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For J.  
Keep creating.





“…There is only one rule on this Wild Playground…
‘Have fun, my dear; my dear, have fun…’”

- Hafiz

“Art is a guarantee to sanity.”  
- Louise Bourgeois

“We are each 100% responsible for our own happiness.”
- Melissa Dinwiddie

“The purpose is not to be an amazing artist or a brilliant writer.  
The purpose is joy.”
- Melissa Dinwiddie
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I don’t know about you, but I’m rather tired of aiming for competence, mastery, and 
perfection in my life. Weary of it, ready for something brighter and more unpredictable 
than that, something with bigger risks and even greater rewards. I’d rather aim for 
experimentation, process, and joy. 

It seems we’ve trained ourselves against surprise as adults; perhaps it’s time for a 
new way, a new path in which we train ourselves for surprise, in which we relish making 
messes and playing. Because play is where it’s at. That’s where discoveries are made. It’s 
where self-compassion is born. Play is where connections are ignited. And that’s what 
a full-color life is, really — connections, compassion, and discovery.

It’s easy to get stuck in our heads, that place where we feel we need to act adult 
and serious. And yes, these are serious times. But the way into and through that serious 
world around us is not only intellectual, but physical and emotional, too. It’s fueled as 
much by creative energy as it is by logic and safety.

Melissa Dinwiddie’s infectious energy and artful eye infuses this guidebook that 
leads us to that new way. Interactive and beautiful in a way books rarely are, this one 
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calls for us to roll up our sleeves and collaborate with her as we read. We’re invited to 
write in the margins and talk back to the author. We’re nudged to have a full-body 
experience while reading, not just a full-brain one. We’re called on to process what 
we’re reading in order to fully claim it and know it.

From the creative invitations (I love a book that is invitational) to the Creative 
Sandbox Guideposts, I felt included in this book, a part of it, and a part of a larger 
community of people who want to live their most full-color lives. 

That can be you, too. Dive in, answer the invitations, and explore. This is a path 
more of us desire and need to follow. It’s time. And Melissa is the right guide.

-Patti Digh
author of Life is a Verb, Creative is a Verb, and six other books about living mindfully 
and creatively



When I was about three years old, I drew with a purple crayon on the pages of 
Little Bear’s Pancake Party because I loved it so much, from its green fabric cover to 
its delicious illustrations. Anointing the pages with my crayon seemed, to my three-
year-old mind, the best way for me to honor the book and its beloved characters. 

Alas, my mother was not nearly as pleased with my collaboration with the book’s 
author, Janice Brustein, and illustrator, Marian Curtis Foster, as I was. Although my 
parents always encouraged me to pursue my creative interests, that incident (and more 
to the point, what transpired immediately after the incident) taught me, in no uncertain 
terms, that books are not to be drawn in. 

Taking notes in textbooks in college seemed a rebellious sacrilege, and to this day 
I have a hard time marking up a brand-new book, even one I plan to keep forever and 
return to again and again. My formative experience with Little Bear’s Pancake Party left 
an indelible stamp on me. 

Perhaps you have a similar memory from your youth.
This book is different. I actually want you to write and draw in it. You’ll find 



THE CREATIVE SANDBOX WAYxiv

“Creative Invitations” at the end of many of the chapters (you’ll recognize these because 
the font and page design are different), where I’ve intentionally left space for you to 
scribble your responses right in the book. I’ve also I set the margins intentionally wide 
to invite your contributions. Think of it as an annotated journal, coloring book, and 
sketchbook combined. A collaboration between the two of us.

This is by no means the first book to include such an invitation. If you’re like me, 
though, you may have resisted writing in even those books or journals that specifically 
ask you to do so — that are literally designed to be written and drawn in. My perfectionist 
gremlins never fail to warn me, in very stern voices, that anything I add would only 
detract from the precious object in my hand. I know I’m not the only one who’s had a 
pristine, leather-bound journal gathering dust on the shelf, waiting for the time when 
I’d be worthy to make marks in it. It feels so much safer to just pull out some scratch 
paper or a cheap notepad to use instead.  

That’s always an option, of course. You could certainly do the Creative Invitations 
in a separate notebook, but that rather misses the point. The Creative Sandbox Way 
is very much about practicing letting go of perfectionism so we can get on with the 
joyful business of creating. In fact, the Creative Sandbox is a space of intentional 
imperfectionism, in which we forgive ourselves for being human. I lovingly invite and 
challenge you to start practicing imperfectionism today, right in the pages of this book. 

Remember: paper is only wasted when it stays in the drawer. (Or when it stays 
untouched inside a book that was made to be marked up.)

Intentional imperfectionism = forgiving yourself for be.

Whether you decide to accept the challenge to collaborate with me here or not, 
what you hold in your hands is actually an expansion of a course I’ve taught online for 
years, called Creative Sandbox 101. Expanding that course and putting it into book 
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form makes it portable and self-contained, which means that it is entirely possible to 
do The Creative Sandbox Way by yourself. But just because you can do it alone doesn’t 
mean you have to do it alone. 

In fact, in my experience, working through this material in the context of a safe, 
supportive group dramatically enhances its transformative power. 

I facilitate Creative Sandbox Way book groups inside my online Creative 
Sandbox Community (which I invite you to check out with a trial membership at 
www.creativesandboxway.com/extras), or you could assemble your own cohort to work 
through the book alongside you — perhaps a few friends, or a supportive Facebook 
group or other online forum. If you decide to form your own book group, make sure 
to take a look at the Appendix at the end, where I offer some suggestions for working 
through The Creative Sandbox Way in community. 

Whether you go through the book in a group or on your own, please take snapshots! 
And if you’re brave enough, I’d be tickled pink (as my grandmother used to say) if you’d 
share your work. Sharing our creative work can be scary, but it can also be profoundly 
empowering. Over and over again I’ve witnessed that those who have the courage to 
bring their experience outside the private realm and share it with others sustain the 
deepest transformation.

Please post your pics to social media with the hashtag #creativesandboxway so I 
can find you, and so others walking the Creative Sandbox Way can find you, too. It’s 
always nice to know you’re not alone, and even nicer to connect with kindred spirits.

Before we move on, here are a couple of tips:

Creative Invitations 

When you get to the Creative Invitations, keep in mind that faster is not necessarily 
better. My experience in teaching this material as a course for the past several years is 
that doing the work over time — say, one chapter per day — leads to deeper integration 
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than devouring it all in a single sitting. You may feel eager to get on with it, but you’re 
likely to have better, longer-lasting results if you take your time. Appendix 2 offers a 
suggested protocol for working through the book in two weeks. Season to taste.

Coloring Tips

This paper will accept colored pencil or markers, but I recommend putting a sheet 
of cardstock or a few sheets of blank paper under the page you are coloring so your 
markers don’t bleed through to the next page. This will also help prevent colored pencils 
from debossing grooves into the following page. 

For a downloadable guide to my favorite coloring and doodling tools, visit www.
creativesandboxway.com/extras, where you’ll also find downloadable posters, music, 
videos, and other bonus content.

Immediately following this section you’ll find a page spread of “scratch sheets” for 
testing out any pens or pencils you might wish to use. So grab your tools, and let’s do 
this!



Use these pages to test out any pens or pencils you might want to use in the book. Don’t forget to put 

a sheet of cardstock, or a few sheets of blank paper, underneath the page you’re working on. 

















The problem: you want to create — write, paint, sing, make jewelry, make videos, make 
macaroni sculptures, or anything else — but you’re not creating.

You’re stuck. You’re stalled. You’re frozen in place.
Maybe you’ve been a prolific creator in the past, but now you’re stuck in a creative 

block, and just don’t know how to bust through it.
Maybe the last time you did something that felt truly creative was back in 

kindergarten, and even the idea of painting, or writing, or whatever makes your heart 
race.

Maybe everything else in the world feels vastly more important, so it seems 
impossible to justify spending time on something often deemed frivolous and self-
indulgent.

Maybe you’re a professional creative — a designer, photographer, or copywriter, for 
example — and you create every day for your job, but it’s been ages since you’ve made 
something just for you, and you’re dying inside.
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Whatever the particulars, something is holding you back. 
If you’re like most of the people who come to me, you may tell yourself you don’t 

have time. Or that it’s a waste of time. Or that you’re not good enough, and never will 
be good enough, so why bother?

If any of that sounds familiar, you’re in luck. I wrote this book for you. And 
regardless of your specific circumstances, I’m here to tell you that there’s help! 

You do not have to stay stuck forever. A thriving, vibrant, full-color life as a prolific 
creator is waiting for you, and this book can start you down the path to getting there. 
If you put into practice what I share in these pages, you may notice your blocks starting 
to dissolve. You may become more prolific. You may start to become happier. If life 
was feeling black, white and grey, you may notice some color seeping in. And when 
one small part of life starts to shift for the better, it has a tendency to ripple outward, 
bringing more color to the rest of your life. 

How do I know this? Because I’ve been where you are. 
I’ve been the non-artist who believed herself completely non-creative. As a child 

I was creative, sure, but by my teens I knew I was not good enough. I simply was not 
creative. (That was from age 13 to 27.)

I’ve been the creative professional who created only to please clients and never 
made a darn thing to feed my own soul. I simply “didn’t have the time.” (That was from 
age 29 to 44.)

For years I believed that creating was frivolous, that everything else was more 
important than my creative expression. And because I wanted to do important things, 
rather than frivolous things, I didn’t create.

I was not a very happy person during those years. 
Because, of course, I wasn’t truly non-creative. Nobody is! We are all, each and 

every one of us, fully creative beings. Creativity is our birthright. It’s part of what makes 
us human. The problem is, we live in a world that gives us very mixed messages about 
creativity.

Early on we get lumped into categories. Only some people are labeled as the 
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talented ones — the artists and creatives. Creative expression, it seems, is reserved for 
this elite few. 

Besides, the arts are frivolous and unimportant! At least that’s the message we get 
when we see funding for arts programs slashed and eliminated, and watch as arts are 
eviscerated from schools.

And yet, at the same time, we laud our top creatives as heroes. Artists, actors, 
musicians, filmmakers, writers, dancers… We practically worship the few who make it 
big, but the fact that they are so special and rare only serves to make the rest of us feel 
inadequate.

If we can’t create at that level (or command that kind of worship and external 
validation), then what’s the point?

Oh, sure, you can dabble and piddle around with a creative hobby, but why bother? 
Why bother dancing when you’ll never be able to dance like Baryshnikov? 

And besides, artists are flaky and irresponsible anyway, destined to be poor and 
probably mentally ill, to boot. 

With all of these negative messages about creative expression, it’s no wonder so 
many of us give up!

The good news is that it doesn’t have to be this way. 
Whether you’re a blocked artist or a “non-artist,” you can get to (or get back to) that 

creative thing that’s calling to you. Even if you don’t yet know what that creative thing is.
I know this to be true, because I’m living proof. 
It took me years of anguish, but eventually I figured out the secret of living the kind 

of full-color creative life I’d always longed for, but never quite believed was possible. I 
figured out how to hurdle past creative stuckness so it doesn’t permanently paralyze me 
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anymore. I figured out how to grab the wheel of my own bus, even when the gremlins 
of “I’m not good enough,” “I don’t have time,” and “What’s the point?” are snarling at 
me. 

The best part, though, is that the techniques that worked for me have gone on to 
work for thousands of others as I’ve shared them on my blog, Living a Creative Life 
(www.melissadinwiddie.com); my podcast, Live Creative Now! (www.livecreativenow.
com); my speeches; and my workshops and online programs. People who believed they 
were not creative, people who knew they were creative but couldn’t for the life of them 
get to their creative thing, and artists and “non-artists” alike have written me to share 
how putting my ideas into practice has made a difference for them. 

Now I’ve compiled my core teachings into this book in the hopes that it will make 
a difference for you, too. It will take time (and again, practice), but when you follow the 
Creative Sandbox Way, you may find yourself living the full-color creative life of your 
dreams sooner than you might guess.

So start thinking about that phrase: a full-color creative life. If you could open the 
door to your own personal Oz, as Dorothy did in the film, The Wizard of Oz, and step 
from black and white to Technicolor™, what would it look like? Close your eyes for a 
moment and imagine what a full-color creative life would mean for you. Then grab a 
pen and go to the next page. 



What is your idea of living a full-color creative life? Not the cultural ideal, or what you see on TV, or 

what your mom wants for you — your idea of living a full-color creative life. 

Set a timer for two minutes, and write your answer to that question. Do not lift your pen from the paper 

until the timer goes off; just let your hand go where it wants to go.   

My idea of living a full-color creative life is… 



Use this space for doodling or more writing…







Before we dive into the Creative Sandbox, I want to address the epidemic lie of “I’m 
not creative.” I bought into this lie for years, and perhaps you have, too. Although we 
are each born zestful, curious, and infinitely creative, most of us are trained early on to 
stop believing it. 

In school we are taught not to exercise our creativity, but to please a single authority 
figure (the teacher). We learn that there are “right” and “wrong” ways to paint horses, 
play guitar, write an essay. Meanwhile, comparison and internal judgment start to kick 
in as early as age six or seven. I remember comparing my drawings against my peers 
in first grade, and by high school I fully believed that other people were the artists, the 
musicians, the creatives — not me. The Comparison Trap had me in its grip. 

Maybe something similar happened to you. It might have even happened so early 
that you have no memory of ever being creative.

But the Comparison Trap is not reality. It is a false belief, or what I call a self-
installed glass ceiling — a negative belief that holds you back and is difficult to notice 
because it’s so close to your own head. These glass ceilings are self-installed not because 
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they’re your fault, but because you are the only one who can uninstall them, simply by 
becoming aware of their existence. 

There are lots of self-installed glass ceilings that limit what we feel is possible when 
it comes to creativity. The false notion that all creatives are flaky, or crazy, or alcoholics, 
or that they have to be poor and starving — these are just a few examples. After all, who 
wants to be a creative if it means we also have to be flaky, crazy, alcoholic, and poor? 
Coming to the realization that these beliefs are just that — beliefs, not Truth — is what 
allows you to shatter those glass ceilings and move past them.

Then there are creativity scars. Researcher and best-selling author Brené Brown 
writes in Daring Greatly that of the thousands of diverse people she and her team 
interviewed for her research on shame, over forty percent can remember being shamed 
around a creative act as a child, perhaps with a statement like one of these:

“Just mouth the words, honey. Nobody wants to hear you sing.”
“Don’t bother signing up for art class — that’s for people with talent, and you can’t 

draw.”
“You want to be a writer? Don’t kid yourself, kid.”
Ouch and double ouch! No wonder we stop creating. That kind of shaming creates 

its own all-encompassing, self-installed glass ceiling: I’m not creative. 
No wonder our lives get drained of color.
Only when I finally started playing creatively again did I realize the truth: nothing 

makes me feel more alive than doing one of my creative things. Since you’re reading 
this book, I suspect the same may be true for you.

So, with your peepers primed to be on the lookout for self-installed glass ceilings, 
let’s start exploring the Creative Sandbox!







So what is this Creative Sandbox I’ve been referring to for thirty pages? In a nutshell, the 
Creative Sandbox is entering the mindspace of a four-year-old. It’s a space of freedom 
and experimentation. It’s big, bold messes, and not caring what anyone else thinks. It’s 
the opposite of productivity, performance and perfection. The Creative Sandbox is a 
zone of exploration and play, where it’s all about discovery, fun, flow, and “let’s see what 
happens if…”, where gremlins and self-installed glass ceilings are not allowed.

The Creative Sandbox is where we all start out as children, but most of us are 
trained out of our ability to approach our creativity as if we’re four. Instead, we’re 
trained to aim for competence, mastery, perfection. The very idea of making a mess can 
make us feel incompetent, even unworthy, so we tend to avoid it at all costs. Even just 
a few years ago, this kind of “Creative Sandbox” mindset felt revolutionary to me. In 
fact, it felt impossible.

As I mentioned, I gave up art and music in my teens (thank you, self-installed glass 
ceilings!). When I finally came back to my creative self in my late twenties, not long 
after marrying my first husband, I opened myself to the possibility that perhaps I could 



THE CREATIVE SANDBOX WAY16

do artsy things, though I very specifically did not call myself an artist. In fact, at first I 
feared that all my creativity had been quashed out of me by years of academia.

Of course that wasn’t the case — we never lose our creativity; the taps just get a 
little rusty from lack of use. It’s the doing that cleans off the rust and opens the flow 
again, and after some hesitant initial steps, I did my best to make up for lost time, 
signing up for every art and writing class I could cram into my schedule. I focused 
every moment I could spare on creative exploration and I became essentially a full-time 
student of all things creative. It felt like a glorious renaissance, like opening the door to 
Oz and seeing in full color for the first time since kindergarten. 

Before long I fell madly in love with the art of calligraphy, and soon I started a 
little freelance business as a calligrapher and ketubah artist.* I was living the dream as 
a “professional artist!” 

Unfortunately, the dream was not so dreamy, especially after my marriage ended 
and I suddenly had to support myself — in expensive Silicon Valley — from a hobby 
business which had until that time been earning only enough to pay for art supplies 
and classes. The pressure of having to make an actual living from my art meant the only 
art I made was for clients. Art became just a job. I stopped creating for the joy of it, and 
once again life became very grey. 

Sadly, it took me until my mid-forties to realize I could break this pattern. I’d 
convinced myself that the reason I was avoiding my art table was that I didn’t have time, 

* A ketubah is a Jewish marriage contract, traditionally an artistic document that’s a part of every 
Jewish wedding ceremony. You can see my ketubah art at www.ketubahworks.com.
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but the truth was I was frozen by fear, paralyzed by perfectionism, mired in resistance. 
I needed to take the pressure off, let myself make messes, and stop thinking everything 
I created had to have a price tag attached. 

In short, I needed to play again! The problem was that I had forgotten how to play. 
I literally had to create guidelines for myself, to help me let go of my perfectionist ways 
and let loose. 

I started out with four or five guidelines, and over the years these evolved into the 
ten Guideposts of my Creative Sandbox Way:

1. There is no wrong.
2. Think process, not product.
3. Think quantity, not quality.
4. Think tiny and daily.
5. Just start. Anywhere.
6. Ask “What if…?”
7. Take the riskier path.
8. Dismiss all gremlins.
9. Spring the Comparison Trap.
10. Treat yourself with compassion.

These precepts have helped me not just make more art, writing and music, but have 
way more fun and live a more creative life than I ever dreamed possible. They took the 
fear out of creating and brought back the joy. And because I’ve shared them on my blog, 
on my podcast, and in various programs, they’ve helped thousands of others achieve 
the same, too. (You can download a printable poster of my Creative Sandbox Way 
Guideposts at www.creativesandboxway.com/extras.)

Here’s the view from the other side of the glass ceiling: Today I create just about 
every day, and not only that, but I look forward to it. Rather than filling me with 
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existential angst, making my art fills me with delight, freedom, and possibility, and I no 
longer make excuses to avoid my art table.

In other words, I have cracked the secret to overcoming creative blocks and 
becoming creatively prolific.

That said, if you think prolific creativity is all rainbows and unicorns, let me assure 
you, I still feel all the feelings that led to my stuckness in the first place — the voices in 
my head still tell me my work sucks, and ask who I think I am, anyway, to attempt to 
do this? 

The feelings of inadequacy don’t ever fully go away, I’m sorry to say — but the 
difference is that now I no longer let them tie my hands, or at least not forever. Granted, 
I still have plenty of moments when I realize some story in my head (a self-installed 
glass ceiling) has been keeping me from moving forward on one project or another, 
but the thing about self-installed glass ceilings is that once you see them you can start 
to shatter them. Which is exactly what I set out to do, each and every time I uncover 
another sneaky block. 

The upshot is, I am more prolific now than I ever dreamed I would be, and I 
couldn’t be happier. Life is so much better on this side. And the best part is, the “secret 
formula” that has made the difference for me is available to everyone! 

Whether your dream is to paint, sing, cook, write songs, write poetry, write a novel, 
knit, quilt, make jewelry, make designer sock puppets, or anything else, the ten simple 
Guideposts of my Creative Sandbox Way are tools you can turn to, over and over again, 
whenever you’re feeling stuck. It’s a pretty good gamble that, regardless of what kind of 
resistance you’re facing, one or more of the Guideposts will offer the key to snap you 
out of stuck and back into flow.

So pull out your metaphorical backpack, fill it with snacks and other goodies, grab 
a pen, and get ready to set off on a journey as we walk through the ten Guideposts 
together!



Two-minute writing prompt! Keep your hand moving while you answer these questions. 

What does the idea of the Creative Sandbox mean to you?  

Does it make you excited? Scared? Resistant? Curious? (Feel free to write and/or draw!)

 



What will you tuck into your backpack to bring with you into the Creative Sandbox?  

What would you like to leave behind? Write and/or draw it! 







In order for your creative spirit to be free to play, it has to be free to do anything — even 
if that thing is ugly, weird, or stupid. Only when there’s no fear of doing it “wrong” can 
your creative spirit let loose. This is why my first Guidepost for the Creative Sandbox 
is: There is no wrong.

If you’re a brain surgeon or an airplane mechanic, sure, there’s a right way and 
a wrong way to do things. Lives depend on doing it right! In the Creative Sandbox, 
though, it’s very different. There’s no right, and there’s no wrong. This is play, remember. 
The point is simply that you’re having fun. 

For a lot of us, this is something that requires some unlearning. 
When you were four, you could paint blue horses and purple people, and everyone 

thought you were adorable. As you got older, though, you learned to color inside the 
lines, and that there were “right” and “wrong” colors for each part of the picture. If you 
learned to play an instrument, you were probably shown in no uncertain terms the right 
way to do so. If you took dance classes, it’s likely you were taught “right” and “wrong” 
body positions. 
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Your job now is not to learn to be creative. You already are creative! You always were, 
and that has never changed. Your job is to unlearn all of the programming that has 
convinced you otherwise. 

How do you unlearn that programming? It’s a practice. It starts by simply telling 
yourself that in the Creative Sandbox, there is no wrong. 

You may not believe this at first. That’s okay — just keep reminding yourself that 
there is no wrong, and eventually, little by little, you might start to believe it. Fake it ‘til 
you make it, as they say. 

In the meantime, imagine with me, and ask yourself, how would you approach 
your creativity differently if you knew, without a doubt, that there was no wrong way 
to do it? What might change in your life? Grab a pen and answer the questions on the 
following page.



Two-minute writing prompt! Keep your hand moving while you answer these questions. 

How would you approach your creativity differently if you knew, without a doubt, that there was no 

wrong way to do it? What might change in your life?



Add to this doodle. Remember, there is no wrong! (Hint: it gets to be crappy!)







A Personal Note from Melissa

Hey Creative World-Changer!

Thank you for reading this sample from The Creative Sandbox Way! If you enjoyed what you’ve 
seen so far, you can order a paperback copy of the whole book starting on November 15, 2016.

Even better, order some additional copies for friends so you can go through the book together. 
You’ll find an appendix at the back all about how to do The Creative Sandbox Way in community. 

The more people who get their hands on this book, the more lives will change for the better. We 
can start a Creative Sandbox movement! Seriously, as I share in Part Two of the book, happiness 
is contagious, so if you use The Creative Sandbox Way to make your life happier, you truly will be 
changing the world.

And here’s the best part: I’ve created a bunch of bonuses for you that you can get for FREE if you 
purchase during “launch week,” starting on November 15th. 

Check out the launch week bonus bundles at: CreativeSandboxWay.com

It’s time to claim the full-color life that’s waiting for you. It’s time to make the whole world more 
full-color, one person at a time, starting with YOU!

Onward, ho!

http://CreativeSandboxWay.com

