


How We Write – An Interview with Cathy Kirch
Edited and formatted by Alice Batt 

Transcript

00:00:04 [musical intro]
From the University Writing Center at the University of Texas at Austin…How We Write. 

00:00:10 Kristin Gilger
All right. This is the How We Write podcast. My name is Kristin Gilger. I'm the Graduate Services Coordinator at the University Writing Center at the University of Texas at Austin. And I'm joined here today by Cathy Kirch at the IWCA Conference in Baltimore, Maryland. So, Cathy, thank you so much for being here. I was hoping you could get us started by just telling us a little bit more about yourself, your entire institution, things you like to do when you're not working, anything that you feel comfortable sharing. 

00:00:58 Cathy Kirch
Sure. Well, first of all, thanks so much for having me, and I'm excited to hear more of these interviews. I love talking about process and hearing about other people's process. I always find it so illuminating. And now I can't remember what the question was. I guess one thing that I think is important, both about me as a person and as a writer, is that I'm ADHD. Hence, already forgetting the first question as it was asked. It was just like, tell me more about yourself. Right? 

00:01:28 Kristin Gilger
Yeah, I think so. Biographical stuff. 

00:01:31 Cathy Kirch
Yeah. Well, so I work in the Writing Center at Columbia University. That's also where I did my MFA in fiction. Prior to that, education wise, I got my bachelor's from Boston University. I had an independent concentration in English and cognitive science. 

00:01:54 Kristin Gilger
That's a fascinating mix. 

00:01:55 Cathy Kirch
It's a fun mix. And my family has sort of deep roots in both the sciences and the arts. So that crossover didn't really strike me as strange until it was pointed out to me that it might be. But that always seemed like a kind of natural intersection for me. 

00:02:14 Kristin Gilger
Very cool. All right, well, so we want to talk today about you as a writer and what you think about and, like you said, your processes. So I was wondering if there was a particular moment that you can recall at which point you've really started to think of yourself as a writer. 

00:02:35 Cathy Kirch
I think I caught the writing bug in fourth grade when I wrote a limerick that I was really proud of and the teacher complimented it. And I think my brain was just like, this feels great. Let's keep doing this. People like it. 

00:02:57 Kristin Gilger
This is fun. 

00:02:58 Cathy Kirch
And I had fun, sort of. I still remember the limerick. 

00:03:04 Kristin Gilger
Oh, good. I was going to ask. I didn't want to put you on the spot, but that would be great. 

00:03:11 Cathy Kirch
Okay. No, I said I remembered it, but I have to make sure I remember the…Yeah, it was “There once was a jolly old clown who insisted to stand upside down. But then at the circus he could not go berserkus because now every smile's a frown.” 

00:03:26 Kristin Gilger
Berserkus? That is so good. Thank you so much for that. 

00:03:34 Cathy Kirch
And, yeah, I think that was the moment where I was just like, this is it. This is what I want to do. I want to play with words, and I want to make people smile and think. And I don't know if I thought of myself as a writer in that moment, but I knew I wanted to be a writer in terms of… 
I feel like a big part of being a writer is feeling like a fraud most of the time in some ways, just in terms of the amount of ego that it takes to be able to put yourself and your stuff out there in general feels ego, but then also vulnerability. Exactly. Yeah. And then it's the sort of having to kind of balance those two things and being like, please read my stuff, but also, don't read my stuff. 

00:04:22 Cathy Kirch
And that sort of. So I think there's. It's sort of. There's a kind of fraughtness to that interaction. But I think, yeah, it's really hard for me to pinpoint a particular moment. I think there was a moment in maybe grad school where I remember happening upon some sort of new way to approach stories and character development in my process, and it felt like I was actually doing something, crafting something. 

00:04:58 
Yeah, it felt like I was crafting something where so much of my process, especially in creative writing, had been so much just kind of playing with stories in my head and kind of holding them there until they were ready to come out and then kind of pouring them out in a sort of frenzied, you know, chaos. 

00:05:18 
And that sort of. There's a moment, and I don't remember exactly what prompted it, but it just started drawing this, like, mind map, trying to sort of connect questions about my characters together. And it was a story about a painter who wasn't painting. And I just did this mind map to try to figure out, like, why isn't she painting and digging into and just kind of going off of all of these sort of spokes and connections and places. 

00:05:50 
And I got to a place where I really felt like I understood this character in a new way. And it felt so much more active than my process had been in the past. Yeah, where I think, like, it was prior to that, at least, creative with creative writing, with, of course, the asterisk of all writing is creative, but the sort of, you know, more traditional sort of narrative storytelling type of writing felt almost more passive in a lot of its, like, text generation, whereas the sort of more academic leaning writing was more sort of planned and still sort of, you know, played around with in my head and then you know, eventually sort of usually at the very last minute typed out in a very frenzied chaos. 

00:06:45 
But yeah, that was a moment where for me, in my like, creative writing endeavors, it felt like I was more of an active participant than I had been previously. 

00:06:57 Kristin Gilger
That sounds really powerful. 

00:06:59 Cathy Kirch
It was, yeah. And I think like I was diagnosed ADHD when I was 30. So it was only a few years ago, but. And it was one of those things where it just kind of unlocked a lot of things of just, oh, everything's kind of clicking. And this is why I, you know, of course why I've struggled with things the way that I have, but also because writing is so deeply tied to the way we think that it's also helps me understand a lot of aspects of my own writing process. 

00:07:37 Kristin Gilger
And kind of a machine reveals its parts, right? And like how it's all fitting together and how it's the operating system that you've lived with for so long but maybe haven't been able to kind of see or recognize in the same way now that you had the diagnosis. 

00:07:54 Cathy Kirch
Yeah. 

00:07:56 Kristin Gilger
What types of writing are you doing now? Are you still writing fiction? 

00:08:02 Cathy Kirch
I live in New York City, so like most people who live in the five boroughs, I hold multiple jobs, so I don't, unfortunately, have a ton of time for fiction writing as much as I would like to. I do a lot of writing. Most of my jobs are writing oriented. So of course I, you know, teach at Columbia and that is in the writing center. 

00:08:28 
And so of course I'm interacting with writing but also doing writing and teaching and all of the writing that goes with teaching within that. But I also run some online communities for ADHD writers, both free and paid. So that's another piece of my income is running an online writing center for ADHD writers. 

00:08:50 
And there's a lot of sort of, again, sort of writing and teaching and communicating and things that sort of go into that, which is also intertwined with the research that I'm doing. It's all kind of the snake eating its tail circle where I'm also contributing to the research that I'm doing in writing studies and looking at neurodivergent writing process. 

00:09:17 Cathy Kirch
And then I'm also, I also freelance as a copywriter and a ghostwriter. And so right now I have--I'm not even sure how many projects I have up in the air, like, not even including my, like, own personal, like, creative, creative projects. But I'm in the middle of ghost writing a book, a nonfiction book. 

00:09:40 
I'm also in the middle of writing website copy for, like, a home building company. And I do, you know, like, freelance consulting. Yeah. Plus, like, I don't know anybody who says they don't write. It's like, dude, you write so many emails every day and so many texts. 

00:10:05 Kristin Gilger
I was just even thinking as you were speaking about your teaching, you know, writing like a feedback or a feedback to a graded essay or something, or even like crafting the syllabus. And there's so much thought and intention that goes behind those means of communication. 

00:10:23 Cathy Kirch
Absolutely. Well. And just writing in some ways can't be solitary because there's always the presence of a reader, even if the reader is like, literally there or is just sort of figuratively or imagined there. And I think that that's especially the case in teaching. And I'm not teaching in the classroom in a traditional sense. 

00:10:52 
And I don't have to grade anything, thank goodness, because I don't like grading. But the sort of process of how do I sort of structure this thing that I want to teach? Especially when I'm working with the writers in the ADHD Writers Guild, which is one of my online communities, thinking about, like, how am I going to scaffold this information? How am I going to…? What order do they need this in? What's the kind of useful way to describe this really succinctly so that it makes sense, but that it doesn't sort of erase the nuances? And the writing and teaching are so, so closely intertwined in that way, at least for me, just in terms of, you know, the very sort of active thinking about audience and trying to communicate in a particular way and scaffold the information in a way that's going to be accessible and understandable and repeatable and being able to do that over and over again. 

00:12:04 Kristin Gilger
So you described process in a couple different ways. One where it was just like, you think and think and think and it brews and then it spills out of you and then you put it on the page and then. And I imagine still probably goes through some revision and editing once the spillage has occurred. 

00:12:22 
You also mentioned mind mapping. You know, when you're speaking about your fiction writing, do you have a kind of process or approach that you lock into when you sit down to do any or a specific type of the writing that you just listed?

00:12:38 Cathy Kirch
Yeah, well, so I think that's sort of like writing in the mind. Something that I did a lot earlier. I think like, you know, when I was younger my working memory was more robust. But also that, yeah, it was that more sort of like it felt a little bit more passive. 

00:13:00 Kristin Gilger
Sure. 

00:13:01 Cathy Kirch
I don't…I do still sort of play with things in my mind constantly. I can't really turn my brain off, which is sometimes a problem. But now my process is--I still consider my process pretty chaotic, but it's less cerebral. It's less like contained within my head. And so I do a lot, I think non linearity and kind of leaning into my natural tendencies as like with my own ADHD brain of just…I know things just are not going to march out in a straight line and that's just not going to happen. And so expecting that to happen is just a recipe for sort of like staring at a blinking cursor forever.

00:13:53 Kristin Gilger
Just shutting down your creative processes. 

00:13:56 Cathy Kirch
So I, I think of my process in a lot of ways is kind of ruled by chaos. But it doesn't mean that there's not a particular method to it. 

00:14:11 Kristin Gilger
Sure. 

00:14:13 Cathy Kirch
But it feels like it's a little bit different every time. I have, as opposed to sort of one sequence of steps that I always follow, it's more like I have kind of a toolbox of tools and strategies.

Kristin Gilger
And options. 

Cathy Kirch
Yeah. Things that I can pull from, things that I can implement depending on what the project is, depending on what I need, depending on, you know, like the topic that is being covered, if it's nonfiction or depending on kind of what my goals are, be it sort of creative or academic or otherwise. I think it keeps things novel. It keeps things from getting sort of, like, boring to my ADD brain that I have sort of a variety of tools that I can use. 

00:15:09 
Mind mapping is one of them. I use a lot of index cards. So even in initial outlining or I've already scribbled some things on the page and then I want to sort of reposition and kind of test drive different orders of things. Something that has made the writing process interesting recently in the ghostwriting project is that now I have to make my writing process more public than it usually is. 

00:15:44 Cathy Kirch
Where the cover author is like, “Hey, can we get an updated outline? Because I know that the structure has shifted since we started.” And then I have to go, “Sure.” And I look at my spread of index cards. And like, okay, well, I have to sort of put this in some kind of linear, coherent thing…

Kristin Gilger
Logical to somebody other than me.

Cathy Kirch
Yeah. Something that I appreciate about sort of non linearity or nonlinear writing methods is that it enables me to hold multiple possibilities at the same time. 

00:16:22 Cathy Kirch
Where if there is decisions about, “Well, this might go here or might go here,” I can kind of turn the index cards or overlap them in a different way visually and I can kind of hold on to multiple possibilities at the same time. 

00:16:36 Kristin Gilger
Yeah, that's lovely. 

00:16:38 Cathy Kirch
It's harder to do that when you're communicating the outline to somebody else. 

00:16:42 Kristin Gilger
You want. Probably want something that looks a little bit more pin bound. 

00:16:47 Cathy Kirch
Yeah. And I think there was still, you know, what I ended up doing was having kind of some asterisks like, “This could also go here. Or we may decide to split this up into two chapters or we may decide to combine this one and this.”

00:17:00 Kristin Gilger
One somehow notating that sense of possibility. 

00:17:06 Cathy Kirch
But it definitely sort of made me, I guess, I don't know, hyper aware of some of the process steps that I'm taking, that maybe it's harder to sort of translate for someone else when in no other writing situation would I ever have to do that. I don't have to like explain my weird spread of note cards. 

00:17:35 
I do a lot of outlining and even drafting in spreadsheets, which is I guess maybe another place where the sort of sciences and the arts can intersect. And a lot of times we think of a spreadsheet as something that's really, I guess, like scientific and numeric and cold. But at least with I use Google Sheets because I can access it from anywhere. 

But I don't know if this is a thing that you can do in all spreadsheet programs. But at least with Google Sheets you can drag and drop the rows. And so I can outline in one column and move things around. As I'm outlining, I can start drafting even before I figured out the final order. And as I'm drafting, I can move things around. 

00:18:20 Kristin Gilger
Interesting. It would have never occurred to me to draft prose in the way that you're describing in a spreadsheet. 

00:18:28 Cathy Kirch
You have to finagle the formatting a little bit, stretch out the columns and make sure you have text wrapping on so that you don't end up with a bunch of very long lines that you can never see the end of, but that you can actually see the work. But I find that it helps me sort of maintain…. 
It helps me move between the big picture and the small picture. So I can kind of zoom in and focus on the details of a particular piece or passage, but then I can kind of zoom out and see what the kind of trajectory is and kind of where things are. It also has a very sort of satisfying checking things off of the to do list kind of thing because I can see the boxes as I'm starting to fill them in. 

00:19:07 
And it's, you know, like little hits of dopamine, like, “Oh, I'm making progress.” As opposed to kind of, you know, like, “I've written all these words, but I don't have a sense of, you know, how much is complete.” I think especially having a kind of syncretistic, chaotic process where I have a lot of sites of construction in sort of various phases of construction, where it's so hard to sort of delineate between what's a first draft, what's a second draft, what's. 

00:19:40 Cathy Kirch
Because, you know, I'll have one paragraph that is just brackets with insert XYZ here. But then I'll have another paragraph that is much farther along and other ones in between. I use a lot of color coding as a way to signal to myself what things are in what state. So when I was writing my presentation for this conference, which I did most of on the train and in the hotel room--as you do, I know. 

00:20:13 Kristin Gilger
Everybody does that. I once saw someone compose a conference paper on a pad of paper sitting at the conference table. 

00:20:20 Cathy Kirch
Beautiful. 

00:20:21 Kristin Gilger
Beautiful. 

00:20:22 Cathy Kirch
Love it. And one of the things that I did in that process that I found myself doing more and more as I've started, as I really sort of embraced this kind of chaotic, multiple sites of construction in various sort of phases, is sort of highlighting in particular colors. Like if it's something that I'm still kind of working on text wise, but the idea is pretty solidified, it'll be in one color. If it's like something that I want to put in, but I need to like do some more research, then it's in another color. If it's like pretty much solidified, but I might have a few like tweaks or something, it's in another color, right? If it's something that I might want to move to a different section, it's in another color. It's like something that I'm like, “Okay, well, if it ends up being too long, I can cut this,” then it's in another. And just sort of having that sort of visual helps me sort of dive in and out and sort of enter and leave the projects and still kind of know where things are at without having to look at a sentence and try and remember, like, “Okay, what was I trying to do with this thing next? Or what was the next thing that needed to happen?” I can kind of go in and figure out where I want to kind of work next, and I can sort of jump to different places based on whatever sort of feels easiest or kind of most accessible in that moment. 

00:21:56 
And then it also sort of provides that, again, a sort of visual to-do list where slowly but surely all of the text is becoming the, like, final black text. And then it becomes…I'm sort of scanning through and looking for like, “Oh, I've highlighted this word in this color. And so I need to do this small thing here.” And slowly and but surely I can kind of see the various sites of construction slowly sort of coalescing and catching up to each other. 

00:22:32 Kristin Gilger
Yeah, that's very cool. So I think this conversation about systems and organization and processes, chaos and these intersections and juxtapositions and how they're overlaying leads me pretty well to my next question. We’re three years out from the shutdown of COVID right? Where in one way, everything was just crazy. You know, a pandemic. People's lives were being lost. You know, people didn't know how to respond to it, and our lives got much smaller and much more contained. And the question in all of this is, with all of that happening, did you find your processes changing or your relationship to writing changing? You know, for some people, it was a period of pretty active creative production because of that kind of, you know, reduction in just everyday life. Right?

00:23:37 Cathy Kirch
Well, I think with some things that were going around that were, I think, intended to be motivational, that were like, “You always said you would write this or do that or create that when you had the time. Well, now you have the time and you're not doing it. So, you know, clearly it wasn't, right--?”

Kristin Gilger
“Be productive!”

Cathy Kirch
And how we're defining productivity is very much tied to the sort of capitalist hellscape that we live in. And there are things that we can do that are productive that don't produce. And I think a lot of that time, you know, speaking more specifically about my own experience, my work didn't change a whole lot, except I did it online. So we moved the writing center online. I had already been using Zoom in my freelancing for a while, so it didn't feel a whole lot different. It was just that, like, oh, the handful of days a week that I'm normally on campus, I'm at home instead. 

00:24:49 
But at the same time, we kind of lost some of those sort of body-doubling public spaces where we can sit and be in a room of other people and I can be writing or I can meet up with a friend at a coffee shop and do the writing and all of those kinds of things that. 

00:25:06 Kristin Gilger
Socially situated writing. 

00:25:08 Cathy Kirch
Yeah, the socially situated writing, exactly. And I think the other piece of it was, you know, being in New York, and it was wasn't like all of a sudden we had nothing to do: it was all of a sudden the thing that we were doing was dealing with this collective trauma. And, you know, I live in Queens and at the time I lived pretty close to one of the major hospitals and the ambulances were just constant. And I live in a neighborhood. I started to feel emotional about it, but I live in a neighborhood that has an older population, primarily Greek. I love my neighborhood. 

00:25:54 Cathy Kirch
And it was just hearing the sirens constantly looking out the window and seeing people—multiple within a space of a week, even within a day, or even within an hour of each other-- multiple people being brought out of their homes on stretchers and then also being confronted with these things online where people are like, “You should be using this time to create and be like and make your art.” 

00:26:21 
And it's like, I think it made me think about sort of the emotional kind of labor of writing, understanding both writing as a vehicle for healing for myself, but also recognizing that it also takes labor to create and that sometimes those capacities need to be redirected. The other thing that I think is important about kind of recognizing where that hits on my own kind of writing timeline is that I actually did launch what is now called the ADHD Writers Guild during the pandemic. 

00:27:04 
I launched it in fall of 2020. And doing that and the work that I've been doing with the writers in that community has led to me very much sort of interrogating my own process, but also kind of opening myself up even more so to the processes of others because I'm getting to know the writers in my community on a level that I…That, you know, I feel like there are some student writers that I get to work with, where I get to, if I'm working with them multiple times, I get to kind of know them and know their process. With the writers that I'm working with in the ADHD Writers Guild, now that I've been working with some of them for a few years, I'm really getting to know their process. And it's illuminating a lot of things to me, both about my own process and about the sort of variability out there in the different ways that people approach writing and also thinking. Using my own sort of neuroscience background to look at the way that our brains work as we're writing and the ways that we can support our brains as we're writing. 

00:28:25 
And that especially in sort of communicating that to the members and communicating, you know, all of that sort of teaching stuff. “Here's this cool thing that I've learned and that I'm working on applying and helping other people apply to their writing. And now how do I teach it and how do I explain it?”



00:28:47 Cathy Kirch
And that very sort of recursive process of learning and teaching and doing and all sort of feeding into one another, I think has really…

Kristin Gilger:
It’s more of that snake. 

Cathy Kirch:
Yeah, it's more of that snake eating its tail. And what has sort of come out of that is a deeper understanding of my own process, but also opening myself up more to other possibilities and process and giving myself permission to do things that maybe I wouldn't have thought to do otherwise. 

00:29:26 
I think the spreadsheet thing started at some point during that time, I think when I was doing some of the outlining for these, for the teaching. And it was part to sort of outline these video lessons that I was giving and recording. And, you know, you have to have like, what the outline is and you have to have what the text is, but then you also have to have the shot list for what's going to be visually on the page and the sort of like, what's going to go in the workbook. 
And like, how is this going to, you know, how can I support this in multiple modalities and kind of keeping all of those things in parallel. And that was where I started using the sort of spreadsheet strategy. And so I think that, like, while the pandemic--especially early pandemic--was a sort of difficult but important reflective time, what eventually has sort of come out of that, in whatever sequence this has been, it's been a sort of place of expansion that is maybe not directly tied to the pandemic, but space-time continuum. This is the point where it's led me. And I think just being in a position to be able to think and talk and teach about writing process has done so much for my own writing process. Not just in showing me what's possible, but also allowing me to sort of accept some of the aspects of my own writing process and be like, “You know what? It's okay that I don't do the thing that everybody says I should do.” 

00:31:21 Kristin Gilger
Letting go of that internalized expectation that your process should look like this or you should be doing that and such. 

00:31:29 Cathy Kirch
And such famous writer wrote like this. And then yeah. 

00:31:33 Kristin Gilger
Or yeah, I even bristle at those, like, how to write your dissertation in 15 minutes a day. Because it's just like, but what if it takes me 15 minutes to sit down at my computer? 

00:31:43 Cathy Kirch
Right, right. Well, and that's also the sort of--I think in recognizing my own ADHD and that a lot of my writing, for lack of a better word, productivity, my ability to sort of produce writing, comes out of a state of hyper focus where I can't just sit down and do just 15 minutes. If I'm…. 

00:32:09 Kristin Gilger
If you're in it, you're in it. 

00:32:10 Cathy Kirch
If I'm in it, I'm in it. 

00:32:11 Kristin Gilger
Like, embrace it and be like, I'm going to go where this takes me. 

00:32:15 Cathy Kirch
Yeah. And it makes it--I end up kind of being in waiting mode, like waiting for the next appointment where it's like, “Okay, well, I have an appointment, say in 15 minutes,” or “I have another Zoom meeting in 15 minutes.” I can't just like, “Oh, well, I'll just use this time to work on XYZ project.”

00:32:38 Kristin Gilger
You can’t just shift gears that well. 

00:32:39 Cathy Kirch
Because if I know that if I just start it, I'm going to get so absorbed that I'm going to miss whatever the meeting was. And so I have to be sort of very strategic about what are the sort of smaller tasks that I can kind of fit into those nooks and crannies in my schedule, but then also accepting that there are some parts of this that I am just naturally going to sort of dive into and spend a lot of time on and then, you know, sort of preparing myself in my space for that, like making sure that I have, you know, snacks and water nearby and all of the things that I need for that, you know, close and sort of accepting that like the sort of small spurts every day isn't, you know, I think it works for a lot of people and I think that that's great, but it's okay that it doesn't work for me. It's okay. And I'm hesitant also to say that it doesn't work for me, because sometimes it does, right? And I think that's sort of the sort of openness and flexibility of just not necessarily saying, “Oh, that doesn't work for me,” or, “Oh, I don't write like that.” 

00:33:56 Cathy Kirch
But being able to, at the same time, to kind of accept accepting who I am as a writer and then also be open to trying new things, to approaching things in new ways, to approaching any sort of new possibilities with the question of how. “How could I incorporate that into my process? How could I make that work for me? What would that help me to be able to do?”And just kind of keeping that toolbox constantly open, to be able to put more tools into it and pull tools out, and some tools sort of rise to the top and get used a lot more often, and then sometimes those tools will then sink back to the bottom, and I will go through cycles where I'm doing more of one thing or more of another. And it keeps things interesting, it keeps things novel. But I think in order to do that, there's…It's both an openness and an acceptance at the same time. 

00:34:58 Kristin Gilger
That makes perfect sense. I got this really fun image in my brain as you were talking of, like, an escalator within a toolbox. And, like, there's a tool on each step of the escalator, and they just kind of take…And then they go back down and they rise back up, and it's just like a kind of perpetually moving escalator. 

00:35:16 Cathy Kirch
You take what you need. I love that analogy. It's making me think of almost like an Escher painting or, like opening up a toolbox and seeing an Escher painting, or like, what I imagine to be this sort of many escalating ramps that I'm sure is where our luggage goes in an airport. Right? Like this sort of…things are being kind of moved around. I love that image, too, because it makes the inside of that toolbox seem very vast and like a Tardis, like. Right. Like it's bigger on the inside. 

00:35:50 Kristin Gilger
Yes. 

00:35:50 Cathy Kirch
Yeah. 

00:35:51 Kristin Gilger
Like Mary Poppins’ carpet bed. 

00:35:52 Cathy Kirch
Right, Right. 

00:35:54 Kristin Gilger
So you mentioned something a couple minutes ago about, like, you know, figuring out how to support your brain, and then you mentioned, you know, having snacks and drinks and, like, that kind of nourishment. So it kind of brings us to my last question, which is, you know, like, what are the things that you do or that you turn to, to sustain yourself as a writer? Your creative processes? Like, where do you draw energy and nourishment from?

00:36:22 Cathy Kirch
That's such a good question. I have to think about that for a moment. I think the first thing that comes to mind is it's really hard. I think that I have a tendency, probably in part due to my sort of hyper focus aspect of the process, to burn out. And it's something that I have to sort of very actively try and make space in order to avoid. 

00:37:01 Kristin Gilger
Sure. 

00:37:03 Cathy Kirch
So something that I had to sort of shift a little bit was when I first started taking ADHD medication. And I was, you know, my psychiatrist at the time told me that, like, “Okay, well, if it's like on a weekend or like something, a time when you don't need to get anything done, you can, like, take a break.”

00:37:32 Cathy Kirch
And sometimes that's good. And it's like, it's, you know, like, good to occasionally take med breaks. Like, you know, he was, you know, he was giving the examples of, like, on the weekend, I'm thinking, like, well, I still have to, like, do a lot of stuff on the weekend. 

00:37:44 Kristin Gilger
Yeah. 

00:37:45 Cathy Kirch
And so for a while, I was taking it every day, and it felt very sort of like, exhausting. And I could feel my brain kind of getting tired, which is, you know, maybe not the best way to describe it, but it was--I don't know, I could feel myself sort of like getting towards burnout. And I was getting a lot of stuff done. 

00:38:13 Kristin Gilger
Fatigue, tired. 

00:38:14 Cathy Kirch
Yeah. But then when I was talking to my therapist about it and I was like, “Well, you know, I'm, you know, I'm supposed to take breaks, but I, like, I still have to do things on the weekend.” And she said something like, “Well, you know, that's not what weekends are for, right?” And that moment of just like, “Oh, it reminds me of a conversation I had with an old roommate where I was like, I just need a day where I don't do anything, and then I need a second day to recover from doing nothing.” And she said, “I think that's a weekend. I think what you're describing is a weekend. Weekend of rest, right?” And so in from there, I started just taking med breaks every weekend, and the weekend was my time to not do things. 

00:39:09 Kristin Gilger
Sure. 

00:39:09 Cathy Kirch
Like, you know, sometimes laundry has to be done, groceries have to be purchased. You know, various activities are happening. But I more consciously sort of built full days of rest where I'm not checking my email and I'm not opening my computer and I'm not putting pressure on myself to be productive. And I think it's in a similar sort of way where instead of taking the smaller moments of rest--it's like the flip side of what we were talking about earlier where instead of taking the 15 minutes of rest, I'm taking the long. And so in some ways, being on medication and having it wear off now-ish and then not taking it on the weekends has kind of forced me to like, accept the sort of natural lulls of like, it's okay that I'm not productive (Quote, unquote “productive”) 24-7. Like all day, every day. 

00:40:24 Kristin Gilger
It’s setting boundaries around the work.

00:40:26 Cathy Kirch
Yeah. 

00:40:26 Kristin Gilger
Or just this feeling that you could be working. And I think that's one of the--just a terrible challenge for academics in general. 

Cathy Kirch
It’s so hard. 

Kristin Gilger
It’s like they can technically be reading or writing or thinking all the time, in any kind of space or in most spaces. And so being kind of diligent about protecting time to rest. 

00:40:48 Cathy Kirch
Yeah. And I think that's something that I still definitely struggle with. There's always that sort of underlying anxiety of just like, “I should be doing something,” like “All of these things are still on my to do list and ,like, I should be doing them.” But also, you know, another thing that my therapist has said--this was a very good therapist--was that, you know, if you don't take a break, your body will make you. Which is so, so real. And I found myself in that position plenty of times where…

Kristin Gilger
Getting sick. 

Cathy Kirch
Yeah. And its so hard to make myself stop sometimes, especially if I don't have any sort of external cues that are making me stop. So doing some things like setting my lights in my apartment to change. We have some smart lights that when the sun sets, they change from daylight to warm white, which is just kind of like “Okay, the sun's going down.” Which of course is like a different time for different times of the year. But it's kind of like a “Hey,…

Kirstin Gilger
“Let's relax.”

Cathy Kirch
“Maybe think about winding down soon.” And of course, there are some times where it's like I'm on deadline and that's, you know, “We're just going to have to power through.” But I think sort of creating some…I think, at least for me, it's not enough to just kind of decide that I'm going to hold boundaries. I think, like having specific external cues that are almost setting the boundaries for me so that I don't have to sort of make that decision every single time. It's just like, “Oh, the lights have changed color and now I need to wrap whatever it is that I'm doing.” I need to sort of wrap it up, jot the notes down, make sure the things are color coded so I remember where I was for the next time. Maybe like write a little note to myself. I think, like, having those sort of work shutdown rituals has been hugely, hugely important because there's a sort of like, well, if I stop now, I'm not going to be able to pick it up again. 

00:43:20 Kristin Gilger
It's giving you reassurance that you can. 

00:43:22 Cathy Kirch
Yeah. And I think sort of having even just like a couple extra steps at the end of a writing session to not just like, you know, like save it like eight more times and then like close the computer, but…

Kristin Gilger
Send it to the cloud. 

Cathy Kirch
Right. Like email it to myself. Like all the sort of obsessive...Yeah, listen, it only takes once to like lose. And I feel like everybody has been there. 

00:43:53 Kristin Gilger
I had more than one. 

00:43:54 Cathy Kirch
Oh, yeah. But yeah, as opposed to sort of like writing up until the very last second, kind of having some kind of external cue that's like, “Hey, it's time to wind things down,” and then to be able to kind of go through sort of the like work shutdown ritual of “Okay, we're going to make sure that we're going to close some of the windows that we're not using,” sometimes more than others. But I always have perpetually way too many windows open, but trying to close some of the things we're not using anymore. Setting things up so that the next time we open this document, we know where to start, whether that's adding a few extra notes or bolding something or making sure the color coding is in order. But yeah, just having a few things that are just really small and don't necessarily take a lot of time or energy but just allow me to sort of record some aspect of my thought process as I'm kind of winding things down. So then the next time that I come back, I know that I can kind of jump back in. 

00:45:12 Kristin Gilger
Yeah, I really like that phrase shutdown rituals. And then it sounds like maybe you have some kind of startup rituals then as well, because then you kind of have connected those writing sessions or work sessions. 

00:45:28 Cathy Kirch
Yeah, I think the…so the work shutdown rituals and the startup rituals, just…Yeah, I think you're exactly right where it's like, they end up feeding into each other. I think that, like a lot of folks with ADHD, executive dysfunction makes starting things really, really, really difficult. And so sort of…Not just sort of in the practical sense of sort of as we're shutting things down and starting things up of, like, what are the things that I need, you know, informationally to be able to dive back in, but also sort of in a dopamine sense, like, what are the things that are going to give me the sort of anticipatory ping of dopamine before I start writing? 

00:46:25 Cathy Kirch
Because a lot of times we think of dopamine and the reward system in the brain as the things that happen after we've achieved something. And that happens, too, but it also happens, or it's supposed to happen, before. And that sort of anticipatory ping of dopamine is something that myself and a lot of folks with ADHD and a lot of other neurodivergent folks don't really experience. And so finding ways to build in the sort of, like, anticipatory hits of dopamine build in the sort of, you know, like, building in ways to sort of amplify the reward after that, you know, like, won't it feel better when it's done? Well, no, I'll feel absolutely nothing, except maybe shame and resentment that I didn't start it earlier. Well, and now I have, like. And it's silly, but I have, like, a little, like. I don't know what they're called, but, like, the little, like, party blower, where you, like, blow into it, it makes a noise and, like, the streamer goes out. 

00:47:26 Kristin Gilger
Party blower sounds good.

00:47:26 Cathy Kirch
Party blower. I have one of those on my desk, and so when I finish a thing and I'm like, “Okay, well, I finished and I feel nothing, but I should feel something,” and I can pick that up and go “Too doo!”

Kristin Gilger
A little party. 

Cathy Kirch
And it's a little, like, okay, yay!

Kristin Gilger
That's great. 

Cathy Kirch
Yeah. And so having the sort of things that maybe feel a little bit silly, but that sort of, like, at the end, kind of amplify the reward, but also create this sort of anticipatory, like, pleasure of writing and sort of creating in the beginning as well, whether it's like lighting a candle or like, having, like, a small dance party or, like, surrounding myself with, like, nice smells or, you know, sort of, you know, a lot of what I do, when I start working, if we're thinking about, like, work startup rituals, is writing out my to-do list or, like, doing some kind of brain dump. And I know that a lot of folks will create a to-do list at the end as, like, part of the work shutdown ritual of, like, here's a to-do list of what I'm going to do next time. But I find that kind of doing a little bit of that brain dumping beforehand helps me kind of empty my head of all of the other things that are kind of swimming around in there, like, “I gotta go do this. I have to this appointment at 2:00 and I have to….” Like all of the other sort of things and voices that are yelling at me to do all of these other things that kind of get in the way and--

Kristin Gilger
Clamor for your attention.

Cathy Kirch
Yep. And so being able to sort of like, brain dump those on the page, you know, it frees up space in my working memory to actually attend to writing, but it also means that I get to use my collection of, like, very pretty pens. 

00:49:27 Kristin Gilger
I noticed that. That's wonderful. 

00:49:29 Cathy Kirch
Like, I love my pen collection. I have it, like, very prominently displayed in my, like, desk area. And when I sit down to write my to do list, if nothing else, I get to play with my pretty pen collection. And that gives me a little bit of a dopamine boost in and of itself because they're pretty and they're fun and they're in bright colors. 

00:49:53 Cathy Kirch
And I get to writing my to do list, which is also color coded, obviously, but I get to sort of make a sort of pretty thing that is also useful. So in a way, it's both sort of the practical of “I'm freeing up space in my working memory so I don't have to be thinking about all the other stuff that I need to do today and I can kind of free up that space for writing.” But it's also fun and visually appealing and I like it. I like it. I like a to do list both for its practical and its aesthetic value. 

00:50:31 Kristin Gilger
Wow, that is really great. And for the podcast listeners, Cathy has this delightful bag of pens right here with us, and they are very vibrant and colorful and lovely. 

00:50:44 Cathy Kirch
Thank you. 

00:50:46 Kristin Gilger
That's all of my questions. Thank you so much for being here with us and hope that you have a great rest of your conference. 

00:50:55 Cathy Kirch
Thank you so much. 
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