please subscribe to my newsletter for exclusive free content,
special offers, and news … plus the secrets of life and death and time!!!
If you love to laugh, and hate ridiculous superstitions, then you might also enjoy
weekly “Haiku Horoscopes” in your email.
Maybe you like death? Then you might enjoy my poetry.
Later, gators!

RESOURCES
FURTHER READING AND RECOMMENDATIONS
•

“Writing a Lot by Writing on Schedule”
My essay on the importance of writing schedules, the most popular post ever on
WritingTheWrongWay.com

•

How to Write a Lot by Paul Silvia
A short, practical guide on how to increase your writing productivity. Although aimed at
academic writers, this is the best, most no-nonsense guide to becoming an efficient writer
that I’ve ever seen. The cornerstone of Silvia’s book is the importance of writing schedules.

•

The Blocked Writer’s Book of the Dead by David A. Rasch
Psychologist Rasch delves into the reasons why writers might not write, and offers advice
on how to overcome these blocks. The most effective solution to most problems is, of
course, a writing schedule.

•

Other Resources
An evolving page on my website where I list the main resources that I find helpful in my
writing life, from books to software (and so on).
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