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Organization

Techniques to Get It Together

tudents who are organized have many advantages over those who are

not: They have completed assignments, prepared for tests, and stored
materials in designated places; they have adequate supplies; and they
can locate supplies, materials, and assignments readily. Picture the confi-
dence that such students possess when approaching a classroom. They are
ready—and they know it. Now, contrast this image with that of students
who struggle with organization. They did not complete the assignment, or
perhaps they did but left it at home. Perhaps they completed the homework
and brought it to school, but they cannot locate it in their binder. They dash
to class and realize instantly that they don’t have a pencil, the text, or per-
haps a calculator. They don’t have the tools to go forward in class. Imagine
how these students feel. Many days at school, they will arrive tardy to class
while apologizing or explaining “unprepared” scenarios, requesting a pen-
cil or book, or asking for an extension, all in front of their peers.

Disorganization can seem like a plague. Gifted students experiencing this
difficulty are often dubbed “the absent-minded professor.” This expression
may fit the picture but minimizes the disadvantage organizational difficulties
present in a school setting. I have seen students who were more than capable
of producing top-flight work. If they could not submit it on time, however,
the consequences were daunting. The efforts on an A+ research paper might
actually earn a D if the paper takes 3 days to locate.

The relatively new term executive functioning describes a set of
organizational skills necessary in life. The main skills include setting a
goal, making a plan, recognizing priorities, initiating a response to high-
priority tasks, sustaining on-task efforts while delaying or blocking
response to low-priority tasks, flexibly switching from one task to another,
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Naturally, for security reasons, the “dotting” should be done at a time
when other students cannot observe.

PARKAS IN JULY

No one wants to shop for school supplies early. It's like taking off a base-
ball cap to try on a woolen hat. Still, such tools of the trade as binders,
dividers, book covers, and pencils are crucial to student success. The right
kind and number can make an enormous difference. The time to shop is
when stores are well stocked but crowds have not yet arrived. Go in late
July. Not only will choices be plenty, but the experience will be pleasant. If
you are uncertain as to the needed supplies, contact the school. Mark the
calendar now. Just do it!

THINKING AHEAD AND PLANNING BACKWARD

Record the due date on the calendar. The paper is due the 28th. Now work
backward. Prior to turning the final copy in, changes need to be made to
the rough draft, and the paper needs to be saved and printed (two copies
due to Murphy’s Law). This could take 2 days, so allowing for Murphy’s
Law again (the ink cartridge could be dry), figure 3 days, which brings this
chunk of the task to the 25th.

The previous chunk involves the teacher looking at the rough draft to
provide feedback to the student. This will take a week. Teachers also are
subject to Murphy’s Law, so we’ll allow 8 days, which brings the due date
for the rough draft to the 17th.

Putting together a rough draft can take a good deal of time, depending
on the length and type of the paper. Assuming this is not an extensive
research paper, I would allow 4 days for development of the rough draft
(introduction, body paragraphs, conclusion), so Murphy’s Law brings it to
5 days, or the 12th.

Prior to beginning the rough draft, it is critical to review the
assignment as it was given. In addition, a review of recent class notes and
reflection is needed. Sometimes, a student will want to contact classmates
as well. I will call this part of the process “pondering.” It is not an involved
chunk, so I will assign 1 day, and Murphy’s Law makes that 2, so
pondering begins on the 10th. Obviously, if a student wants feedback
earlier or in several steps, the timeline could be adjusted.

10th: Begin pondering
12th: Begin writing rough draft
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Organization @ 91

ORGANIZING ORGANIZATION

Begin by asking questions and observing behavior to determine where the
problem originates. Is this a problem at home or at school?

The following analysis lists the At School tasks in italics and the At
Home tasks in bold.

Each organizational task is analyzed separately. “Possible Problems”
and “Possible Solutions” are recorded for each task. The problems and

solutions are visually coded to help the school and family identify and
respond to organizational issues.

This analysis may look complex, but many teachers and families have
told me it has been a valuable tool.

Analysis of Organizational Problems

I. Task: Getting Assignments in the First Place
A. Possible Problems

L. Student doesn’t record homework correctly and completely due to
problems with attention, copying, handwriting, or pace.
2. Assignment book is lost.

3. Student tries to get homework off computer, but there are
computer problems.

B. Possible Solutions

- Teachers give assignments at beginning of class.

- Teachers give more time to record assignments.

- Teachers initial assignment book at end of class.

. Student gets another assignment book (if available at school).

- Student asks family to get new assignment book.
Parents obtain a new assignment book.

NS U W

Adults contact technology coordinator to resolve computer
problems.

8. Student contacts peer by phone to obtain assignment.

II. Tasks: Doing, Packing, and Bringing Assignments to School
A. Possible Problems
L. Student didn’t bring home right materials to complete work.

2. Student doesn’t check assignment book and/or computer,
depending on how assignments are recorded.
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3.

4.

Student does not have enough time to complete assignments
due to too many extracurricular activities.

Student has trouble waking up, has not packed, rushes to
catch bus, and forgets important materials.

B. Possible Solutions

1.
2.
3.

NS G

Student makes a packing list and tapes it inside his locker.
Teachers dismiss students 2 minutes earlier to ensure careful packing.

Student centralizes all assignments in one place—the assignment
book. Assignments posted on the board andfor the computer are
recorded in assignment book.

Family decides to reduce the number of after-school activities.
Student packs for school at night rather than in the morning.
Family and student set alarms to consider slow starts.

Student posts packing list near the place where backpack is
stored (launching and landing pad).

Parents purchase copies of school texts to keep at home.

l1. Task: Turning In Assignments at School
A. Possible Problems

1.

2.
3.

The binder, backpack, and/or locker are full of papers stored in random
order. ’

The student cannot locate the assignment she says she did.
The binder and/or backpack are broken.

B. Possible Solutions

1.
2.
3.

Student weeds out binder at school (see “1-2—-3 Weed Out!” below).
Student cleans out and organizes locker. A peer can assist.

Teachers provide regular time for weeding out binder, backpack, and
locker.

Parents remind student to weed out papers once a week as a
routine.

. Student weeds out binder at home (see “1-2-3 Weed Out!”

below).

Parents purchase appropriate materials to support organiza-
tion (the best-quality binders have rings aligned and plastic
slant-cut dividers. The best-quality spirals have two double
coils).
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* One mega binder
* Multiple binders—one for each subject

PREPARING FOR TEACHER TUTORING

Some students may dutifully show up for tutoring but have no idea how
to use the time. Some students need a prompt. Others might need a script.
Here are some questions and tips you can offer. Teachers and advisors can
give the tips below to students who can simply refer to them before they
go for a teacher’s help.

e Bring paper and pencil.
¢ Do I want help with a test that I took?

s Bring the test.

e‘ ‘ » Which type of question or problem gave me the most trouble?
bl Highlight or underline this area on the test.

St
¢ Do I want help to prepare for a future test? m
Ask about the format: Will it include short answers, essays, def-
initions, and identifications? Will T be able to use notes or for-
mulas? Jot down what your teacher says. B.
e Is there a particular topic that confuses me? i
(
Bring examples of difficult exercises and homework. st
e Is there a CD, practice sheet, or Web site I can visit to review material?
Jot this information down. A

BINDER BLUES

Students don’t put papers in their binder for several reasons:

1. Some are slow to pack up, often due to processing-speed issues or
difficulty with transitions. They don’t have time between classes to
file loose sheets. They race to the next class and just stuff papers in
the front pocket of the binder, saying to themselves, “I'll straighten
these out later.”

2. Some can’t open and close the rings due to fine motor problems.
These students often have very poor handwriting.
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Binder
Put reinforcements on papers that need them.
Weed out old papers.

Inventory loose-leaf paper.

Clean Out Book Bag
Bring trash receptacle and recycling bin nearby.
Remove all loose pieces of paper.

Lighten your load.

De-clutter Locker

Bring trash receptacle and recycling bin nearby.

1-2-3 WEED OUT!

There are three basic categories of stuff:

1. Need now (binder or folders)
2. Save for later (files at home or locke;')

3. Discard (trash or recycle)

I suggest that students perform 1-2-3 Weed Out in a specific location.
Using the same place each time will reinforce and speed the process.
Students will need a large surface and a trash receptacle and recycling bin
nearby.

The trickiest category is the second one. Students should check with
teachers to be sure that information can be removed from the binder.

Just two piles and 15 minutes can help bring order to chaos and restore
the student’s sense of control over materials.

SCHEDULE FOR TEACHER HELP

This simple schedule can help clarify student responsibilities. Many stu-
dents need visual reinforcement to keep them on track. This schedule
seems to work well for students who are forgetful, avoidant, or both.
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basket, a plastic tub, an empty drawer, or anything that will work for both
the parent and the student, can be obtained. I encourage the student to
decorate his container. This is fun, establishes a positive association, taps
into artistic intelligence, and can work as an attention-getting device. Next,
I ask the student to name the container, even something simple, such as
“Alice’s School Box.” Students may use their verbal intelligence to craft
something a bit more sophisticated. All school-related items go in the box.
Reminders, such as “doughnuts for Monday group” or “special dress for
trip,” can go in the container or be taped to the outside. When homework
is complete, binder, books, and supplies all go in the box. The backpack
sits next to the box. It needs to be emptied every afternoon and repacked
every evening. Morning packing is a major no-no since this is such a
crunch time for many households.

Without centralization, materials end up by the phone, on the kitchen
table, inside the desk drawer, next to the computer, or by the TV. The
creation of the launching and landing pad marks the end of materials being
scattered throughout the home. Until centralizing is second nature to the
student, all alternate locations should be checked nightly, and any stray
materials should be promptly corralled in the student’s school container.

STUDENT INFORMATION AND RESOURCES

Students need to centralize key information. This form should be com-
pleted in early September and placed in the binder. A copy should also be
made for home.

Personal Directory

In case of illness, absence, or emergency:

Family phone

At home Work Cell

School main number

Advisor name Phone E-mail

-3 PIND

Student Support
In each subject, name two classmates who could help you if needed:
Subject

Student Phone E-mail
Student Phone E—mail‘
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100 ® Strategies for Teaching Students With Learning Disabilities

LONG-RANGE PLANNING

Proe
‘ Many students record the due date for long-range assignments and/or tests. cart
If this is all they write down, they may not take action until their note comes mat
into view. By then, it’s usually too late for adequate preparation time. The and
key is to make sure students record the LRP (long-range project) each day as hea
an assignment. By recording the assignment daily, students will have a con
visual tickler. Recording the number of days left until the final due date will and
be even more valuable. An assignment book entry might appear as follows:
2/7/07 PU
LRP 14 days until final draft.
Tan
Many adolescents use two categories of time for planning purposes: ”*
1. Now
2. Not now
Using LRP will create a bridge between these categories. Atl
ort
the
TAKE CONTROL
. ma.
Teachers control what is assigned and when it is due. Students must of ¢
record, look at, complete, pack, and submit the assignment. I want to cor:
encourage teachers to exercise their control.
Al The very best time to review upcoming assignments, clarify Tan
~ expectations, and record appropriate details is at the beginning of class.
| This is not always easy to do, but it will make a big difference for students
who have trouble with assignments. DI
At the end of class, distractions are greater, and students are tired and
. ready to move on to the next class. Lug
: Teachers can model organization for their students by giving assign- har
ments every day as part of a routine. der
it fr
) hel
PROMOTING TOTING
| The action of opening a suitcase is the beginning of a series of very inten- SP.
- tional behaviors. Some people make a list of items to take on a trip. Others
keep a copy of this list in the suitcase itself. Others keep a travel kit filled Par
with personal items “at the ready.” tion
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102 @ Strategies for Teaching Students With Learning Disabilities

! tricky situation since most students cannot drive to obtain their materials
: or supplies. The scenario often plays out in the following way:

The student is reminded several times but continues to show up
without the necessary materials. After the first week or 10 days, the teacher
communicates with the parent. The parent often says he did not receive a
supply list and is irritated that action was not taken sooner.

Why not have a “spare” binder in the classroom? Initially, it could be
used to model a system for organizing papers. If needed, it could then be
given to a student.

EXTRA! EXTRA!

When students misplace or lose materials between home and school, it is

wise to obtain duplicate copies of texts. One stays at home, and the other 1
|

stays at school. This lightens the students’ load mentally and physically.
Pencils are easily lost, but teachers do not have an infinite supply to
hand out to students. At the beginning of the year, a student with executive
i dysfunction could bring in 12 dozen pencils. He could then distribute a
dozen or two to each teacher for his use as he informs the teacher about his
organizational difficulties. When a student did this with me, I felt it was a
very proactive step and was impressed with the student’s initiative.

IN LIEU OF LOCKERS

Think of a noisy, crowded place. People move over, under, and around
it each other. Amid this relative chaos, an individual challenged by attention
' and/or organization is expected to perform a detail-sensitive task (locker
combination), locate important materials, and gather them quickly.

This scene takes place not in a subway but in a locker room. As an
alternative, inquire about setting aside a spot for student storage in the
learning specialist’s room. Perhaps an advisor would also be willing to
provide some space. The key is that the special storage spot be located in
a fairly central location.

Now think of a place without locks where materials remain safe.
Imagine being able to ask for help. Finally, expect to receive reassurance and
some cues for staying on track for the next class—all this in lieu of lockers.

ACCESSIBLE ASSIGNMENTS

- A student may rush to pack up at the end of the day. Even if she has pack-
ing lists prepared and posted on her locker, she’ll need to have current infor-
mation at her fingertips. Often, the assignment book is stored inside a
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104 ® Strategies for Teaching Students With Learning Disabilities

TOOLS OF THE TRADE

Most students cannot drive and purchase their own materials, so, parents,
this is your moment to really support your budding scholar. For example,
mechanical pencils with a fingertip advance button will work best for stu-
dents who experience fine motor control difficulties. The size of the lead
can make a difference too. If it’s too thin, it will break often. If it’s too thick,
it will smudge. Highlighters that operate like a ballpoint pen will last
longer than those with separate caps. Ask the learning specialist and teach-
ers for suggestions.

DING!

de id

Many students have difficulty planning their use of time, space, and mate-
rials. Students who demonstrate specific and significant troubles in these
areas may be diagnosed with executive dysfunction. Increasing a student’s

B awareness of time can help him complete assignments on time. Using a
. timer can increase interest and efficiency. Some digital timers beep before the
2 time is “up.” They beep when 10 minutes remain, when 5 minutes remain,

and finally when the time has elapsed. They provide audible reminders to
stay on task, pick up the pace, or ask for more time. If the student sets the
timer, the time reminders then become results of his effort, which make
{ them quite different from the verbal reminder of another person. There is no
\ “nag” element. These timers are available at some of the larger kitchen and
i bath stores. They are inexpensive, can stand alone (with a fold-out easel on
| back), and often have a magnet. Keeping track of time on task can be sim-
! pler and more accurate with one of these terrific little gadgets.

SUMMARY

In the fall, getting students off on the right foot can help set the tone for the
entire year. In this regard, parents have substantial influence. Obtaining
the supplies and materials required by the school can boost a child’s self-
confidence as he enters a classroom, knowing he is prepared. Over the
course of the year, items get lost. This certainly goes for adults, as well as
children. Parents are encouraged to anticipate this fact of life and obtain
additional pencils, notebook paper, index cards, and paper and ink for the
computer. Thinking ahead will help reduce those dreaded last-minute
runs to the store and even save money on gasoline.

Also, purchasing “distinctive gear” will help the student locate his
backpack and binder with ease. Solicit the child’s input about a timer, and
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