
Self Management Strategies to Test Out with Your
Learners (and Yourself)
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From Mike: The following strategies are meant to be a starting point. They come from my
experience as a classroom teacher and years of working with teachers as a staff developer. I have

also drawn from my own experiences as a writer, developer, and independent consultant. As
someone who is self-employed, I’ve had to find lots of self-management strategies to keep my

work on track! As you review these strategies, think about which ones might be especially helpful
for the students you teach, and how you might adapt them to suit the ages, grades, and settings

in which you teach.

Take One Bite at a Time

You’ve probably heard this punchline to the joke, “How do you eat an elephant?” Sometimes it’s
hard to start a piece of work or it’s hard to keep moving forward if the task feels

overwhelming—like eating an elephant. Offer students some ideas about how to break a large
task down into smaller ones. For example, they might make a checklist of the smaller tasks

within a larger one and check them off as they go.

Set Goals Around Time, Not Task Completion

Sometimes it’s hard to get started because tasks feel overwhelming. To take this stress off the
table, encourage students to plan short work sessions (10–30 minutes, depending on the age

and stamina of the student) followed by short breaks. So instead of thinking, “I have to sit down
and write a five- page essay (or complete 25 math problems, etc.),” they might say, “I’m going to

work on this essay for 20 minutes and then take a short break.”



Tackle an Easy Task First

It might be helpful to start a larger body of work by taking on some easier tasks first. For
example, in a set of math problems, use a few simple problems to warm up. Or when working on
a research presentation, it might feel easier to work on a visual aid before trying to work on the

presentation itself. Sometimes a little momentum makes all the difference!

Tackle a Hard Task First

On the other hand, it might make sense to start with a hard part of the work—when your energy
is fresh and creativity is high. For example, when working on a longer piece of writing, students

might draft a new section of a paper when they first sit down to work, and then, when their
energy starts to wane, they can take on a more mundane, less challenging task such as looking

up new resources to explore the next day.

Track Your Progress

When you’re feeling a bit overwhelmed, it can help to look at different parts of a project and
create guesstimates of how much progress you have made (e.g., “I’ve completed about 75

percent of step 1, about 50 percent of step 2, and 25 percent of step 3”). Then, as you keep
working, update the progress percentages. Sometimes being about to even bump 75 percent to

80 percent after 15 minutes of work helps boost your sense of accom- plishment—giving a jolt of
energy to keep working. (This strategy was really helpful as I worked on this book!)

Leave Something Unfinished to Return to Later

It can sometimes be hard to reengage with a piece of work after you’ve taken a break. If
students are struggling with this, offer the idea of leaving something unfinished so they have a
good starting place when they come back to it. Even leaving a sentence unfinished in a piece of
writing can be enough. When the writer sits back down to continue writing, having a sen- tence

to finish can get them back into the flow of their work.

Take Breaks

Short movement breaks, even a quick walk to get a drink of water or a stand and stretch break,
can reenergize learning by sending oxygen to the brain. As a class, you might generate some lists
of things to do when taking a break either at school or home (listen to one song, walk around the



block, get a drink of water or a quick snack) and some strategies for keeping breaks short (set a
timer, don’t check your phone, etc.).

Do Yoga Poses

You might teach a few simple yoga poses to your students—ones they can use as a brief brain
break or reset after they’ve been distracted or gotten off track. It’s amazing how reenergized
one feels after some deep breathing and a few rounds of the sun salutation or the tree pose!

Consider Body Position When Working

Our minds are connected with our bodies, and the body postures we hold affect how we learn.
Have students consider body positions that best match the kind of work they’re doing. Lying on
the floor or your bed might be fine for listening to a podcast or watching a TED talk, but it would

proba- bly be uncomfortable to type that way for long. Sitting or standing at a desk or table is
probably a better idea.

Turn Off Your Inner Censor

You know that little voice in the back of your ear, whispering to you as you work—discouraging
things such as “This isn’t good enough,” “You just misspelled a word,” and “Couldn’t you be doing
a better job right now?” Sometimes when you’re typing, and you see the little red squiggly line

appear under a word, you feel compelled to go back and fix it in the moment. Or when you write
something and glance back and realize you could have worded something a bit more cleanly, you

erase a sentence and try again. These kinds of small breaks in concentration can kill your
momentum when working on a draft of something—where spelling and initial wording don’t

matter. Try covering your screen with a piece of paper as you work. Focus on what you’re doing,
not on how it looks. Then, you can go back and clean things up later on. Remember the old

adage: Perfect is the enemy of good.

Be Open to Feedback

We can learn so much from other people’s feedback, but it can also be hard to stay open to that
feedback. It requires a bit of emotional vulnera- bility. Students have to be willing to let go of
their ego and really listen to others. In addition to modeling and eliciting ideas from students

(strategies we’ll get to in a bit), you might consider using structures that encourage stu- dents to
be open to feedback. For example, when students are conferring, and it’s the job of one student



to offer advice, make the rule that the student who is receiving feedback isn’t allowed to
respond. They can jot notes and then decide later whether to incorporate the advice they’ve
been given. This simple rule—that you can’t talk when receiving advice—can build in a bit of
safety, for both the giver and receiver. The giver doesn’t have to worry about the receiver’s

reaction, and the receiver doesn’t have to agree with the giver’s point of view. Additionally, if the
receiver can’t push back on the advice in the moment, it gives them some more time to think

about whether or not to incorporate their peer’s idea.

Screen Out Distractions

It’s easy to say to students, “Find a good place to work—someplace without distractions.” And
sure, it would be great if everyone could do that, but this just isn’t a reality for many

people—either in the classroom or at home. So, we might also offer students suggestions for
how to minimize dis- tractions. For example, if you’re working in a room with a lot of movement,

try turning to face a wall, so you see less of the action. If a space has lots of noise—people
talking, a TV blaring, dishes clinking—try using headphones with white noise playing. (YouTube

has tons of videos that can be used for background noise: waves on a beach, a train rolling on the
tracks, distant city noises, etc.)

You might also help students identify temptations that can get in the way of work. For example,
if they’re going to be tempted to pick up their phone every time it buzzes, they might set it on
airplane mode during work intervals and then check messages during breaks. Or for younger
children, if there are toys nearby that could be tempting, encourage them to put them out of

sight during work times.

Use Self-Talk

When I ask teachers about which self-management strategies they use the most, some variation
of self-talk is the most commonly expressed strat- egy. Teachers say things like, “I say to myself,

‘You’re almost there. You can do it’ or ‘You only have a little bit more to go.’” This is a strategy we
can teach our students, helping them be more mindful—and intentional—about the messages

they feed themselves.

Utilize Productive Times of Day

This strategy works best when students have flexible time to work, such as when structuring
at-home learning time or considering how to use open- ended work periods in school. Have

students identify the times of day when they have the best energy for work. Then encourage
them to tackle tasks that involve deep concentration or creativity during those times. My son,



for example, often gets a crazy burst of creative and productive energy late in the evening—it’s a
great time for him to get work done. I, on the other hand, do my best work in the morning. Save

simpler tasks, ones that don’t require great energy, for other times of the day.

Procastinate Productively

We probably all procrastinate about something at some point. And while we certainly want to
avoid procrastinating, when it happens, at least we can make it productive time. My daughter
loves this strategy. She was recently putting off a challenging piece of schoolwork, so she took

care of lots of other smaller and easier work items while procrastinating on the tough one.
When the deadline for the one she was avoiding neared, she pan- icked a bit and got it done. She
was exhausted, but she said, “I did so much productive procrastination that now I have almost all

of my work for the rest of the week finished!”

Recognize the Blessing of a Deadline

This is another of Don Murray’s favorite sayings, “There’s nothing like the blessing of a deadline.”
It’s easy to procrastinate when there aren’t deadlines or when they’re far away, so one thing

students could do is create their own mini deadlines as they break a big project up into smaller
chunks. They could then trade deadlines with a peer so they can help each other be responsible

for meeting their goals.

Build Stamina Over Time

Someone just getting into running doesn’t start by lacing up and run- ning a marathon. Instead,
they start with short and gentle runs and then build up over time. We can also help children

consider how to build their work stamina over time. Perhaps they can start with 5–10 minutes
of inde- pendent work time early on before needing a break. Then, later in the year, they can set

goals for longer work times—eventually building to 30–45 min- utes or longer (depending on
their age and temperament).

Know When to Stop Working

It can be a huge mistake to try and push through and keep working when you’re exhausted or
overly frustrated. Not only are you likely to crash and burn emotionally, but you’re probably
doing poor work, which will require time and energy later on to clean up. Teach students to

know when it’s time to stop working and get away for a bit.


