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About The Author 

Joel is a band director in a Band Director in Texas who has successfully 
completed his fifth year of teaching. His first two years of teaching were, for 
lack of a better term, a horrible failure. He knew lots of information, but did 
not have what it took to push him beyond that. He was a reservoir of knowl-
edge, but his students didn’t like him, didn’t care what he knew, and usually 
liked to argue with him until they got their way. That’s when everything 
changed. He resigned from that school district right before spring break and 
made it a personal mission to figure out how to be a great teacher. The blog 
is an attempt to pass along my learnings to other teachers and future teach-
ers as well as learn from you. 

 

Beginning in October, 2000, Joel wrote a series entitled 25 Tips For Less 
Stress and over the course of the next five weeks, he wrote daily on that 
very topic. 

 

This ebook is the compilation of all that information. It is presented free of 
charge and you are welcome to share it with as many people as you feel it 
may benefit. My hope is that even one tip in this ebook will be useful for you. 
If you find it helpful, I would love to hear from you. Email me at 
joel@SoYouWantToTeach.com and let me know! 

 

Although the content is directed towards teachers, many of the tips can eas-
ily be applied to most areas of life as well. 

 

 

 



 
 
 

Week 1 
 
 
 
 

Just What The Doctor Ordered 
 
 

 
 

 
 
 

1. Drink Water 

2. Wake Up Earlier 

3. Eliminate Junk Food 

4. Increase Healthy Foods 
5. Kill Your TV 



1. Drink Water 
 
I used to drink sodas all the time. I drank Dr. Pepper numerous times daily while I was 
in junior high and high school. I “became smart” and started drinking Diet Coke when I 
got to college. Still, daily. I cut out caffeine from my diet last August but continued 
drinking Diet Sprite nearly every day. 
 
Then I learned how important water is to the people of the world. I learned that most 
Americans are chronically dehydrated. So I tried it out beginning last Spring Break. I 
began drinking virtually nothing but water. I have eliminated all carbonated drinks 
from my dietary intake, as well as most juice and other non-carbonated drinks. I feel 
better. I have also learned that there are weight loss benefits to drinking water. 
 
With as much criticism as bottled water has received in the news lately, it is still better 
than sodas! I personally prefer the taste of Aquafina over the taste of most tap water I 
have had. I prefer its taste to most other brands of bottled waters as well, so that is the 
brand that I generally go with — even with all the negative press. 
 

2. Wake Up Earlier 
 
I used to wake up every morning about an hour before I wanted to be at school. I try to 
get there by 7:20, so that meant waking up around 6:20. That resulted in an extremely 
rushed morning. Plus the traffic at my new school is way heavier than the traffic was at 
my old school. I literally have to leave my house at 7 to make it there by 7:20. And I live 
less than 3 miles away… 
 

So I have gotten into the habit of waking up around 5:30 or earlier most morn-
ings. This lets me have some time to stretch and get my body moving some before get-
ting in the shower and not being rushed. I am able to peacefully get dressed, feed my 
dogs, feed myself, and go on my way. I also am able to spend some quality time in 
prayer before moving on with the day. 
 
So how do I do it? Leo has some great hints at Zen Habits. This guy has some stuff that 
is pure gold. I like the thing about not making drastic changes. I am still working on 
carving out more time in the morning. I would like to be able to be up by 5:00 every 
morning. Right now, 5:30 is pretty comfortable, but I am going to try for 5:20 this 
week, 5:10 the next week, and 5:00 in two weeks. Of course going to sleep earlier is one 
of the keys. 
 
Being in control of my environment when I come into the school is a great thing. In-
stead of getting there and already having kids lined up at the door to drop their instru-
ments off and come in, I am in the band hall by myself and am able to really get the day 
started off well. 



3. Eliminate Junk Food 
 
Junk Food. We hear the term tossed around all the time. What is junk food? Basically, 
it’s any food that lacks substantial nutritional value. White flour is a perfect example. 
They take something healthy (wheat flour), bleach it, and kill any nutrients that may 
have been there. Fried foods are another example. Soft drinks and desserts also have 
loads of sugar (or comparable unhealthy sugar substitutes) in them. I used to eat them 
all the time. Since this school year began, I stopped. 
 
If it’s yellowish in color, it wouldn’t be a bad idea to avoid it! In the next chapter, we’ll 
look at how I have replaced the junk food. 
 
In addition to drinking almost nothing by water, the elimination of junk food has al-
lowed me to lose nearly 10 pounds since the school year began five weeks ago and 
nearly 15 pounds in two months. I also feel much better. Someone brought in a cake the 
other day and offered me a slice. I miss desserts (and I will have one this weekend), but 
it just looked too rich. I don’t remember a time in my life when I would have said that 
before. It’s crazy! 

 
 

4. Increase Healthy Foods 
 
Now that you have eliminated junk foods from your diet, it’s time to replace them. So 
what kinds of foods should you replace them with? Well, I guess it all depends on what 
your goals are. 
 
I personally try to eat as many fruits and vegetables as I can reasonably get into my 
body each day. This means that I eat a salad or two nearly every day. Either for lunch or 
dinner, I will get one. Just that one simple step really helps me out as far as my mindset 
goes. 

 
For me, I have debated the idea of eating “sugar free” foods, but I just don’t want to. I 
eat fruits as desserts and they do a good job of helping me out when I get cravings for 
sugar. I figure God really did know what He was doing when He created plants and wa-
ter. People survived a long long time without the advent of Twinkies, so maybe they 
were onto something. 

 
Basically, if it’s a fruit or vegetable, it’s a good start. I tend to side toward the organics, 
though I can’t always get them in my small town. I have found a brand of organic whole 
wheat bread that I love. Again, these changes have really helped me to regain perspec-
tive on life and view foods drastically differently. 

 



5. Kill Your TV 
 
This is perhaps my favorite tip of them all! I haven’t regularly watched television since I 
was in 11th grade, but I have watched quite a bit of it. When I read “The 4-Hour Work-
week,” Timothy Ferriss suggests a low-information diet. His theory is that if you simply 
ask people “what’s new in the world,” you will find out about most news. He also points 
out that most news that comes across as events are unfolding is either incomplete or to-
tally inaccurate. I tend to agree. 
 
 
Now, for clarification, his book didn’t inspire me to make any changes in my television 
habits, but it did reinforce the ideas I already had about it. 
 
 
So I have made the decision this year to completely unplug my television. I mayactually 
get rid of it soon, I’m just not sure what I’m going to do with it. It’d be so much fun to 
just take it to the dump and destroy it! But we’ll see what ends up happening. 

 
 
Nevertheless, I have proudly unplugged my television and will soon go about com-
pletely killing it! Now if only I could find a way to kill the computer and still write on 
my blog… 

 
 



 
 
 

Week 2 
 
 
 
 

Decluttering Your Life 
 
 

 
 

 
 
 

6. Declutter Your Desk 
7. Declutter Your Desktop 
8. Declutter Your Inbox 
9. Declutter Your House 
10. Declutter Your Car 



6. Declutter Your Desk 

I have written about having a clear desk before in passing, but here is a little bit about 
why to do it as well as how to do it.  

 
Imagine coming to work each morning and having a nice, calm, clear workspace. Do 
you think it would help jump start your work day? I know for me, I am able to get to 
work, sit down in my chair, and relax. 

 
We’ve all read the sign atop a messy desk: “A Clean Desk Is The Sign of a Diseased 
Mind.“ That is an excuse given by people who don’t want to bother coming up with a 
system for taking control of their environment. I notice that those teachers who have 
cluttered desks often end up being the ones who are late to submit their grades or who 
don’t respond to ARD input forms or whatever. 

 
So how is it done? When I moved to this school in June, the desk was a mess. There 
were a great deal of files that were outdated. There were over 20 pens, many of which 
were out of ink. There were knick knacks that needed to be thrown away. There was 
trash in the drawers. It was an overall mess. 

 

Step 1 Clear the surface of the desk 

The psychological benefit from that alone is worth its weight in gold. It gives you the 
feeling of accomplishment. 

 

Step 2 Dump the contents of one drawer 

Put everything inside one of the drawers onto the surface. The goal is to clear the sur-
face again as quickly as possible. I usually start with the center drawer, which is where I 
store my pens and other quick access stuff. I try to avoid having more than two black 
pens, two red pens, and two pencils in the drawer at a time. So if I have more pens than 
that, it is my chance to test them all and find out which ones are good and which ones 
should be discarded. If you love hoarding pens or pencils, find a coffee mug somewhere 
and put the duds into that and put it somewhere away from your desk. The goal is to 
have as clear of a work environment as possible! 

 



Step 3 Go on to the next drawer 

Repeat the process until you run out of time, you run out of energy, or you run out of 
clutter. If you run out of time, put everything back in a non-empty drawer, and resume 
when time or motivation allows. If nothing else, just the mere fact of being greeted by a 
clear desk every morning will lower your work stress dramatically. 

That’s it? That’s it! That is the entire process of clearing your desk. This is a week of de-
cluttering, and we’ll look at some great things later one this week. Of course, depending 
on your goals, some people find clutter beneficial. I guess it all depends on what you 
want to accomplish. 

As I said before, I have written on this subject a few times before, but it is so vital! I 
have had other teachers make comments about how little work they think I do simply 
because my desk is clear. Whatever they think, I do like knowing that I have been able 
to take control of something that most teachers struggle with! 

 

7. Declutter Your Desktop 

Yesterday, we began decluttering our desk. Today, we will declutter our desktop. 

One of the things that drives me crazy is when I install a new program and it leaves all 
sorts of icons on my desktop. It also drives me crazy when I have all sorts of popup no-
tifications in my Windows taskbar telling me everything that I don’t need to know. 
These are nonurgent situations presenting themselves as though they were urgent. It 
disrupts my life and it’s something that I finally decided to put a stop to. 

I am not going to attempt to reinvent the wheel on this one. I have found some great ar-
ticles that thoroughly go through processes for getting things organized. What I will 
recommend is reading through them, picking some things that work well for you, and 
discarding some that don’t work well for you. 

Here are a few guides on how to do it: 

• Five Steps To A Kinkless Desktop 
• A 3-Step Cure For Digital Packrats 
• Desktop Zen - Reducing Visual Clutter On Your Desktop 

Of course, if you use windows and just love storing junk on your desktop, you can al-
ways Right Click > Arrange Icons By > Show Desktop Icons. Be sure it is unchecked, 
and all desktop icons are gone. But it has merely avoided the problem, rather than at-
tempted to solve it. 



8. Declutter Your Inbox 

We now have our Desk and Desktop under control. But how do we keep them under 
control? Better yet, how do we keep from having too much stuff coming into our lives 
that we allow to become clutter? 

 

Email Inbox 

Something that many teachers can’t seem to figure out is how to archive their old 
emails. Instead, they just leave them all in the inbox. I was at an inservice and the pre-
senter apologized to one of the other teachers because she had been gone for a few days 
and overlooked the teacher’s email because it got lost in the shuffle. She didn’t get 
around to it until two weeks later. That’s just plain inexcusable! So how do we avoid the 
scene in the picture above? 

Well, archiving is the key. Create folders to keep all of the old emails that you might 
need later. I have: 

• Admin 
• Band Stuff 
• Budget 
• Parents/Students 
• Planning 

Any time I get finished with an email, it either gets deleted or goes into one of the ar-
chive folders. It’s so simple. Just drag the email over to the folder and it’s done. I know 
some who recommend getting everything out of the inbox, but I find that if it’s not 
in the inbox, I won’t mess with it. So I leave pending things in the inbox. Another im-
portant thing I do is sort the emails with the oldest on top. That keeps the above sce-
nario from happening. 

 

Desktop 

The next step is to make sure the desktop remains clear. I do this by storing all of my 
files on a network drive. I may occasionally use the desktop for temporary storage, but 
once something has been done, it is either deleted or filed away. I archive old files so I 
can go back and look at them. At the end of each school year, I put everything from the 
current year into a big Zip file. So I have 04-05, 05-06, and 06-07 files that I can go dig 
through if I need to find something I did last year. I also sort my files based on context 
(Budget, Band Stuff, Personal, Videos, etc.). Next week, we will look at getting rid of the 
extra paperwork… 



9. Declutter Your House 

Well, this is one of my weakest areas. I have my work environment very organized and 
neat, but my home is not. Part of my problem is that I know what to do and how to do 
it, I just don’t seem to find the energy after working 11-16 hour days to come home and 
do it. And in the marching season, many of my weekends are taken up traveling out of 
town to marching competitions. 

During the rest of the school year, I am generally pretty good about it, but still not per-
fect. 

 

Why is a clean home important? 

Again, the same as a clean desk provides peace of mind, so does a clean home. The goal 
is to lower stress, and clutter raises stress. Open spaces add tranquility to our lives. 
Though I don’t completely follow them all, I will list some guidelines for success in this 
area. Even if you take only one step, it is still a move in the right direction! 

 

10 Guidelines for a decluttered home 

1. Get rid of stuff; when in doubt, throw it out 
 

2. Tackle one task at a time 
 

3. Assign each item a home 
 

4. Use labels 
 

5. Establish a system for dealing with paper clutter 
 

6. When it doubt, throw it out 
 

7. If you haven’t used it in a year, get rid of it 
 

8. Be relentless about keeping your home clean 
 

9. Invite people over — sometimes all we need is a little bit of pressure to get around 
to working! 
 

10. Remember that your house will be as messy as you allow it to be — mess leads to 
stress 



10. Declutter Your Car 

If you’ve been following the stress reduction tips so far, we now have a clean desk at 
work, a clean computer desktop at work and home, we have begun to organize our 
email habits, and our house is beginning to look nicer. All of those things can be great, 
but if we have a 30 minute commute to and from work each day, a messy car will only 
take away from those efforts. I have a 5 minute commute, and when my car is messy, it 
bothers me. 

 

Keeping the car under control is a pretty simple process of simply bringing things in-
side after each trip. As with everything this week, the problem comes in actually estab-
lishing those habits. Other things can really help us out, though. 

 

• Have a home for loose change 
 

• Minimize the items you store in the glove box 
 

• Keep plastic grocery bags handy to store trash 
 

• Make baby wipes (or some other kind of cleaning cloths) available for 
quick cleaning 
 

• Take something inside every time you leave the car 

 

I’ve found a few other good articles on decluttering cars. The first link below is a video 
from The Today Show (I think) with great suggestions from Good Housekeeping Maga-
zine. 

Crowded car? Declutter it - Good Housekeeping/MSN Video 
 
How To Declutter Your Car — In 15 Minutes - 99 Tangents 
 
Ways To Keep Your Car Organized - Declutter It! 
 
Declutter Your Car And Feel Wonderful - eZine Articles 



 
 
 

Week 3 
 
 
 
 

Reducing Your Obligations 
 
 

 
 

 
 
 

11. Reduce Paperwork 
12. Reduce Responsibilities 
13. Reduce Phone Calls 
14. Reduce Possessions  
15. Reduce Your Lifestyle 



11. Reduce Paperwork 

One of the biggest drains on my energy is paper clutter. One of the biggest drains on 
the environment is trash. For these reasons, I try to do everything I can digitally rather 
than with paper. 

I am so used to having so much paperwork, that I forget what it would be like without 
it. I went to school to be a band director, not a clerical assistant, but there are entire 
days where all I do is office work while another director teaches my class. Fundraising, 
returned progress reports, ARD forms, absence notes, hall passes, schedule change 
forms, field trip requests, receipts, deposit slips, you name it, I have it. Oh yeah, the 
students also occasionally turn work in too! 

Even so, some papers are inevitable. To reduce paper clutter, I have gotten in the habit 
of putting everything that I am currently working or waiting on in one of my desk 
drawers. When I get some free time, I can go through and rummage through these pa-
pers. File some, throw some away (recycle if you can), redrawer some, etc. 

If I am in class and need to find something, it is almost always in the top right desk 
drawer. This saves time and keeps my desk clear. 

When I check my mailbox, the first thing I do is throw away anything that isn’t neces-
sary. Mail rooms often have trash cans (or better yet, recycle bins!) right there just for 
that reason! Don’t take anything that is unnecessary back to your classroom if you can 
avoid it. Stop the clutter before it even starts! 

I also don’t go out of my way to go get my mail ever. This reduces clutter in my office 
quite substantially also. If I happen to be in the mailbox area and have my hands free 
enough to carry stuff back with me, I will pick it up. Otherwise, I won’t. 

Next, I use plain manila folders for current projects. Use them as if they were going out 
of style. When you start a new project, reuse the old ones. It is much easier when you 
can just tell someone to go get the ATTENDANCE folder out of your desk and they can 
get it. It’s super handy! 

As far as the incoming paperwork that is necessary, I try to maintain a policy of not 
touching mail more than once if I can avoid it. When I have ARD forms to do, I try to 
sit down and complete them immediately. When I have budget requests or whatever, 
one time is the goal. 

On the printing front, I still try to do as much stuff digitally as possible. I pay my per-
sonal bills online, I save important documents on my computer rather than printing 
them out. I file important emails into folders. I have taken my name off of junk email 
lists. I aim to move as much stuff to electronic communications as possible. It’s not per-
fect, but it is definitely moving me in the right direction. 



12. Reduce Responsibilities 

Time is a commodity where everyone is equal. But some people seem to do a whole lot 
more with their time and others seem to do a whole lot less. But we all stay busy. The 
problem is that some people choose how to fill their lives and other people allow their 
lives to be filled. 

It’s so easy to get into the trap of agreeing to do everything that anyone asks us to do. 
Ever wonder why it is the youngest teachers who end up doing the most work in many 
schools? It’s because the experience teaches us that our class suffers when we take on 
too many responsibilities. 

Basic time management 

1. List your responsibilities 
 

2. Prioritize your list, putting the most important at the top 
 

3. Sleep is your number one priority, a little bit of relaxation is number two 
 

4. Draw up (or download an Excel version) a weekly schedule 
 

5. Now we get to fill in everything that is on the list 
 

6. Beginning with sleep (you may sleep less than you think), start at the top of the list 
and shade in all of the time that is necessary for that (include any travel time); most 
people underestimate time commitments, so be sure to overestimate by a little bit 

All of these time management principles are wonderful at making us 
more efficient, but until we learn to say no, we can never be as effec-
tive as we ought to be. 

7. Learn to say NO 

When we are able to manage our schedules, we are better able to manage our lives. I 
learned a lot about time management when I was in college teaching 40 private lessons 
a week in five school districts, enrolled in 16 hours, and held a leadership position in 
Phi Mu Alpha Sinfonia Fraternity. 



13. Reduce Phone Calls 

I got an email from one of our secretaries yesterday asking me to call one of the other 
administrative assistants. The message left no indication of why I should call her. I 
have not yet called her and I don’t intend to do so. I have a problem with phone calls. 

 

In a world where email has become a standard of communica-
tion at work, phone calls are a mere inconvenience 

 

Phone calls pose as important interruptions 

Often they are unimportant or at the very least delayable. At the worst, they are totally 
unimportant. Phone calls allow someone else to control our environment. 

 

I don’t answer the phone during class 

I made the decision my third year of teaching to never stop to answer the phone during 
class. I didn’t always hold to it for a while, but I have the habit fully established now 
and when I hear a phone ring, I simply block it out. That is why they invented voice 
mail! 

 

I make a habit of never answering call waiting 

Why? Because voice mail is there to catch the call, and when I switch to another call 
while talking with someone else, it subconsciously tells them that they are just not that 
important to me. The same happens when I answer the phone during class. 

 

I keep my ringers to a minimum 

This school year, I decided to keep my cell phone on silent (not even vibrate) when I am 
at school. I keep it on my music stand since we don’t have a clock in the room, but I 
don’t answer it when I am teaching class. If I had a desk phone in my classroom, I 
would keep it completely off completely at all times. It has a light and if I happen to see 
the light flashing, I can answer (when not teaching) or simply let it go to voice mail. 

 



What does this all do? 

It allows me to remain intensely focused on teaching. My job as a teacher is to teach. I 
am paid to do that. Other people get paid to answer phones or even to make sure mes-
sages get delivered to me. My preferred medium of communication is email. It reduces 
paperwork, and allows me to have documentation of a problem if one arises. 

 

So when do I return phone calls 

I return phone calls at my convenience. Very rarely do I return phone calls immedi-
ately. I find that a lot of parent concerns are about things that have already been an-
swered, or that I can address with the student during the day. Then I make sure that 
student knows to clarify it with their parent. After a day or two, I may make a follow-up 
phone call to touch base with the parent, ask if everything has been straightened out, 
and leave a positive impression with them of someone who returns phone calls. If I get 
voicemail, I leave a message and leave the responsibility on the other person to get back 
to me if they have further questions. I usually mention that email is the easiest and 
quickest way to respond to me in the voicemail. 

This won’t necessarily work for everyone but they are just some ideas on something 
that really eliminates a lot of distractions for me. If phone calls during class bother you, 
maybe you could look into taking some of these ideas. 

 



14. Reduce Possessions 

My name is Joel. I have too much stuff. 

Most people in the western world have way more stuff than we know what to do with. 
The thriving success of self storage units is a testimony to this fact. 

 

Possessions add clutter 

We spent all last week looking at steps to reduce stress by decluttering your life. Some 
people recommend simply ignoring the clutter. That is definitely one valid option. It 
doesn’t work well for me, though. So I strive to reduce the amount of stuff I own that 
can potentially add clutter, which will in turn increase my stress level. 

I am not necessarily advocating living as a hermit or social discontent, but I have per-
sonally found that simplifying my life has led to greater peace of mind. 

I’m not saying that you necessarily need to live out Henry David Thoreau’s experience 
in Walden, but the simpler I make my life, the less I have to worry about. It never hurts 
to do a Media Collection Purge to gain some extra cash and some extra space around 
the home. Find the local goodwill center and give your stuff away. Have a garage sale. 
Donate your extra stuff to a nonprofit or other worthy organization that has occasional 
rummage sales. 

 

So how do you decide what to get rid of? 

Obviously there are some essential items that you need to keep. But there are also some 
things that you don’t need. If you haven’t worn or used ot eaten it in a year, then it can 
definitely go. I know that I hold on to DVDs and books way too long. Once I have read 
or watched them, if they aren’t continual reads, than I can either give them away to a 
friend or just sell them. Magazines that are older than six months should probably go 
away. You could even go so far as to take up Leo’s 100 Things Challenge. 

Whatever you decide to do, be sure that everything you hang onto are things that you 
specifically choose to have around. Take control of the things you bring into your life 
and you will have a much happier existence. 



15. Reduce Your Lifestyle 

As I mentioned in the previous chapter, westerners generally have too much stuff. That 
is the result of an extravagant lifestyle that television and popular media promote. The 
idea is that we shouldn’t be satisfied with what we have. That’s the whole underlying 
motivation behind much of the advertising industry. 

Credit cards are a big source of woe for many people. They are a major cause for bank-
ruptcies in America and they are really a symptom of a much greater issue. The issue is 
dissatisfaction. 

In the last 17 months, I have paid off over $8,500 in debts. Through listening to Dave 
Ramsey and reading his book The Total Money Makeover and reading Trent’s blog The 
Simple Dollar, I have come to realize why credit cards are a bad deal. 

Credit cards a symptom of dissatisfaction with what we currently have. Having dreams 
and goals is good. Losing sight of the long term in exchange for the short term is bad. 
Very bad. It says that we are impatient. It says that we don’t have the strength of char-
acter to wait for a little while longer until we have saved up the money for whatever the 
purchase is. It says that we have low levels of self-control. 

Getting out of debt (or even climbing out of debt) is probably the most obvious stress-
reduction activity that most people can do immediately. 

So how do I start to get out of debt? 

Reduce your lifestyle 

The first step to getting out of debt is to accept where you currently are. Stop incur-
ring further debt. Be satisfied with your current position, and develop patience by 
waiting to buy something until you can truly afford it. Pay yourself first. Food, shel-
ter, lights, and transportation come first. Make every effort to reduce all of these 
costs, but vow never again to have credit cards current, but electricity shut off. I had 
that happen once. Never again. 

Get current on all debts 

Make minimum payments on everything. Get caught. Stop receiving pink bills from 
the electric company and “FINAL NOTICE” envelopes from the water company. 

Save like crazy 

Every sound financial adviser recommends having n emergency fund of 3-6 months 
in place. That’s great hypothetically, but how do we do that if we have more money 
going out when we have coming in? The first step to getting out of debt (after the 



psychological shift) needs to be to add a little safety net. Dave calls this the baby 
emergency fund. Find $1,000 FAST and put it into savings somewhere. It needs to 
be somewhere that is readily accessible, but not overdraft protection for your check-
ing account. Where can we find this money? If you sold some stuff yesterday, you 
found some of it. Cut corners everywhere you can. Eat out less (or none). Eliminate 
junk food. Drink water. Sell more stuff. Make it a challenge to see if you can save 
$1,000 in two months. What about a month? 

Pay off debts 

After you have your baby emergency fund, everything else goes toward the debt 
snowball. Make minimum payments on everything, and shovel all remaining money 
to the smallest debt. Eliminate the smallest debt first and then move on to the next 
smallest. When I first started, I was able to get three credit cards out of the way 
within two months. What a huge psychological boost that was! It told me that it was 
working and that I wasn’t going crazy. Now, I am down to two credit cards, and my 
credit rating has jumped 100 points since that time and nearly 200 points in 23 
months. 

Don’t buy more crap 

When we begin to see victory, it is so tempting to go back to where we used to be. I 
still have to fight the urge to eat out almost every day. I win most of the time. I want 
to look at DVDs when I go to the electronic stores, but I know it won’t help me. So I 
look, but don’t buy. Then when I do end up buying something, it is premeditated 
rather than impulsive. That makes a huge difference, and it helps me to be in greater 
control of my spending. 

Every good thing takes time to happen, but the psychological freedom that comes on 
the day you realize that the phone rings much less often because the creditors NEVER 
call is beautiful. Close your eyes and imagine that day. Now make it happen within 
three months. 
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16. Deepen Your Relationships With Family 

17. Deepen Your Relationships With Friends 

18. Deepen Your Relationships With Students 

19. Deepen Your Relationships With Coworkers 

20. Deepen Your Relationships With Books 



16. Deepen Your Relationships With Family 

We now begin our fourth week of 25 Tips For Less Stress. I have thoroughly enjoyed 
writing these articles as they have helped me to really focus on some of the routines 
that I take for granted in my life. When I have been tempted to relax on some of them, I 
have reread my own writings and been once again inspired to stick it out. This week, we 
begin focusing on relationships. 

Today we’ll begin with the most important relationships of all: family members. 

Family disagreements will carry over into every aspect of what we do in life. If you fight 
with your spouse in the morning before work, one way or another you will take it out on 
the poor unsuspecting students. 

Here are my top 5 keys to family harmony: 

1. Better Communication 

Poor communication is the cause of all misunderstandings, and nearly every argu-
ment in life; communicate clearly and often 

2. Eat together 

As often as is possible, I love having family meals; my first two years of teaching, I 
went to visit my parents nearly every Sunday after church for lunch 

3. Play together 

Plan fun times together, and fun doesn’t have to be expensive either; sometimes 
searching for something free and fun to do can be incredibly rewarding 

4. Pray together 

Spending time together in spiritual activities (church, volunteering, Bible study, 
whatever) can be some of the most emotionally and relationally powerful time you 
spend as a family 

5. Call your mom 

Even when nobody else does, your mom wants to hear from you and she doesn’t 
hear from you enough! 



17. Deepen Your Relationships With Friends 

A friend loveth at all times, and a brother is born for adversity. 

-- Proverbs 17:17 

Some of the greatest stress relief I have had since moving away from my family has 
been with friends. Either other teachers as well as church friends or even other friends 
you have met through other social activities. Maybe hooking up with college or old high 
school buddies. Whatever it is, hanging with friends is a great stress reliever. 

Just sitting and talking about things unrelated to school can be great. Sitting and talk-
ing about things related to school can also be great. I learn a lot from my teacher 
friends. Some of my greatest learning experiences are when I am trying to help them 
solve a problem they are having. I have come up with many marching band solutions 
while eating a salad at IHOP. 

If you are struggling to find time for any fun things, make it a priority to clear your 
schedule and go hang out with a friend of yours. Maybe someone you haven’t seen in a 
while or just someone who needs a friend to take them out. If nothing more, go find a 
young teacher in your school who needs a new friend. There are bound to be more than 
a few out there. Reach out and make someone’s day. 

 



18. Deepen Your Relationships With Students 

Wow. I love my students. I am amazed that I haven’t written more on my blog about 
this fact. As I search through my blog, I have come to the realization that I probably 
come across as some heartless disciplinarian who expects nothing more from his stu-
dents than that they be quiet all the time. 

 
This is about as far from the truth as you can get. In fact, I love my students very much. 
I came to the determination three years ago that classroom management was a key 
element of demonstrating my love to them. You see, when we allow them to waste their 
education, we are showing unconcern for them rather than courtesy. One of my key 
scriptures as far as my educational philosophy is concerned is Proverbs 13:24. 

He who spares his rod hates his son, 
But he who loves him disciplines him promptly 

 
As you spend time teaching them proper behavior, no matter how much time you 
spend teaching them that, you will end up helping them function better in society at 
large. If we really love the kids, that is exactly what we want them to do. 

 
Behavioral correction is most effective when we keep a calm tone of voice and when 
you really try to empathize with the student. Explaining to them why they are wrong is 
vital. Similarly, helping them to come up with a reasonable solution to solve the prob-
lem helps to establish a deeper connection. 

 
I also make it a point as much as time allows to get out and see the students in other 
school activities. If I happen to hear a basketball game going on as I am leaving the 
school or whatever, I will make it a point to step in and see some of the game. Also just 
talking with the students before school, during lunch, between classes, whenever really 
helps to build relationships with them. 

 
One of the most rewarding things for me about teaching is getting to see the children 
grow up and develop into real human beings! I still stay in contact with a handful of 
people I have taught either as a private lesson teacher in college or as a full blown band 
director. I went to the funeral of a former student last November. Talk about a wake up 
call! I have also been invited to a wedding of two former students in December! I’m ex-
cited! 



19. Deepen Your Relationships With Coworkers 

I touched on this topic before in Deepen Your Relationships With Friends, but I want to 
get even more involved here. I want to look at specific ways that you can collaborate 
with coworkers. 

 
More experienced teachers 

These people are the lifeblood of education. We’ve all had at least a small handful of 
teachers who we had in school whom everyone KNEW were older than the school 
building, but was afraid to say it. We all know the type. But they truly love teaching. 
They can imagine nothing else they would do with their lives! 

These are the people you need to hook up with. Not only can they be unvaluable 
sources of free information, but they also generally thrive off of teaching you how to be 
great. Get together a list of questions you have (I recommend starting with these 7 
questions), go ask them, and write down their answers. These become your go-to peo-
ple when a difficult situation arises. Talk with them before parent conferences if you 
need to. Talk with them before Open House. Whatever the case, find out how it’s done 
at this school and what is expected of you. 

 
Younger teachers 

Nothing helps you to become even more solid in your understanding than to freely give 
it out and teach it to others. Most of us never had a more experienced teacher come 
personally seek us out and explain how to do things. Be that person in the life of some-
one else. 

I find that in these discussions, I usually realize the answer to one of the problems that 
I am currently facing will come out of my mouth while I am trying to help someone 
else. It’s amazing how that works and how frequently it happens to me! 

 
Administrators 

There it is again, that nasty A word. So many teachers see this apparent wall of separa-
tion between admin and teachers. I have worked with a handful of administrators and 
they generally seem very easily approachable. If nothing more than the basest of rea-
sons, they want you to be successful so that your students can be successful so that your 
administrators can be recognized as being effective. 

So if you’re having a problem, it generally doesn’t hurt to try talking with an adminis-
trator. If you can muster up the courage to do so! 



20. Deepen Your Relationships With Books 

I love reading. I don’t do it nearly enough, but I still do love it so. I find that many peo-
ple don’t read a single book after they graduate from high school. 

As teachers, we are also supposed to be lifelong learners. We should be desperate to 
learn about more and more stuff. 

I find that as I read more books, especially nonfiction books, I learn more and am able 
to come to the place of deeper peace with myself. As I learn more about the world, I 
also learn more about myself. Though personal development books challenge my ideas 
about the world, they also challenge me to grow and become a better person. 

I generally don’t read much education literature. I find them often very boring. None-
theless, I do find time to read at least some almost every day. I’m not including blog 
reading, but that happens fairly regularly in addition to book reading. 

Even if the book conflicts with your worldview, it challenges you in one way or another. 
Go out there and try something crazy. Find a great book and read it over the next 
week… 
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21. Only Work At Work 

Each morning when I come into the band hall, there are always a handful of students 
who come to drop off their instruments before school. Often they will come in and 
stand around talking. Because our custodian runs the vacuum each day and doesn’t fix 
the chairs after he finishes, the entire classroom has to be set up each day. I would pre-
fer that they either practice their instruments or leave, but my coworker wants his stu-
dents to come in and socialize or whatever. Since he gets to school later than I do, I 
have come up with a plan that works. I tell them to find something productive to 
do. That could be setting up chairs and stands, practicing, or homework. Standing at 
the door and greeting other students isn’t in the job description. 

 
I tell this story for a reason. It is indicative of the approach many people take with their 
jobs. I am of the opinion that when I am on the clock, I am responsible for using my 
employers money as efficiently and effectively as possible. To that end, I don’t watch 
YouTube videos or check online news sites (except for occasional weather news) or read 
my personal email or even pass along forwarded emails. I view that as stealing time and 
resources from the school district. 

 
That may come across as a bit harsh, but it keeps me focused while I am at work. When 
do I set time for personal things? I try to do those things outside of the work day en-
tirely, but if I have to it is during my lunch or conference periods. It’s amazing to me 
how much more work I get done when I spend my time at work actually working rather 
than loafing around.  

 
I’m not going to sit here and say that I never pay bills from school or make personal 
phone calls, but those are severely limited, and only when I feel they are appropriate. 
Again, as with many things I have discussed this month, the key to doing things is that 
of being in control. One example: 

 
Last year, one of my former students was in a severe car accident. The family and eve-
ryone in contact with them were between 6 and 10 hours away. I had notified friends 
from my church here as well as my church back home to let them know and for them to 
pray for her. There were a few days when I kept my cell phone with me and took calls 
during class so I could stay on top of the latest updates and let other people know. 



22. Work Only At Work 

I rarely take work home any more. I used to do it all the time. Then I noticed some-
thing. I rarely got any work done at home, and I felt guilty about not getting it done at 
home. I also realized that when I didn’t take work home, I didn’t fall too far behind 
when I got back to school. I am able to find ways to catch up, or find corners to cut. 

 
What if the only work we had to grade were quizzes and exams? How would that trans-
form our classrooms and our lives? What if we set up our grading scale something like 
this: 

 
Daily Work - 10% 
Quizzes - 40% 
Tests - 50% 

 
I understand that some schools set their grading system up for you, but couldn’t it be 
modified in some way to make something similar to this work? If the highest grade 
each student can get on a homework assignment is 20, and the highest grade you can 
get on a quiz is an 80, then that system is set up. Think outside the box. Basically, we 
need to determine the reason behind assigning homework. 

 

The reason behind homework 

When I first started teaching, I wanted to assign practice record grades to the students 
for practicing at home and getting a parent signature on a page that they turned in. I 
asked a friend about it and she told me that her practice grades were 10% of the grade. I 
asked why and she told me: 

 
The whole point of practice records is to get the kids practicing. When we place a much 
higher value on them, we do two things. We severely punish irresponsibility, and we 
encourage dishonesty. For this reason, I believe that homework grades should be ex-
tremely minimal in the determination of a students’ average. 

 
For most any subject except for English composition, we can let the students do virtu-
ally all of the grading in class and use it as a teaching tool. Again, the point of the 
homework is to get the kids to actually go through the material and come up with an-
swers. If you want to get crazy and give out a grading rubric for the written papers, then 
that will let the students know what kinds of things you are looking for and should end 



up producing better essay questions on tests anyway. Besides, when you trust the stu-
dents enough to grade their own papers, you will gain a little bit of respect from them. 
And that can go a long way. 

 

So how does this relate to stress? 

Many of the teachers I talk with tell me that one of the things they hate most about 
their jobs is all of homework they have to grade. If we can eliminate the amount of pa-
pers they have to grade (we start by reducing paperwork in general), then we can free 
up an inordinate amount of time for personal activities. 

 
I know that these grading ideas are revolutionary to some and counterintuitive to oth-
ers, but I believe wholeheartedly that they work. 

 
 

23. Work Hard At Work 

How much time is wasted in classrooms around the world each day? How much time is 
wasted in businesses each day because employees are not diligently using their time? 
As I’ve written before, I view squandered time at work as being equivalent to stealing 
from the employer. 

One of the best ways to avoid having to take work home is to get all of your work done 
while you are at work. The key to making this happen is to work hard at work. Here is a 
10-step method to work hard at work. 

1. Have a list of work to do before the day begins (include due dates 
and times) 

2. Break down large tasks into smaller chunks 
3. Prioritize the list each day 
4. Work on clearing the list from top to bottom as time allows 
5. Spend any extra minutes in lunch time working on the list 
6. Avoid multitasking 
7. Work during your conference and lunch times 
8. As new items come in, add them to the bottom of the list unless they 

are immediate problems  
9. After school, if everything on the list can wait until another day, go 

home  
10. Relax after the list is clear 



24. Don’t Take Work Home 

I wrote a couple of chapters back about a plan to reduce the amount of papers that you 
take home. Preferably, that number will approach zero as your systems get refined. 
That is NOT the focus of this entry. The goal here is to truly liberate you from your job. 

 
The story goes: 

A senior monk and a junior monk were traveling together. At one point, 
they came to a river with a strong current. As the monks were preparing 
to cross the river, they saw a very young and beautiful woman also at-
tempting to cross. The young woman asked if they could help her. 

The senior monk carried this woman on his shoulder, forded the river and 
let her down on the other bank. The junior monk was very upset, but said 
nothing. 

They both were walking and senior monk noticed that his junior was sud-
denly silent and enquired “Is something the matter, you seem very upset?” 

The junior monk replied, “As monks, we are not permitted a woman, how 
could you then carry that woman on your shoulders?” 

The senior monk replied, “I left the woman a long time ago at the bank, 
however, you seem to be carrying her still.” 

 

When we leave the school, even if we don’t take any paperwork with us, too often we 
take our work home. 

 
Please understand, I thoroughly love my students and I love teaching. What concerns 
me is when I used to spend nights lying in bed thinking about teaching. I’m sure many 
of us outgrow this sooner or later, but I think it’s essential for our own peace of mind to 
outgrow it sooner rather than later. 

 
Personal time should be personal time. The more time we allow our jobs to eat up, the 
more they will consume us, and the more quickly we will burn out. Burnout is a terrible 
thing, especially when it means we lose the love we once had for teaching. So, in an ef-
fort to prevent burnout, we need to leave work concerns at work. I promise, they’ll be 
there tomorrow morning. The liberation you feel from this simple decision will be 
priceless! 



25. Play At Work 

We come now to the final chapter of our 25 Tips For Less Stress. This is perhaps my fa-
vorite one of all. Without this decision, you cannot have a stress-free life. The key is to 
choose to have fun at work. 

 
No matter what industry you work in, if you love your job, you will be more productive. 
In education, our products are educated people. The more we love teaching, the more 
of our children will be successful. That love will translate into their development of 
greater passion for learning. It’s an upward spiral. 

 
Conversely, when we hate our job — or when we just show up to collect the paycheck — 
it also shows. The students laboriously come to class each day. They don’t smile in 
class, they don’t laugh, they don’t joke with you. Also, you don’t laugh or joke with 
them. 

 
One of the vital elements in a fun classroom is humor. Teaching in public school with-
out humor is like watching a cartoon without fluid animation. Sure it can be done and 
tolerated, but it’s not the best thing out there, and it usually doesn’t end up as satisfying 
as the alternative. 

 
Have fun, remind yourself why exactly you got into your profession, and let that joy 
overflow from you into the lives of your students. Or the lives of your customers. Or the 
lives of your clients. Or the lives of your coworkers. Whatever the case may be, emit the 
joy you have for your subject matter! It’s one of the best decisions you can make! 

 


