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About the Author




“


A wish to record the passing events of my life, which, even if quite unimportant to others, naturally possess great interest to myself, and of which it will be pleasant to have some remembrance, has induced me to commence this journal. I feel that keeping a diary will be a pleasant and profitable employment of my leisure hours, and will afford me much pleasure in after years, by recalling to my mind the memories of other days, thoughts of much-loved friends from whom I may be separated, with whom I now pass many happy hours, in taking delightful walks, and holding “sweet converse”; the interesting books that I read; and the different people, places and things that I am permitted to see. Besides this, it will doubtless enable me to judge correctly of the growth and improvement of my mind from year to year.


—CHARLOTTE FORTEN GRIMKÉ


in her diary, May 1854
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Jesus, I am graduating in four days a VIRGIN!!!


—ME in my diary, May 29, 2003


”




INTRO


I started my first diary when I was nine years old and in fourth grade. Onward through middle school, high school, college, and my early twenties, I wrote almost every single day, filling notebook after notebook with my thoughts and observations. (And my crushes. So many crushes.) I also used a physical planner and wrote out my to-do list every single day, long after apps and websites made both unnecessary.


But in the second half of my twenties, my diary writing slowed down, then ground to a halt. Part of this happened because I was writing as my full-time job, plus keeping a blog. But I was also sharing my thoughts with my friends via texts, instant messages, and emails all day, and I didn’t feel like rewriting everything in a notebook at night. And though I still wrote out to-do lists every day in a steno pad, it wasn’t a habit that I did with a sense of intention, or that gave me any real sense of joy.


So, this is where I was in my journaling ~journey~ when I came to bullet journaling a couple years ago. I first read about something called a “Bullet Journal” on my friend Jessica’s blog in December 2015, and was intrigued. Initially, I assumed it was some sort of new diary or planner to buy—and I thought, Great, I love buying new things! But when I went to the official website run by its creator, Ryder Carroll, I just got confused. Not only was it not something to buy, I couldn’t understand what, exactly, it was. When I heard “journal,” I thought “diary,” but this seemed like it was a . . . to-do list? And also a . . . calendar? Or . . . something? There were bullet points involved, and also a lot of words and phrases that I didn’t recognize, along with photos of incredibly simple journal pages that seemed to have very little in common with the elaborate, creative, beautiful pages I was seeing on Instagram—pages that were also, somehow (apparently?), from Bullet Journals. It seemed like a lot of people were using dot-grid journals to do . . . whatever it was they were doing, but that type of paper didn’t appear to be a requirement. I couldn’t figure out what the rules were, or exactly what the point was, either. Eventually, I gave up.


But after asking around and discovering that my friends had also been hearing about this new type of journal and also couldn’t understand what it was, I became determined to figure it out. Turns out, Bullet Journaling is an incredibly simple concept that is remarkably difficult to explain, in part because “you do you” is such a major aspect of it—meaning everyone does it a little differently, and there are no real rules. And, over time, the Internet has transformed the basic idea—using simple symbols and dot-grid journals to record the things that matter most—into what I’ve come to think of as a creative, colorful, robust, and—listen, take this with a large grain of salt—Pinteresty version of the original concept.


I started bullet journaling on January 1, 2016, and I quickly fell in love. It was exactly what I hadn’t realized I needed: a single notebook that incorporated my to-do lists, helped me stay organized, served as a fun creative outlet, and led me back to my roots as a diarist—I was thrilled to discover that I had no problem writing in it every single day. And in this book, I’ll show you how to get started bullet journaling, and how to make it a habit (or an addiction?) for you, too.
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SO WHAT EXACTLY IS A BULLET JOURNAL?


A bullet journal is a system for writing down all the things that you want to remember in a single notebook: things that you want or need to do, things you’ve already done, and your thoughts/observations—from every aspect of your life (work, home, relationships, hobbies, etc.). When you’re writing in your journal (which can be any notebook you like), you’ll jot everything down quickly using short words/phrases (instead of writing in full sentences), and you’ll mark each item with one of a handful of simple symbols—hint: The main one is a dot—so you can easily categorize the information and find it later. Along with these symbols, you’ll also utilize a few very basic methods of organization: dates, page numbers, titles, topics/categories, and an index.


Bullet journaling is an amazing way of recording everything that matters to you and keeping your life together both figuratively and literally.
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OK, still with me? Sort of? Wonderful.


We begin with a fresh notebook. This notebook can have blank pages, lined pages, graph paper pages, or dot-grid pages; the most important thing is that it doesn’t have any sort of preprinted text telling you what to write and where to write it—so no preprinted dates, no weekly calendar, no hourly agenda, no header that reads “Write Your To-Do List Here” with numbered lines below it, etc. (Page numbers, however, are fine.)


The problem with predesigned journals and planners is that they can’t accurately predict your needs, or fully accommodate them. They don’t know how big your handwriting is, or how much space you’ll need to write a to-do list or a diary entry each day. You don’t even know how much space you’ll need each day. Maybe you need four lines! Maybe you need four pages! Maybe—probably—it depends on the day. The reason bullet journaling is so appealing is because it gives you a structure to organize your thoughts, but you get to decide exactly how you want this planner/journal/notebook thing to work and look. And instead of trying to figure everything out in advance (which would be impossible), you just set up the first few pages, and then you set up more pages as you go along, wherever you are in the notebook.




[image: image]





Q. IS A BULLET JOURNAL A TO-DO LIST OR A PLANNER OR A DIARY? A. YES.


This was my main question before I started bullet journaling, and I was very annoyed when people told me it was all of these things. But it is all of these things!


Planners and to-do lists typically focus on what you’re going to do, and diaries tend to focus on the things you’ve already done. But combining all of these things gives us a complete picture of who we are. Before I started bullet journaling, I could not fathom keeping my work tasks, my personal to-do list, and my diary in the same place. (Even when I first started, I told myself I was only going to use my bullet journal as a personal journal, not for anything work-related; this approach lasted, like, two weeks.) But the journaling system I use makes it easy to organize the different parts of your life in a single notebook in a way that makes sense. And, more important, I can now understand why it makes sense to do it that way.


When I look back at my old diaries, I’m always amazed by how much I left out of them. I wrote a lot about boys, and far less about school, my friends, books I was reading, money, goals I was working toward, or simply what my daily routine was like. My to-do lists may have contained some of that information, but I didn’t bother to hang on to them because I didn’t think they were important. But I’ve since realized that our tasks, habits, and routines actually reveal a lot about what we prioritize, what we aspire to, and who we are. Bullet journaling helps you record all of the things that are going on in your life, and makes it easy to keep track of everything you want to do in the future.
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Bullet journaling is good for . . .




•  People who like pen and paper to-do lists


•  People who have a million to-do lists floating around


•  People who are really into setting goals


•  People who like stationery, journaling, scrapbooking, beautiful pens, etc.


•  People who really love planners


•  People who really want to love planners, or who want to be more organized


•  People who would really like to keep a journal/diary but are having trouble sticking with the habit.





But! None of these are requirements for enjoying bullet journaling. Ultimately, bullet journaling (and this book) is for nice people who want to write sh*t down and get sh*t done.
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ABOUT THIS BOOK


This book will explain exactly what bullet journaling is, show you examples of popular ways people use the system, give you ideas for setting up your bullet journal, answer the most common questions new journalers have, and provide tips for fitting bullet journaling into your life. Whether you’re totally new to the concept, or have been bullet journaling for a while, this book is for you.


One of the best aspects of bullet journaling—and a huge reason for its popularity—is how adaptable it is. Once you grasp the basic concept, the ways you can use the system are truly endless. And on that note, everything in this book should be taken as a friendly suggestion, not a requirement; the “rules” are really just recommendations, and you should feel free to use your journal in a way that makes sense for you.


There are as many styles of bullet journals as there are bullet journalers. Many enthusiasts put a lot of time into making their pages look gorgeous, and treat bullet journaling like a creative outlet or hobby. But there are far, far more people who take a simple/minimalist/messy approach, and that’s fine, too. (Seriously, at least once a week, someone starts a “Shout out to everyone with awful handwriting whose journal doesn’t look Pinterest-perfect!” thread in the journaling Facebook group I’m in, and it always gets tons of positive responses.)


My goal was to create bullet journal layouts for this book that are simple enough that they’ll spark creativity, and pretty enough that you’ll enjoy looking at them. But you should keep in mind that the journal pages you will see throughout this book are not real. They contain fictional scenarios, tasks, and people, and were made to look good in photos. I wrote slowly so my handwriting would look nice. If I made mistakes when I was working on them, I started over, because making them look perfect is literally my job. I promise, my actual journal contains considerably more correction tape, crooked lines, and curse words. And yours probably will, too.




Throughout this book, I’ll use the words journal and notebook interchangeably to refer to the physical book itself. I’ll also shorten bullet journal to journal. Dot grid and dot-grid journal are what I call a notebook with paper that’s similar to graph paper but that is marked with dots instead of lines. When I say calendar and planner, I mean the book that typically comes with predesigned pages, where people traditionally keep track of events that have a specific date/time and the tasks that they need to get done in a given day. I use both spread and layout when discussing ways of organizing information on the pages of your bullet journal. And when I say diary, I’m referring to the physical notebook and the type of writing where you record daily interactions and experiences in first person, often with additional reflection. (You know, the kind of thing that could start “Dear Diary. . . .”)





“WHY BOTHER?”


At first glance, bullet journaling can seem complicated, and you might not see the point of it. But I’d like to make the case for why you should bother. (Or, at least, why I bother.)


First, bullet journaling is an excellent way to be more organized. Aside from keeping me gainfully employed, being organized is one way I practice self-care. Because, look: Not having your life together—forgetting to do important tasks, losing critical documents and information, running late all the time, worrying about money—isn’t exactly fun. It’s stressful. So being organized is one way to remove unnecessary anxiety from your life. Tracking your day-to-day life also makes it easier to understand exactly what makes you happy and healthy (and what makes you unhappy and unhealthy), achieve your goals, and live your best life.


In addition to serving my own needs, I look at being organized as a gift to other people. The older I get, the more I understand that my personal decisions and my overall mood have a major effect on those around me. And when I don’t do important things—whether that’s paying a bill or preparing for a meeting or showing up on time or going to the doctor—it matters. So being organized is a way of saying to the people I care about, “I value your time, I recognize that we are in this together, and I want to be at my best for you.”


Second, bullet journaling (like all journaling/diary keeping) is a way of better understanding who you are, and making sense of the world around you. A bullet journal makes it easier to answer important questions—both “What time is that appointment?” and “Did I send that tax form?” and also “Do I maybe have an unhealthy relationship with [food/a love interest/Grey’s Anatomy]?” In a busy world filled with so much noise and no shortage of cynicism, having a small space that is yours and yours alone, where you can candidly share your most private moments and deepest (or shallowest!) thoughts without fear of judgment, is beautiful and special. Our journals are often the first place where we can say these things; sometimes, they are the only place where we can say these things.
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