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Introduction





      

        
a. Who is this book for?



      




      1. People who have been diagnosed with Attention Deficit Hyperactivity Disorder (ADHD).




      2. People who think they have ADHD, but haven’t been able to access diagnosis because of the challenges involved in that.




      3. People who might have ADHD, but haven’t chosen to seek diagnosis because it is not important to them.




      4. People who have a creative practice – this might be for a job or as a hobby. My experience is mainly in theatre, but I did the research with lots of different people, so it should apply elsewhere too.




      5. Anyone who works with/cares for/spends time with the people above, and who wants to better understand ways they can be more helpful.




      6. Anyone else who sometimes feels overwhelmed by the information out there and needs something to guide them.




      

        
b. Ways to read this book



      




      1. Don’t read it. You don’t have to read it if you don’t want to. The earth will not stop turning if you don’t read it.




      2. Look at the contents, choose the sections that look interesting, read those.




      3. Dip into the bits that are useful.




      4. Ignore the bits that aren’t useful.




      5. You can read it cover to cover.




      6. You can read it cover to cover but backwards.




      7. Read it while on holiday in Cyprus.




      8. Despite doing a degree in English about ten years ago, I’m not great at reading. I love reading, but unless I get totally absorbed and finish a book in a day, it usually sits on my bedside table half-finished for about two months. So, feel free to leave this book on your bedside table and come back to it in a few years.




      9. Read it in whatever way is useful to you – there is no reward or punishment for reading it in an unexpected order.




      

        
c. Things this book is



      




      1. A toolkit.




      2. A diary.




      3. An attempt to make sense of all the things people have told me about my brain.




      

        
d. Things this book is not



      




      1. A solution to all your problems.




      2. (Possibly) a solution to any of them.




      3. A route to bliss and perfection.




      4. A diagnosis tool.




      5. A form of meditation.




      6. Something that will make you cleverer for reading it.




      7. Going to tell you that ADHD is a superpower. I think it’s patronising to think that people with ADHD, or any neurodivergence/disability must be a superhero. It’s othering and we should also have the right to be quite boring and unexceptional.




      8. Something you should hoard, please share it.




      

        
e. The parts of this book



      




      1. The Creative in Your Own Head. This is the bit about your creative practice, including techniques that might be useful to finish your own creative project.




      2. The Creative in the Sector. The thing is, sometimes you can’t use those techniques because of the requirements the creative sector puts on us. This section is about how we might deal with that, from networking to applying for funding.




      3. The Creative in the World. We exist in this liberal-ish bubble of the arts, but we often go outside of it for our day jobs or because it’s not our entire life. This section is about those bigger things like medication, how to find a good ‘survival job’, how to get help at work, and advocating for yourself in your personal networks.




      

        
f. Ways information is organised in each part



      




      1. Each part has an introduction with some context.




      2. Then each part is broken down into topics and sometimes subtopics, so you can more easily identify what you need.




      3. At the end of each topic there is a ‘TL;DR’ section (i.e. Too Long; Didn’t Read), which summarises that technique in a short sentence in case you want to skip the context.




      4. Every so often, when there is a collection of useful techniques there is a ‘Flick Page’, which is a one-page reference guide you can download from www.nickhernbooks.co.uk/this-book-is-short and print. These pages contain the key reminders for when you’re experiencing a specific problem.




      

        
g. Words and phrases that might be new to you



      




      1. Neurotypical – This is a word used to describe people that have a typical neurological function, or whose brains work in a typical way.




      2. Neurodivergent – This word describes a person or brain which diverges from how we think brains typically work. It is an imperfect term, and we shouldn’t constantly compare ourselves to what is typical. It is often used to describe ADHD, Autism, Dyslexia, Dyspraxia, Dyscalculia, amongst other things.




      3. Neurodiverse – A group of people where there is a mix of neurotypical and/or different neurodivergences are neurodiverse.




      4. Emotional Dysregulation – This is where a person experiences emotions in a way that might not be considered typical. It often involves feeling overwhelmed.




      5. Masking – This normally happens when a neurodivergent person is trying to seem more neurotypical. It is like wearing a mask to appear neurotypical. For example, when I hide my fidgets under a table in meetings so it looks more like I am sitting still.




      6. Othering – This is the act of making someone feel different, or highlighting their difference so they feel ‘other’ as opposed to ‘same/similar’. For example, constantly saying that someone with ADHD is stupid because they can’t finish their work. It makes them feel like they don’t fit in.


    


  




  

    




    

      

        PART ONE:


        The Creative in Your Own Head


      




      This all started when I was eight. I went on a camping trip to a place called Wetwang (it’s real) and had my first epileptic seizure – but that’s the subject of a play I wrote, so no spoilers here. This event came to define most of my medical history. The medical urgency of my seizures meant that most other physical or psychological care needs became second to this.




      Something slightly odd that might be related to my brain, like constant daydreaming, was often explained away with epilepsy. It wasn’t until I was volunteering in a community garden in my mid-twenties, that someone said to me that if I were a kid they would send me for an ADHD assessment. After years of explaining everything away with epilepsy, there was finally a spark of curiosity.




      At first I thought it was unlikely, I had done quite well in school and I didn’t really fit any of the stereotypes I had been fed about ADHD growing up. But there is nothing better to me than a distraction, so off I went and did a lot of research.




      Within a few months I was using techniques I had found in ADHD management books and podcasts – they were useful, but I felt like a fraud. These techniques felt like they weren’t meant for me. This is what spurred me on to explore diagnosis, but a voice in the back of my head was still saying it might just be my quirky epileptic brain.




      A doctor gave me a diagnosis letter, and as I told people it suddenly clicked into place. The letter gave people permission to see through this cloud of epileptic mystery that had surrounded my brain, and friends and family very suddenly realised why I was like I was.




      Though it wasn’t so clear for me. What was I supposed to do now? I had my eyes opened to a whole world of information about how my brain worked and I immediately shut them because it felt overwhelming.




      By this point it was around 2018, I had made a few pieces of fringe theatre, nothing that lasted more than an hour or demanded particularly complex resources. I was starting to write bigger shows, the kind of scripts that would require me to focus on them for over a year in massive detail. I had to meet deadlines that were important and that had more substantial fees attached to them.




      I knew that I had four unfinished scripts in a drawer, because after three months I normally get distracted by another idea and start to write something new without finishing the previous thing. I had no idea how I was going to finish bigger shows.




      ADHD is not the stereotype of young boys being unruly in a classroom; it manifests in different ways for different people, and often interacts with other aspects of our lives, our health, and the ways in which we are marginalised. For creatives, it can look like struggling to remain focused while performing a show, missing deadlines or auditions, getting distracted when you’re supposed to be learning your lines or working on something. It can often escalate into late nights trying to catch up on the things you haven’t done, which makes you tired the next day, which in turn makes everything worse, and you drop further behind. It can become an endless void of repetitive failure, which you are determined to resolve, but your brain won’t always cooperate.




      It was in one of these late-night cycles that I found a helpful way of framing what I was trying to understand. It is often said that ADHD is the inability to focus, but the most helpful metaphor I have found to describe a lot of ADHD is to think we have too much focus. We are trying to focus on all things at once, and we’re not great at prioritising those things, so we either jump between tasks or are entirely paralysed because we can’t imagine a route through doing everything at once.




      I needed to take all of the things I could possibly focus on and narrow them down to be able to look at them. After years of mystery and distraction, it was about time I took the chaos of my brain and sorted through it.




      That’s where this book begins. I applied for a grant from Arts Council England called ‘Developing Your Creative Practice’ in order to spend some time researching how to be a writer with ADHD. As part of that process I kept a diary as I began to grapple with my brain, and I’ve brought all those notes together for this first part.




      

        
1.1. I can’t get started



      




      

        
1.1.1. Do a ‘shit draft’



      




      Sat behind a laptop late at night, when all good ADHD ideas begin – I ignored the keyboard and screen and started picking my nails.




      A lot of people who are diagnosed with ADHD as an adult have developed coping mechanisms, which can manifest in lots of ways. My most gross coping mechanism is that I pick my nails so that I don’t fidget and I can sit still. I subconsciously learned to redirect the fidget to something nobody would notice, unless you try to give me a manicure or check my cuticles.




      It felt easier to start my research by looking at the things I already knew about myself, and I knew I couldn’t imagine writing a script without a ‘shit draft’.




      I can write really quickly, but only after I’ve written the first draft of a script. Starting a new project, sitting down and focusing on a blank piece of paper – and trying to fill it – is hard. My brain is often trying to focus on all the possible ways that a story can go, and it’s so overwhelming that I can’t narrow it down to one I can write on a piece of paper.




      I can’t remember why I started doing this, but I think I have lied to every person who has ever read a ‘draft one’ of a script I’ve written.




      I set myself a ridiculous time limit, normally it’s something like a day. I lock myself away somewhere, and I attempt to write the worst version of the script possible in that time. Sometimes whole scenes are just a list of actions and things that need to change in order to get me to the next scene. The dialogue is really ‘on the nose’, most of the characters are swearing at someone else to create conflict, and the ending often makes me cringe when I read it back.




      In the shit draft of one show I wrote, there was a dog who had lines. I imagine that a dog had walked past the window of wherever I was writing, I got distracted, and it immediately ended up in my script. This didn’t come to fruition; it turns out it’s quite difficult to get dogs to speak.




      I found other creatives do the same. I know a lot of ADHD actors who prefer to improvise their way through a script before learning lines, or designers who just stick whatever is lying around their house to a board as a first draft of a set design. The principle can be applied to whatever your role or your process is.




      Your aim with your shit draft is to make it as bad as possible, because then you’re not trying to pick one good version of the project to focus on. You’re allowing yourself to wander through your distractions and explore lots of possibilities at once.




      The key components of the shit draft are:




      1. Intention – You have to plan to make it the worst version possible, so you don’t begin to question yourself.




      2. Time – The short time frame is important too, because it creates a sense of crisis that forces you to get things done and not spend too much time getting lost in detail.




      3. Forwards – You cannot go backwards. You must keep moving forwards, even if that means sacrificing quality or even basic sense in this draft.




      From this point, you’ve started the script, you’ve done the hard part. Continuing from here is much easier. Instead of looking at a blank page with millions of possible options that overwhelm you, you’re looking at a lot of choices you’ve already made.




      For the next draft, you can narrow down on smaller sections and begin to work on them more effectively, because some options have already been discounted. It’s much less overwhelming. The next draft is my real draft one, where I’ve spent time to craft something.




      

        TL;DR: Set yourself a short time frame, and do the worst version of the task possible, so you’re technically redrafting from there.


      




      

        
1.1.2. Subtask it



      




      Having found one technique that helped me to get started, there was definitely a part of my brain that thought I was done. I had succeeded in something; my brain was happy – I wanted to be distracted from looking for new techniques.




      So, I did what I had always done when starting a new project: I went to buy a new notebook. Obviously that would give me the motivation to keep going, right? Not true.




      There is a pile of notebooks in my room full of half-started to- do lists that I never finished. Usually I lose a notebook for a few months and then it turns up somewhere, but by this point I’ve moved on, so it goes on the stack. To-do lists have never been my friend, but I did begin to find new ways to use them.




      When I look at a to-do list that includes ‘Write a play’, I don’t imagine a linear, manageable trajectory, I imagine myself doing every single part of that writing simultaneously. ADHD brains are not naturally good at prioritising things, or to put it another way, focusing on certain things in a helpful order.




      When this happens I don’t start the task, because I am so overwhelmed, it’s a form of mental paralysis. And I will put off starting to write for as long as possible, so I don’t have to imagine the idea of writing a hundred scenes at once.




      There is a similar feeling for actors, imagining they must learn every line of a play simultaneously, or for lighting designers imagining they have to be up forty ladders at once, focusing lights.




      Before I had language associated with ADHD, I had always called this feeling of being overwhelmed ‘anxiety’, and I knew when I was anxious I would write a list of all the micro-actions I needed to do to get through the next hour.




      I began applying this idea of breaking things down to my to-do list (more on how I stopped losing those lists later). I stopped writing lists that said ‘Write a play’ and started having a list called ‘Write a play’ with tasks like ‘Do the shit draft of Scene One’ or ‘Get x character out of y situation in Scene Seven’.




      It sounds simple, but I call it ‘subtasking’. It means that instead of looking at a task with a huge number of possible routes, you identify tangible routes that can be completed in manageable chunks.




      

        

          	

            Instead of:


          



          	

            Do the subtask:


          

        




        

          	

            Learn your lines.


          



          	

            Learn page one, learn page two, learn page three…


          

        




        

          	

            Write the play.


          



          	

            Draft Scene One, draft Scene Two, get the main character into trouble…


          

        




        

          	

            Read the play.


          



          	

            Read Scene One, read Scene Two, read Scene Three…


          

        


      




      Each time you complete one of those tiny tasks, your brain releases some fun chemicals (dopamine) that motivate you to keep going. You get lots of little doses regularly, instead of one big peak occasionally. Chain them together, and the constant subtask completion helps with brain regulation. Instead of going through peaks and troughs where dopamine is high or low, we’re trying to manage it back to a constant medium.




      People often underestimate the act of naming things. Subtasking is not a new thing; it’s something that people will do instinctively, but naming the process makes it something you can actively choose to do, instead of letting it be an intangible thing you might forget to do.




      The balance you have to find, and there is no secret to finding this, is making sure the administration of writing the lists doesn’t take too much time away from doing the tasks.




      

        TL;DR: Break a to-do list into small manageable tasks called subtasks.


      




      

        
1.1.3. Sessions



      




      I sat down one day to start doing some writing, using my subtasks, and faced a piece of paper with an endless list of subtasks on it. I felt like I had failed, but my instinct told me to push forward, because really what I needed was a way to build a box around certain tasks so that I didn’t have to look at the others.




      Luckily for me, neurodivergent people tend to gravitate towards each other subconsciously. I had ended up in a small productivity WhatsApp group (more on this later), where some friends suggested I try the Pomodoro technique. This is where you set a twenty-five-minute timer for your work to create a sense of urgency, and then time a five-minute break for non-work distractions.




      There is something about twenty-five minutes that has never fitted very well with my brain. I can’t handle anything that doesn’t neatly fit into a clock face; in the morning I will only set an alarm if the time is in a unit of fifteen minutes from the hour.




      However, the concept of breaking down time, and naming what those units were, did become something useful. I ended up calling these things ‘sessions’. Again, this is not something new, but it felt useful to claim it for myself by giving a name to it.




      Instead of knowing I have thirty subtasks to do in a day, I can arrange my day so I have three subtasks to complete within ten sessions of a set length. This means when I start to work, I’m looking at a small list for one session, as opposed to an overwhelming list for the whole day. I don’t look at future sessions until I get to them.




      Sessions can be any length that is useful to you, and can happen at any time. They can be very short or very long, based on what your brain needs. They should be timed, to give them a definite start and end point, with an alarm clearly alerting you when time’s up.




      I think of this as mimicking what some people do more subconsciously. My brain doesn’t subconsciously sort a task out into its smaller components and then arrange it neatly in time, so I have to make myself do that intentionally.




      You also need to time the rest gaps between the sessions, or you might find yourself doing laundry for twenty minutes and forgetting about the things you were supposed to be doing.




      

        TL;DR: Break your day up into sessions, and assign subtasks to each session, so the day feels more manageable.


      




      

        
1.1.4. Leave yourself a gift



      




      Back to a morning sat in front of a laptop, I arrange the subtasks into sessions and still I am a bit stuck. Once I get going I know it will be fine, because I know I have a structure that will carry me through. But taking that first step in a morning is hard.




      Instead of writing, I searched for a distraction and found it on Twitter (now X). Even though I remember the existence of the tweet, I have never been able to find the actual tweet again, and I just remember it was something about productivity.




      It was one of many momentary distractions that didn’t hold my attention long enough to cement properly in my brain, but it did change something in me. It suggested that writers should start their day with an easy task.




      This was my problem, I had set that first tiny threshold a little too high for myself and so it felt bigger than it actually was. So I began experimenting with how to lower the threshold.




      Inspired by that tweet, I settled on trying to leave an easy start for myself. When you finish the last sessions of a day, plan for the first sessions of a future day, and leave yourself a gift. This means that you should leave yourself an easily completable single task – such as ‘Finish three lines of Scene Seven’ – that can be done in a very short session – fifteen minutes or less – at the beginning of the next creative work day.




      There is nothing I find more challenging than working for hours until I manage to tick something off my to-do list; the time stretches on until I lapse into daydreams. So starting your day with a feeling of completing a task gives you that brief hit of dopamine and encourages you to continue. It’s like getting caffeine from your morning coffee, it gives you a little bit of fuel to get going.




      It is also important for me that you assign one task for one session, because it creates such a strong sense of achievement that way.




      I often plan a short break in between sessions, but I rarely end up wanting to take it after the first session; the satisfaction of ticking something off the list quickly makes me want to continue into other tasks.




      This is where ADHD began to make more sense to me. There are a few different descriptions of ADHD, but the most useful one for me says that our brains have fluctuations of dopamine more than other brains. When it’s high we are inattentive because we avoid stimulation, we want to bring it down. When it’s low, we are hyperactive and crave stimulation to raise it. This is a very simple reduction and paraphrasing, but I have found it a useful broad idea to identify what is happening to me at any given moment.




      Most humans have some kind of fluctuation, but they can be more pronounced in someone with ADHD. The techniques I was gathering were about reclaiming some influence over those peaks and troughs. Instead of doing huge tasks and starting the day with a huge peak, I was completing something easy and simple to create a small blip. I was trying to avoid the extremes, and it was beginning to work.




      

        TL;DR: Leave yourself one subtask that can be completed in a single short session at the beginning of your day.


      




      

        
1.1.5. The task/session matrix



      




      I had so far gathered four techniques I could use to help get projects started. I came back to my laptop and I tried to use them, and stopped immediately because I was getting overwhelmed at which one to use. It’s great to have options, but I had created the opposite effect and given myself too many options.




      This is often the challenge with ADHD – we need to put structures in place to help manage our experience of the world, but it takes some executive functioning to use those techniques in the first place. I needed a way to bring these things together, so I didn’t have to organise the techniques before I could use them.




      My thought process often isn’t particularly linear, I tend to jump around a lot. This means I often resist writing things in large chunks of text where thoughts have to be arranged in a neat order. This probably explains why this book is a selection of small sections. I find it easier to break up information and arrange it visually so I tried to apply this to my new techniques.




      I tried drawing the techniques as a diagram or a table. It was a good distraction and something to do with my fidgety hands – and it turned out to be quite useful.




      

        

          	

            


          



          	

            Session 1


            10:00 – 10:15


          



          	

            Session 2


            10:30 – 11:15


          



          	

            Session 3


            11:20 – 12:00


          

        




        

          	

            Task 1


          



          	

            A ‘gift’ subtask


          



          	

            Subtask 1




            Subtask 2




            Subtask 3


          



          	

            


          

        




        

          	

            Task 2


          



          	

            


          



          	

            Subtask 1


          



          	

            Subtask 2




            Subtask 3


          

        


      




      This table allowed me to contain all the techniques:




      •   I am planning sessions along the top, and I know the first session is always short.




      •   The first note on the template was to leave a ‘gift’ for the next working day.




      •   The second note was ‘Does this need a shit draft?’




      •   I try to finish a session by starting the first element of the next task. As you can see, I am doing subtask 1 of task 2 at the end of session 2.




      The sum total of all this exploration of the subconscious coping mechanisms I had created to try and make it easier to start tasks was the task-session matrix. You don’t need to use that name, but it does turn the act of drawing a table on some paper into something more exciting, as if Doctor Who might be about to turn up and help me write this play.




      I turned the template into a table and sometimes started to prepare it the night before, so when I started in the morning, my day was laid out in a way that felt easier to engage with. All the techniques I had developed were contained in the table, so when I looked at my day it didn’t feel like an overwhelming mess – it felt like a small and achievable task I could do to get started without trying to hold the rest in my brain. You can also physically cover the later sections so your mind doesn’t wonder about them and start getting overwhelmed at the amount that needs to be done.




      This is something I have generally found useful with ADHD: the more I can get out of my brain, the less overwhelmed I feel.




      It’s an incredibly simple table, and it might be that another format works better for you. The important part of it was that I had made a system that worked for me. I know I like to organise things visually, so that was the format I chose.




      

        TL;DR: Whatever your collection of techniques are, bring them together into a system which can allow you to start a task. This should be something on one page, which has everything you need.


      




      

        FLICK PAGE: I can’t get started


      




      

        

          	

            Techniques you could use




            1.1.1. Do a shit draft




            1.1.2. Subtask it




            1.1.3. Sessions




            1.1.4. Leave yourself a gift




            1.1.5. The task/session matrix


          



          	

            Questions to ask yourself




            •   What task could you do right now?




            •   Could you do a ‘shit version’ of the task?




            •   Would a timer and some urgency help?




            •   Could you leave yourself a gift for next time?




            •   Could you break this task down?


          

        


      




      

        

          	

            


          



          	

            Session 1:


            (Leave your- self a gift)


          



          	

            Session 2:


          



          	

            Session 3:


          



          	

            Session 4:


          



          	

            Session 5:


          

        




        

          	

            Task 1:


            



          



          	

            


          



          	

            


          



          	

            


          



          	

            


          



          	

            


          

        




        

          	

            Task 2:


            



          



          	

            


          



          	

            


          



          	

            


          



          	

            


          



          	

            


          

        




        

          	

            Task 3:


            



          



          	

            


          



          	

            


          



          	

            


          



          	

            


          



          	

            


          

        


      




      

        THIS BOOK IS SHORT: A Toolkit for Creative ADHDers • Copyright © Tom Ryalls


        Published by Nick Hern Books • www.nickhernbooks.co.uk/this-book-is-short


      




      

        
1.2. I can’t keep going



      




      

        
1.2.1. Body doubling/accountability



      




      I started my research by learning about how I like to start things, which did feel a bit like cheating at the time, because it felt like procrastinating from starting. Now I had started, I had to figure out how to keep going beyond having created one little table I could fill in.




      That’s the challenge with ADHD: even if you start, it can take a lot of effort to keep going. Who’s going to notice if I don’t get a task all the way to the end? I am probably going to get distracted before I notice, and then suddenly the deadline is in three minutes and I haven’t done anything at all.




      This is where I started talking to other people with ADHD, instead of reading books and articles, because that had become boring. I figured that if I scheduled to have coffee with people to ask them about their experiences, it would at least mean I was contributing something to my research. This stray thought then became the basis of an entire support system.




      Have you ever felt that you are more productive in a coffee shop than in your own flat? Or preferred to work with a friend as opposed to sitting somewhere alone? Or gone to the trouble of having coffee with twenty artists to talk about an idea instead of reading a book about that idea? I had spent a lot of my life preferring to do things with other people in the room instead of locking myself away to do things alone. I had thought this was just the collaborative way I approached things. But it was my friend Jen that gave me a name for this: body doubling.




      Self-accountability doesn’t seem to be our strength, as much as we want to just get things done, there are no real consequences other than our own frustration if we’re holding ourselves accountable.




      Wherever possible with ADHD, I found it useful to externalise accountability.




      Luckily, those conversations I was having gave me an explanation for this. The reason why a coffee shop can feel more effective is because people are observing you, and you begin to wonder if they notice if you don’t do the things you said you would do – and that judgement holds you accountable.




      It gets even more effective if you tell people what you’re planning on doing. Suddenly someone notices if you’re daydreaming out the window, and even if they don’t say anything, you have been noticed. The act of someone else noticing your intentions means you’re not the only one holding yourself accountable.




      I really began to notice this idea when I realised the most effective way to get me to do the vacuuming was if my housemates sat in the same room while I did it. I am not the kind of human that is designed to live alone, it would be chaos.




      At first I started asking a friend to come and sit in a coffee shop and work with me; they didn’t need to do anything, we would just write in the same space. But it’s expensive to go out for coffee all the time, so I began to boil it down to its bare bones as a money-saving exercise.




      Then I joined a WhatsApp group with some other creatives, and we began co-working across different disciplines. I love writing when there’s background noise, so I love it if an actor wants to be in the same room learning lines while I write. A friend who is a set designer often doubles with a composer, because they like to hear fragments of music while they work. You can define the right conditions for you, and it often takes a bit of experimentation.




      The three basic steps of body doubling for me are:




      1. Tell someone what you need to achieve.




      2. Give them a time frame for when they should check in on you.




      3. Ask them to observe you in some way, whether this is in person, online, or via messaging. They don’t need to watch you all of the time – being in the same room is fine.




      Ways you might achieve this are:




      1. Create a WhatsApp group with some friends, and check in at the start of a work day about what you want to achieve and set times when you’ll check in on progress. There is also an online timer called Cuckoo where you can share a link remotely and see the same countdown timer.




      2. Work in a public space where people can observe you working; it’s more effective if other people know what you need to do but not entirely necessary.




      3. If you’re working with an organisation, ask them if they can kindly and without too much pressure let you work in their building and ask someone to body double on the tasks.




      4. If you have a script to write, agree with a friend that you’ll share it with them, no matter the progress, at regular intervals. This can be applied to taking notes, building a sculpture, designing a set. Send a progress report to someone – they don’t need to give you feedback, they just need to acknowledge it and create that accountability.




      5. There are online groups you can join where people sit on video- calling platforms, share their task lists, and work together while holding each other accountable.




      Body doubling is really effective for me, and can be used for the non-creative elements of what we do as well. Now, I do two structured sessions per week where I go through a list of quite boring admin tasks I hate doing, but I do them in a body-doubling session and talk about what I’m doing as I do it. This creates accountability around the less exciting elements of what I do, and it means emails don’t go unanswered for two months.




      

        TL;DR: Don’t work alone. Set your subtasks, tell someone else what they are, and work together/on a call/in a messaging group to hold each other accountable.


      




      

        
1.2.2. Micro-deadlines



      




      Sometimes it’s not practical to be in a specific space with another person; sometimes people are sick and can’t be there or have a last- minute change of plans. This means we need to find alternatives.




      I built on my point in the previous section about sending script drafts to a friend, and realised it’s also possible to push body doubling to a more specific place. If you can’t find a way for someone to observe the process of you working, you might find a way for someone to observe the products you create from that process.




      I am generally quite uncomfortable with deadlines, and I have a history of missing them. Though I do think this is largely because people set me huge deadlines where I need to finish a big task, like a script, in the next year. That huge deadline doesn’t quite work for my brain, and it still gets done at the last minute.




      However, the more I started sending drafts of my work to a friend, the more I realised how useful it was. I was doing this out of choice and I began to experiment with what would happen if I set schedules to these emails. This created deadlines, but they were micro-deadlines that I had chosen.




      The friend didn’t need to check it, or judge it, they just needed to acknowledge it. Knowing that someone was observing the product of my progress created a similar feeling of accountability around me.




      This book is a good example of how I have used this technique. I calculated how many words I would have to write to hit my deadlines on time, and then I scheduled micro-deadlines every week (except when I was on holiday) that I had to hit. Every week on Friday I show my word count to a colleague to show them how much progress I’ve made. That person has never commented on the work or judged me, they just acknowledge the amount of words.




      There is a useful accountability in knowing that on Friday I’m going to have to tell someone if I’m behind.




      Micro-deadlines and body doubling can feel like I’m advocating for shame as a tool to manage ADHD, but that’s not my intention. Your mum visiting your flat and judgementally commenting on its cleanliness while you clean is a form of body doubling, but it’s not a healthy one.




      It’s important that your body double is a person you trust, and that you know will not assign any kind of value judgement to your progress. The aim is not to make you worry constantly about hitting your goal; it’s to remind you when you get distracted that someone else is helping you keep on track too.




      We should be setting our own micro-deadlines so that we own them, so that they are not externally imposed, but just externally held. The person acting in solidarity with you should not be passing any judgement or assigning any kind of value to the work you are doing. It is not their job to say whether it is good.




      Guilt and shame were features of the subconscious coping mechanisms I developed before my diagnosis and awareness; now I think of these techniques more in a solidarity model. In fact, I most often body double and set micro-deadlines with other people who have ADHD, and we do it for each other.




      

        TL;DR: Instead of having one deadline a long way into the future, create progressive micro-deadlines where you are held accountable for making progress.


      




      

        
1.2.3. An iterative process



      




      Breaking down my process into micro-deadlines drew my attention to how much I liked working in small chunks, how it was much easier for me to build a project in small stages instead of disappearing for a year and being expected to form something perfect by the end.




      Making art or being creative isn’t a linear process, but in a lot of creative sectors, including theatre, there is often a belief that some creatives disappear into a room and some time later this perfectly formed piece of work emerges.




      I don’t believe that this myth is useful for anyone. I think it comes from many factors, including the challenges in making a lot of art profitable and the scarce resources for creativity, which means we are a little nervous of sharing anything that isn’t robust enough to be considered high value.




      For creatives with ADHD this can be heightened. I generally write drafts of plays quicker, but I write a higher number of drafts than neurotypical writers I know. This is because I need to develop momentum to get through a draft with some focus, and get it done quickly. I like the pressure. I also don’t always pay a lot of attention when writing, if I am always going back and checking things, then I get distracted and go down a rabbit hole. This means my early drafts are not well structured, and have a lot of typos, but I need that to happen in order to see how I want to change it.




      My favourite writing process was when I created a show called Can You See into a Black Hole? I made a version of the show and it played a few nights in the basement of Shoreditch Town Hall and I got some feedback. I then made the show again a while later, and it ran for a bit longer at Camden People’s Theatre and a venue in Leeds that was run by Slung Low – this draft was much better. Then a few years later, I surprisingly got the opportunity to have it performed outdoors in Covent Garden and we created a final version. I was really happy with that final version, because the previous sharings had given me accountability and some good feedback which had helped me keep going and really grapple with the structure of the piece. It allowed me to get distracted with other projects in between, so I didn’t spend the whole time feeling frustrated.




      As the context around a piece of work changes, the piece of work might need to change. When I was making Can You See into a Black Hole?, three days before we opened for the second time, the first images inside a black hole were released. The entire context around the metaphor changed, and so the show continued to evolve.




      This is not an uncommon way of thinking about making work in a process for someone that might call themselves a ‘theatre-maker’ as opposed to a writer. In a more traditional commissioning process for a writer, there is generally an expectation that you are set a deadline and deliver successive drafts which improve at each stage. Then at some point you will reach the point of it being ‘finished’ and only then will it generally be shared with a significant audience. This more traditional process is what I find difficult.




      Other artists with ADHD I chatted to had similar experiences; this iterative way of making things was incredibly useful. In these processes we had found feedback effective, and I think a lot of that is because there was no expectation of the project being ‘finished’ or implicitly ‘good’ in any way. It was always understood that the project might continue to change and develop, and there was no fixed point we were working towards where it would reach perfection.




      This reframed micro-deadlines for me. They were not restricting me, but actually freeing me to make my process feel more iterative. With micro-deadlines you can plan in time to get distracted by other things until your mind wanders back to the project you’re supposed to be doing.




      This feels simple, but this curiosity about how I could make my process more iterative continued to be a theme long after this realisation.




      

        TL;DR: Micro-deadlines break down the expectation that you have to go away and make something perfect; in fact, you are iterating something.


      




      

        
1.2.4. Feedback



      




      As I leaned more into thinking of my process as iterative, and drawing on what I had loved about creating Can You See into a Black Hole?, I knew I would need to define a way of receiving feedback that didn’t demoralise me. Luckily, I had a good sense of how I liked to receive feedback, because I had an informal process already that had been adapted from a process I had learned when I did my degree, which I think was adapted from another process.




      For the first time I wrote it down and the rough steps go:




      1. Readers/viewers/watchers say what stood out to them.




      2. Those same people get to ask questions about things they don’t understand.




      3. The creator can answer these, or can save them for another time. It is generally recommended that the creator only accepts questions they realise they already have of the piece of work.




      4. The creator gets to ask questions of people, and the challenge is that people should not make suggestions. It is the responsibility of the creator to solve problems, and it is the responsibility of the group/person to reveal things the creator might need to see. An example of this might be ‘How did you feel in Scene Seven?’, as opposed to ‘What should I do to improve Scene Seven?’




      5. There is then free time where the creator can create rules depending on what they need. Maybe they now feel comfortable with taking direct pointers, maybe they just want to end on some more positive comments.




      This is not specifically useful only to people with ADHD – I think it’s a useful framework for a lot of people. But it allows work to be shared without ‘criticism’ which usually aims to point out faults and makes anyone who is sensitive to rejection close up. It also doesn’t work on the assumption that there is a mythical place we are all working towards, where the piece of work will be completed. We are not searching for a secret answer that will get us there; we are creating a space where a writer/creator can see their piece more clearly in any one moment.




      This feedback process was something I could now communicate to people in order to make sure my work didn’t have to exist in isolation, so I could share it at regular intervals. I am not insisting that you use this process, but experiment with what works for you, and define your process so that you can communicate that to people.




      It is a myth that feedback should hurt. Feedback should make the work the best version of itself, it should not try and shape the creative project – that is the job of the creatives.




      

        TL;DR: Define your own feedback process, and make sure you communicate it to people.


      




      

        
1.2.5. Game-ification



      




      The next technique I added to my list came from a more unexpected place. I had coffee at Somerset House with the performance artist Victoria Melody in the middle of a heatwave and I talked about how unstimulating I was finding writing. I wasn’t enjoying sitting in a room at a desk and trying to get words down on a piece of paper, it felt like the exact opposite of the exciting worlds I was trying to create within my plays.




      I had started making theatre because I loved live performance, not because I loved pieces of paper. This book has been harder to write than any play, because it exists primarily on a piece of paper. I think a lot of creatives experience the same thing; we try to make our practice resemble something that seems more like ‘work’. If there’s a desk involved, then my mum is more likely to understand what I do.




      Victoria’s terrifying suggestion to this was to stop writing.




      Her practice has often been about learning a new skill, or living a new kind of life. She has become a pigeon racer, funeral director and a dog handler. Her enthusiasm for things that other people were enthusiastic about was infectious, and it created shows with absolutely no need for sitting behind a desk for prolonged periods.




      Often, we assume we are at fault if we’re struggling to engage with work because of our ADHD. We assume that we need a structure to be put in place so we can engage with a perfectly valid process. But what if the process of making the work isn’t the right one? What happens when we accept that our brains function as they do, and that the process has to change? What if making art is just boring sometimes?




      Victoria had given me a very simple provocation and I began to explore how I might do my practice if I allowed it to be fun for me.




      The most common way I get distracted from writing is playing video games. I have often wondered if I should cut out the distraction and write a video game, but it is a world I don’t understand well. I began to work out how I could make my process more like a video game. I am sure I’m not the first person to call this ‘game-ification’.




      At first I would do this in small ways. I tried drafting an entire show using only songs. Each scene had one to three songs that controlled the emotional journey of the scene, and that was fun but I did eventually have to write on top of those songs.




      Next, I tried to remove the act of writing, because I can’t actually write at the speed my brain thinks, and that creates an endless, frustrating cycle. One thing I do enjoy, and that I do well, is that I can talk very fast. Anyone who has ever sat through a presentation I have given would disagree about it being a good thing, but this is not about them. My mouth can keep up with the speed of my ideas in a way my hands typing can’t, and so I discovered speech-to-text software.




      Instead of sitting behind a desk, I experimented with writing comedic scenes and stood in a room with a microphone as if I was doing stand-up. I began doing funny little impressions of the characters and swapping voices, and this software would write it down for me. I was producing a script, but I definitely was not writing it. It was so enjoyable, a few times I invited friends to watch and it was really funny.




      It also allowed my brain to wander slightly; instead of putting the writing in a very linear fashion, characters would take less formal routes and that would give me new ideas.




      Eventually this became Education, Education, Karaoke, but that’s the focus of Part Two, so no spoilers.




      I have found actors with ADHD to be generally pretty terrible at learning lines in a linear way, but really quite incredible at telling a story they’ve made up on the spot. It doesn’t always quite reach an ending, but it’s a really exciting journey they are invested in and I become very enthusiastic about their enthusiasm. This is why I often encourage actors to get more involved in improvisation, as well as Shakespeare. Or I suggest they come up with a game like learning lines backwards if they want to learn a more traditional script.
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