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Schoolhouse 
Shuffle  

^ o ^ w o r k f o r ^ r azyxwvutsrqponmlkjihgfedcbaZYXWVUTSRQPONMLKJIHGFEDCBA^ t sr  

Whether you're new to "the schoolhouse shuffle" or a 

practiced veteran,zyxwvutsrqponmlkjihgfedcbaZYXWVUTSRQPONMLKJIHGFEDCBA organizing the plethora of paperwork 

that streams home from school requires fancy footwork. 

Step One: 
Ke e p It Simple  

Award-winning teacher and certified 
professional organizer Helene Segura 
believes anyone can master the steps 
with practice and planning. "You'll want 
the easiest setup possible," says the 
organizer, who is well aware of the abun-
dance of forms, fliers, permission slips, 
and fund-raising packets that travel 
home via backpack mail. 

Her suggestion: Select a container 
to store all the papers that is easy to 
access—and doesn't require another 
set of hands to help open. "With that in 
mind," says Segura, "the easiest system 
is something that has only two or three 
slots, perhaps one slot (or file folder) 
per child." 

Segura suggests assigning one 
magazine holder for each child. "You can 
store all the information you need about 
school: the school calendar, roster, direc-
tory, whatever important papers you will 
need to find. Also, you have a limited 
amount of space, so when it starts get-
ting full at the end of six weeks, or the 
end of the semester, it's a reminder to 
look at what's in there and see if there is 
anything that can be removed." 

Another option is "a small filing crate 
to put on a counter or desktop," she 
says. "Now, by crate I am not talking 
about a big, 12xl2-inch cube, but some-
thing that's a lot more narrow...maybe 5 
to 6 inches in depth so it will hold only 
three to four hanging folder files. That 
way you can drop your papers in there 
and have one hanging file per child." 

Segura says both systems provide a 
solution that can be easily maintained 
because the limitation on space forces 
parents to review what has accumulated 
in the file on a regular basis. 
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Step Two: 
Location 

Step Thre e : 
Memorabilia 

Almost as important as the system 
you choose for corralling the piles of 
paperwork is where you decide to 
situate your file box. Segura says most 
homes have a naturally occurring drop-
off zone. "Instead of trying to fight the 
habit," she suggests, "just go ahead 
and use that naturally occurring drop-
off spot and get the papers into their 
[r ightful] containers so it doesn't look 
like a huge mess." 

For some families, Segura says, "the 
kitchen is Grand Central Station and has 
become the drop-off spot even though 
it wasn't intended to be that way. Quite 
a few folks think if they have an office 
in the house they have to use the office 
and only the office to contain paper-
work—and that's not always realistic. If 
you walk through your main entry door 
and your office is clear across the house 
and you have a very active family, the 
chances are the papers won't make it all 
the way over to the office when you first 
walk in. That's why you need to go with 
the drop-off spot. You need to figure out 
what is easy to access and a place you 
pass by all the time." 

Not all papers that come home re-
quiring a parent's attention should be 
filed in the box at the drop-off zone, 
however. Segura says families should 
designate a second, out-of-the-way 
spot for report cards, awards, certif i-
cates, and graded papers. "That stack 
of papers may start out next to the 
magazine holders or hanging file box," 
she admits, "but by the end of the week 
these types of papers should be moved 
to the area in the house where you keep 
your memory boxes." 

Segura suggests the pieces that fall 
into this memorabilia category might be 
contained in a simple plastic container 
with a lid. "It doesn't have to be fancy... 
and you can just drop everything in 
there and not worry about making it 
nice and neat until the end of the semes-
ter or the end of the school year." 

"That way," says the organizer, "you 
can actually sit down with your child and 
say, 'Hey, let's review what you did over 
the past year and pick your five best art 
projects or the five best papers that you 
wrote.'" The key, according to Segura, is 
to select the pieces that best represent 
the child's year. By waiting to pare down 
the contents of the box until the end of 
the year, you'll find some things become 
easier to part with: "When that first kin-
dergarten handprint comes in, you may 
think, /zyxwvutsrqponmlkjihgfedcbaZYXWVUTSRQPONMLKJIHGFEDCBA could never get rid of that..but 
by the end of the year when you see you 
have 12 of them...it gets easier." 

Step Four: 
Think On Your Feet 

No matter when you decide to edit 
your memorabilia box or folders from 
the drop-off zone, Mary Pankiewicz, a 
certified professional organizer and 
author of You Can Be Clutter-Free & 
Organized, believes it's best to tackle 
the project standing up. 

Pankiewicz says standing up to sort 
through stacks of paper is a technique 
she has found extremely successful. She 
points out, "Thomas Jefferson, Winston 
Churchill, and Ernest Hemingway all 
wrote standing up." The organizer adds, 
"Research has shown you have more 
blood in your brain when you are on 
your feet...and are more decisive and 
make better, faster decisions." 

To implement the idea—and maintain 
good posture—Pankiewicz suggests the 
following possibilities: 

• Put a box upside down on the 
desk or table to elevate the 
stack and eliminate the need 
to bend over. 

• If the office printer has a flat 
surface, work on top of that. 

• Put a small drawer unit on top 
of a flat surface to create an 
elevated platform. 

• Use an art board such as an 
architect would use (this is 
what Pankiewicz has in her 
own office). 

• A small bar may be just the right 
height for a standing desk. 

• Look around your office and 
be creative. 
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App Store 

Virtual support is also effective and eco-

nomical. These days, there's an app—or 

two or three—for getting the best deals in 

town. These are some of the best: 

•ODD 

Cartwheel by Target: Search for cou-

pons by category: school supplies, boys' 

jeans, kids' shoes, and so on. As you 

shop, tap "add coupon" for sale-priced 

items and the app will compile multiple 

deals into a single bar code for checkout 

at the register. Available on Android and 

iPhone for in-store use only. 

Flipp: This free app presents store 

fliers in digital format exactly how they 

appear in print. Now, instead of schlep-

ping folded pages from store to store, 

all you need is an iPhone or an iPad (no 

app for Android yet). Show the coupon 

on screen at the register and ch-ching, 

money saved! 

RetailMeNot: Available on Androids 

and iPhones, this app allows users to 

search for specific coupons or browse 

categories to find the best offers avail-

able. Instead of handing over coupons at 

checkout, you will show the coupon code 

on your phone to the cashier. 

9 
San Antonio, Texas-based organization 

and productivity expert Helene Segura 

says, "I think that no matter how creative a 

child is, every child needs structure. I real-

ize in some areas it's important for kids to 

have choices and be free and independent, 

but there does need to be some structure 

built in." The type of structure or system, 

however, should match the student's needs 

and learning style. 

To figure out which organizing system 

will work best for incoming and outgo-

ing schoolwork, Segura says, 

asking: 'Hey, what's working and what's 

not? How can we make this better?'" 

Donna Goldberg, founder of The Orga-

nized Student, a New York-based consult-

ing firm and author of a best-selling book 

by the same name, agrees the solutions to 

a variety of organization and productivity 

problems can usually be found through 

probing. Goldberg remembers one stu-

dent who just couldn't seem to use his 

binder effectively. Several questions later, 

Goldberg discovered the answer. The 

ergonomics of 

"You'll have to 

sit down and see 

what kind of papers, 

and how many papers, they 

get throughout the day. Some 

kids who use three-ring binders 

actually become very disorganized if they 

are not receiving papers that are not al-

ready three-hole punched. It just turns into 

a huge mess...so, while a binder may look 

beautiful, it may not be what is practical for 

the child." 

Professional organizers believe there is 

more than one right answer. Alternatives 

include a portfolio folder with two inside 

flaps or an accordion file with different tabs 

and top closure. "It's a matter of communi-

cating with your child," says Segura, "and 

the three-

ring binder 

didn't work 

for the left-handed 

student. "It's simple little 

questions," she explains, "and 

people forget to ask." 

As in many productive conversations, 

however, Goldberg says there is a right way 

and a wrong way to go about gleaning 

information. She suggests the best time 

to ask those probing types of questions 

about why certain organizational systems 

are not working is on a weekend when 

students are rested "and the questions 

don't seem to be tied to homework. I think 

the last thing you want to do when you're 

asking questions is be accusatory." 
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Goldberg suggests having your child 

"brainstorm the issue with you" because 

the issues that create the situation are so 

nuanced, you just don't know where it goes 

off the rails. Whether the problem is a dis-

organized binder, missing homework, lost 

assignments, or schoolwork that doesn't 

get turned in on time, Goldberg believes a 

little detective work goes a long way. 

Michelle Martin, a veteran teacher, says 

some students "are so disorganized they 

can't find [their homework] in a timely 

manner, and if they're self-conscious then 

they may just say they don't have it— 

when they do...but don't want to look for 

it; or worse case, they're so disorganized 

they don't even remember if they did it 

or not." 

Martin says if helping the student 

retrace his steps doesn't seem to be work-

ing, it might be time to talk to the teacher. 

She suggests asking: "I know Johnny's 

forgetting to turn in his homework, but I 

see him doing it at night. I've tried to talk 

to him and figure out what's going on, but 

we only get so far...I'm stuck...do you have 

any insight?" 

Communication Age 

In fact, Segura believes practicing good 

communication skills with elementary-

school kids is crucial for time management 

and organization skills across the board. 

"No matter how old the child is, com-

munication is very important. I recommend 

a family meeting at least once a week," she 

advises. At these weekly family confer-

ences, everybody has a chance to talk and 

discuss upcoming events and activities. 

Questions likezyxwvutsrqponmlkjihgfedcbaZYXWVUTSRQPONMLKJIHGFEDCBA Which projects are due this 

week? When are practices? Who's driving 

to the game and who is picking up? should 

be part of the conversation. A few minutes 

spent hearing about family plans for the 

week can prevent last-minute stress and 

frustration later. 

The former teacher says similar con-

versations should also occur at the end 

of each grading period. Instead of merely 

reacting to report card grades, Segura 

says parents should discuss them with 

their kids. "Look beyond the grade and 

reflect on how that grade was achieved. 

So, if your child got an A...how did they 

get that A? Let's make sure you keep do-

ing that!" Alternatively, if your child got 

a D, Segura suggests asking, "Well, what 

do you think happened? What changes 

do we need to make for this upcoming 

grading period to make sure we bring 

you back up?" 

In addition to her work as a speaker 

and consultant, Segura is also the author 

of R.O.A.D. M.A.P. to Get Organized, an 

organizational handbook that discusses 

the importance of personal learning 

and work styles. Once you understand 

how your child learns best, you can let 

the teacher know. Obviously, as Segura 

points out, no one can expect a teacher 

to identify and create special learning 

strategies for each of her individual stu-

dents. However, letting the teacher know 

that your child "really loves it when you 

do XYZ" in class might make the teacher 

"consider doing it more often, and that's 

going to help somebody else in the class 

as well." 
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