




 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. 


