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“Make the dream bigger, and the steps to get there smaller.” 

Andrew Simonet, Making Your Life as an Artist, 109  
 
This assignment encourages you to hold onto two ideas at once – your big, ambitious goals, and 
the steps you can take right now to help you reach them.  Portions of this assignment are adapted 
from Andrew Simonet’s Making Your Life as an Artist. Review Chapter 4, “Planning” for more 
discussion.  
 
In-Class or At-Home Activity 
 
On a blank piece of paper, write responses to the following question: What do you want 
personally, professionally and artistically in the next two years?”  
 

• Personally means everything in your life that does not have to do with work or making 
music. 

• Professionally means how your career unfolds, how your music is delivered to the world, 
and how you arrange your financial life. 

• Artistically means your musical practice itself, and the skills and collaborations that make 
it possible.  

 
Answer for all three categories. Don’t censor yourself. Don’t “preshrink” the goals to make them 
easier to accomplish – dream bigger than you think you should. For that matter, eliminate the 
word “should”. 
 
“I should get an DMA.” 
 
“I want to get an DMA” is fine if that’s true for you.  
 
Now leave your list alone for a while. Let things settle in your thoughts.  
 
Assignment  
 
For this assignment, I’d like you to develop a list of the three most important goals you have for 
the next two years. For each goal, I’d like you to make a list of three small steps you can take 
this week to reach this goal.  
 
Step 1: Choose your three most important goals  
 
Review your list of life goals from the first writing session. You can add new goals and cross off 
any that don’t feel important anymore. Sift through it for what feels most important to you right 
now. 



 
Now choose your top three goals for the next two years. That means three goals total. You don’t 
have to choose one from each category. Choose three that will have the most positive impact on 
your world.  
 
This part is hard, but artists who do a small number of things fully and exceptionally go further 
than those who work on 27 different things at once.  
 
Step 2: Reframe your three goals in active, affirmative terms  
 
Now, edit your goal statements. You’re aiming for clear statements of intent – phrases that 
describe ambitious, purposeful, meaningful goals. 
 
Look carefully at the words you’ve chosen. Edit out words that sound negative, critical or fearful 
and replace them with active, positive words.  
 
For example: “I will practice four hours a day so that my teacher isn’t disappointed in me” 
could be reframed as: “I am practicing every day with purpose; my lessons are more productive 
because my teacher notices my progress.” 
 
Try framing your goals along different dimensions – quantitative and qualitative, external and 
internal, experiential and action-oriented – and strive for a balance between them. 
 
 Goal How you know you’re on track 
Quantitative: 
Something you can 
measure 

“I am practicing every day” Each day, you either practiced, 
or you didn’t. It’s a simple, 
useful measure of your progress.  

Qualitative: 
Something you can 
feel and describe 

“I am practicing every day with 
purpose”  
 

You practice with mindfulness 
and focus – you can feel the 
difference.  

External: Things that 
happen outside of you 

“My teacher notices my 
progress” 

Your teacher comments 
favorably on your progress.  

Internal: Things that 
happen inside you 

“I am practicing with purpose” You feel engaged in your 
practice; it feels like something 
you’re actively involved in 

Action: Something 
you actually do 

“I am practicing every day” You practice! 

Experience: 
Something you feel 

“My lessons are more 
productive” 

You feel like you’re learning 
more and making progress with 
each lesson. 

 
More examples: 
 
“I want to win an orchestra audition” can be reframed as: “I am auditioning for professional 
orchestras, confident that I will advance because I have prepared to the very best of my ability.” 



“I will be financially self-sufficient, with a feeling of well-being that comes from knowing that I 
am taking care of my needs, living in a healthy relationship to money, preparing for the future, 
and learning more about how to manage my financial life.” 
 
Step 3: Break your three goals into small steps 
 
Break your three priorities down into doable steps, the smaller the better.  
 
A step is a tiny action that you can put on your to-do list today and accomplish. One way to tell if 
a step is  
small enough: you look at it and you have an urge to get it done. If a step makes you want to 
procrastinate, it’s too big.  
 
Breaking goals down into steps is something many people struggle with.  
 
Breaking it down into steps is the other part artists struggle with. An artist will have a goal like: 
“I want to be presenting my own shows in New York” and break it down into steps.  
 
Step one – get a gig in New York.  
 
But that’s not a step, that’s the goal.  
 
So what is a small first step for the goal?  
 
Contact presenters who might be interested.  
 
How do I do that? Who are “presenters?”  
 
Make a list of potential presenters.  
 
Still too big. I can’t make a list if I don’t have information.  
 
Talk with musicians I know who have played shows in New York.  
 
Getting there. Still too vague. Who are these “musicians?’”  
 
Talk with Nancy, Charles, and Mikhail about playing shows in New York.  
 
Almost. How can I talk with all of them today?  
 
Email Nancy to make a time to talk.  
 
That’s a step! Tiny, doable, specific, and it moves things forward.  
 
Write out all the steps that appear to you right now. Keep the steps on a piece of paper or on your 
computer and move a couple of them onto your to-do list each week. As you go along, new steps 



will become obvious to you, and some of the steps you’ve already identified will become 
redundant. Just cross off the ones that no longer make sense, keep adding new steps as you go 
along, and keep moving them onto your “to-do” list and crossing them off as you get them done. 
 
That’s it. It’s a simple practice that, over time, can make all the difference. 
 
 
What to Submit 
 
To receive credit for this assignment, submit a list of your three most important goals for the next 
two years, and for each goal, three steps you can take this week (the smaller, the better). See the 
sample assignment, below, for an example. 
 
 
Sample Assignment 
 
Goal 1: I will audition for professional orchestras, confident that I will advance because I 
have prepared to the very best of my ability. 
 
Steps to take this week: 

1. Schedule daily practice times in my calendar and book practice rooms. 
2. Email the principal horn at the Met to schedule a lesson. 
3. Email my teacher to ask about setting up mock auditions in our studio class. 

 
Goal 2: I will have an active performance schedule in New York, presenting my own shows 
to a steadily growing audience. 
 
Steps to take this week: 

1. Talk to Abby about how she booked her show at Cornelia Street Café. 
2. Text John, Yingchen and Sam to schedule a reading session. 
3. Set up a MailChimp account and import my Gmail contacts. 

 
Goal 3: I will be financially self-sufficient, with a feeling of well-being that comes from 
knowing that I am taking care of my needs, living in a healthy relationship to money, 
preparing for the future, and learning more about how to manage my financial life. 
 
Steps to take this week: 

1. Block off an hour each Sunday for a weekly check-in on my personal finances. 
2. Track my spending every day this week.  
3. Subscribe to personal finance podcasts and listen to them on the train tomorrow. 

 
 


