The Dog Ate Your Homework? Developing Organization Skills

Posted on May 18, 2012 by NCWD Youth 

Organization skills are essential for success in education, employment, and daily life. Today’s blog is part one in a series from PACER’s Simon Technology Center discussing how youth can develop their own individual toolbox of organization skills, and how adults can help them reach their goals.
Ethan is a bright 10th grader who understands the concepts taught in class and does fairly well on his tests, although you wouldn’t know it by looking at his grades. His teachers’ complaint is that Ethan never knows where his homework is. A typical day for Ethan begins in a rush to make it to school on time. At school, Ethan visits his locker and tries to identify which books, notebooks, or folders he needs to bring to class. Some mornings the mounds of paper look like a fuzzy blur to him, so he just grabs what he thinks he might need.

When Ethan arrives in the classroom, he becomes distracted and overwhelmed by the noise of shuffling papers and students chatting. Somewhere in the mix he hears the teacher mention a worksheet assignment, but as he looks for his agenda (which he left at home), he gets distracted by his classmates’ whispered conversations. He soon forgets that he needs to write down the assignment. In the rush to get to his next class, Ethan shoves the worksheet into the middle of his textbook.

By the end of the day, Ethan is exhausted from trying to pay attention during classes. He looks into his locker to find what he might need to bring home and grabs a few folders. At home, Ethan sifts through his backpack for homework. He finds one worksheet, but not the one from his first class – it’s back at school in the textbook left behind in his locker. He is almost finished with the worksheet he has at home when his younger brother distracts him. The next day, as Ethan again rushes to make it to school on time, he forgets his almost-finished worksheet sitting on his desk at home.

If this sounds like someone you know, you realize how essential organization skills are for daily living. Yet many people who have a full toolbox of these skills are at a loss as how to help someone else develop them. Skills and abilities closely connected to organization, such as memory and the ability to maintain focus, are also crucial to a person’s ability to be effective and efficient in daily living and to accomplish long-term goals. While organization is a skill that can be difficult to teach and to learn, there are tools and strategies that can help youth create habits and a system that works for them.

Some youth with particular disabilities generally have a difficult time with organization skills. For example, students with attention deficit disorder or attention deficit hyperactivity disorder (ADD/ADHD) may have a hard time focusing their attention and may benefit from a reminder or an interval alarm system.  Someone who has traumatic brain injury (TBI) may need an electronic agenda or planner with alarms and notifications. When developing an organization strategy or system of tools, the most important factors to consider are the individual’s needs, strengths, environments, goals, and preferences.

Start Small
As with most skills, the learning process begins when students realize their need for new skills and how those new skills can help them reach their goals and build on their strengths. To get started, students can first define:

· their organization goal 

· the environment in which the strategy will take place 

· the time at which the strategy will take place 

· which tools to use 

· how tools will be used to help implement the strategy 
Starting small with simple strategies is the first step. It’s also important to establish patterns and routines for any organization strategy, practice it consistently, and have someone monitor the progress to see if the strategy is helping a student reach his or her organization goals. Rewarding a student for practicing a new strategy can be an effective motivation. As youth begin to practice an organization strategy, they may need reminders. At first it may be acceptable for reminders to come from a person, but only for a short time. If students need recurring reminders, they will want to use a tool, or memory aid, to gain independence and ownership over their skills.

The next step is to gain independence in remembering or using memory aids, and initiating the strategy. As a student continues to practice a particular organization strategy, it will become a habit, lessening the cognitive load of planning, remembering, and processing the strategy.

To develop a skill, it’s important to schedule appointed time(s) within each day to work on it. For example, a student may want to schedule a 15-minute time slot in the morning and again in the afternoon to review the day’s schedule and tasks. During this time, students can also note any changes that need to be made. Creating templates specific to an individual’s needs may also be helpful. Some examples include: checklists of all materials needed for an activity, task lists for a transition time such as what to do when first entering a classroom, and checklists for recurring tasks.

Six Life Categories to Consider
The following categories help define different parts of a person’s life that are affected by organization skills:
· Environmental/spatial: the positioning of physical surroundings; the location and placement of objects. 

· Task planning/executing: planning and executing steps to accomplish clearly defined goals (examples: doing laundry, cleaning the bedroom, completing homework). 

· Event planning/executing: planning and executing an event held on a set date and time involving coordination of people, places, and things. 

· Time management: planning and executing a schedule and maintaining timeliness. 

· Information: storing and saving information in locations where it is easy to retrieve. 

· Writing composition: arranging thoughts and research into sequential, coherent written work. 
Of course, these categories can affect one another. Effective organization of one category may also require effective organization of an additional category. If you were coordinating an event, for example, you would also need to be mindful of time management. Helpful tools, such as an audio notetaker, iPod Touch calendar, bins and tubs, or a Smartpen, may also be appropriate for more than one category.
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Let’s Get Organized: Strategies that Youth Can Use (Part 2 of 3)

Posted on June 7, 2012 by NCWD Youth 

Today’s blog is part two in a blog series on how youth can develop organization skills using various strategies, including technology. Organization skills are important soft skills that all young people need for success in employment as well as in education and other areas of life.
In part one of this blog series, Ethan, a high school student with ADHD, was struggling to keep track of his assignments. To help students like Ethan develop and practice organization strategies, consider the tips and tools in the following categories.

Environmental/Spatial: This refers to the positioning of physical surroundings and the location and placement of objects. One question commonly asked by parents and professionals is how the environment can be arranged so a student is more likely to keep track of homework and turn it in. A big factor to consider is the accessibility of the organization tools that the student is using. Below are a few different strategies:
· Two folders: the first folder contains all completed homework for every class subject, the second folder contains all assigned homework for every class subject 

· One dedicated folder and notebook for each subject 

· Two-pocket folder: the first pocket contains assigned and completed homework, the second pocket contains old notes and graded homework 

· Color code by subject: folders, notebooks, book covers and class schedule 

· One large three-ring binder: tabbed dividers/folders, zippable case 

· One accordion folder: labeled and color-coded dividers 

· One working notebook/folder/binder, a reserve accordion file for completed units, and a reference notebook 
Tangible memory aids can also be helpful. For example, if Ethan consistently will eat breakfast, but not remember his homework, a structured appointment can be scheduled the night before when Ethan will pack his backpack with all appropriate homework and place his backpack on the chair he sits in for breakfast.
Other Tips:
· Have a defined, distraction-free study space 

· Locate all required supplies within the study space in places that can be found easily 

· Put frequently used items closer to reach 

· Label as a reminder for where items belong 

· Take a photo of the space in its organized state and then post the picture there. When the space matches the picture, then everything is where it belongs. 
Task Planning/Executing: This refers to planning and executing steps to accomplish clearly defined goals. To-do lists, planners, and calendars can be paper or electronic. While considering software or apps for the iPod touch/iPad/iPhone, and smart phones, be sure to check:
· If a schedule view is available and what the interface looks like 

· If alarms or notifications are provided and how they work 

· If tasks can be broken down into steps 

· If notes can be added to tasks 

Also consider how a student organizes a to-do list. Some may have to break tasks down into smaller steps that they can visualize. Reading an assigned chapter can be visualized as:
· finding the location of the book and study materials 

· finding the appropriate chapter 

· glancing over titles and subtitles for an overview of the reading section 

· reading the section 

· highlighting important information 

· jotting down notes and questions 

· summarizing the section and reviewing 

Other Tips:
· Turn appointments, due dates, activities or events into action plans. For example, attending a birthday party may require preliminary planning, such as buying a birthday gift, wrapping the gift, finding driving directions, etc. Each of these pieces may be scheduled on the calendar. 

· Explore non-traditional tools such as the Smartpen and a digital voice recorder to record instructions, to-do lists, and notes. 

· Use visual cues to provide step-by-step instructions. Software programs (such as Boardmaker, Overboard, or other similar programs) can help in creating these visual cues. For example: to do the laundry, a visual cue by the hamper gives direction on how to sort clothing, one next to the washer shows how to start the wash, and one on a timer reminds a person to check the laundry. 

· Stay tuned for the final post in this series, which will share tips and tools for event planning, time management, information organizing and writing compositions.
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Practical Strategies & Tools to Develop Organization Skills (Part 3 of 3)

Posted on June 14, 2012 by NCWD Youth 

Today’s blog is the 3rd and final in a blog series on how youth can develop organization skills using various strategies, including technology. Organization skills are important soft skills that all young people need to for success in employment as well as in education and other aspects of life.
In part two of this blog series, we learned how students like Ethan, a high school student with ADHD, could use practical strategies and tools to develop organization skills. Today, we’re looking at four other categories for organization and practical tips for developing skills in each area.

Events Planning and Executing: This refers to planning and executing an event held on a set date and time involving coordination of people, places, and things. Many of the tools used for task planning (See Part 2 for more details) can be used for this, although social contact tools, such as voice or text messaging, e-mail, instant messaging or Facebook, also offer ways to communicate and plan for events.

Time Management: This refers to planning and executing a schedule and maintaining timeliness. To manage time successfully, students must have a concept of passing time and be aware of the amount of time a task would take them to complete. Often this may be difficult to do when the task is new or if the individual isn’t sure how long it will take him or her to complete it. To begin understanding their individual task pace, students can time themselves completing different types of tasks. Tools such as a visual timer, egg timer, stopwatch or audible timer can help develop the concept of passing time. Timers can be helpful for staying on task, and they have various features: interval, bugging, audible alarm, vibrating alarm and timers with visual text messages.

Information: This refers to storing and saving information gathered in locations easily retrievable. Organizing information may seem like a daunting task at times. That’s why students should schedule periodic file clean-outs and reorganization.
For electronic files, students should:
· know the difference between the “Save” button and the “Save As” button 

· know if they need to save copies of multiple written drafts or if they should save over changes 

· Choose a system for the file name and the folder, such as by sequence of date, subject, activity or task 

· Organize e-mails into folders, i.e., setting up a folder specifically for items that need to be followed up on, marking high-priority e-mails, and archiving old and completed e-mails 

Also consider using electronic notebooks such as: Clipmarks (clipmarks.com), Evernote, Google Notebook, Microsoft OneNote, Springnote (springnote.com), Ubernote (ubernote.com), Zoho Notebook (notebook.zoho.com) and Zotero (zotero.org).
Note-taking tips:
· Two-column method: offers visual distinction between main facts and supporting details. A line is drawn from top to bottom of the notebook page, giving one-third of the page space to the left and two-thirds of the page space to the right. The main facts are written on the left side, and the supporting details are written on the right side. 

· Audio recording information with a digital audio recorder or a Smartpen can be helpful for reviewing. 

· Abbreviating, using keywords, and noting the main ideas. 

Writing Composition: This refers to arranging thoughts and gathered research into sequential, coherent written work. Planning the writing process is important. First ask:
· What writing style should be used? 

· What are the requirements for the composition? 

· What kind of research must be done? 

· Where/how will sources be found? 

· What are the deadlines and the topic parameters? 

Next, establish a detailed task list and timeline with due dates, and then brainstorm. Some ideas include:
· Use a dictation program to free speak. 

· Use index cards to write individual ideas or facts on the card, then use a large space to physically organize them. 

· Use graphic organizers available in software, Internet applications, smart phone/Mac apps or paper templates. 

There are many students like Ethan who could benefit from the development and practice of organization strategies and systems. Including the individual in every stage of developing the organization strategy increases the likelihood of success.
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