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Ideas and Information for Parenting Practitioners

Staying Effective While Multi-Tasking

by Linda Carlson

“Must be able to multi-task” is what job descriptions
often say. Realistically, none of us #rzfy multi-task:
we don’t read and write at the same time, and even
if we’re texting or phoning while driving (now
illegal in many states), we cannot completely focus
on both tasks at the same time.

What most of us do is shutle between tasks: we
spend a few minutes on e-mail before leaving home
or while commuting, we teach a class, we meet one-
on-one, we write a speech or a grant application, we
edit a newsletter, handle more e-mail, introduce a
colleague at a meeting, outline a budget for a new
program, coach a new employee—not to mention
making a grocery list, calling for mammogram
results, and arranging to volunteer at our child’s
school.

In an early 2010 “Work & Family” article that
described such work schedules as “mini-shifts,”
the Wall Street Journal's Sue Shellenbarger wrote,
“All the mental gear-shifting invariably creates
hurdles for the human mind.” She quoted one
professor/consultant who said, “The hardest thing
I do is transitioning, taking off one hat and putting
the other on.” Others told Shellenbarger that they
often feel overwhelmed and inefficient with all the
shifting back and forth.

With that in mind, we asked professionals
across the country how they avoid mental stalls and
what advice they have for our readers.

Berit Brogaard, who teaches in two depart-
ments at the University of Missouri in St. Louis, has
a research project and a book manuscript underway,
edits a journal, serves as the vice president of a
professional association and writes on a free-lance
basis, recommends devoting an entire day to each
activity: “I teach my two seminars on Mondays, I
handle journal submissions on Tuesdays, I meet
with students on Wednesdays, I write Thursdays and
during the weekend, and I schedule meetings for
Fridays.”

Of course, a day per task is not possible for

many of us, Brogaard recognizes: “Make the lunch
break or your work-out at the gym serve as the
break between the different activities,” she suggests,
adding, “It’s absolutely essential to have every one
of your activities plugged into one and the same
calendar.”

She uses Google Calendar (www.google.
com/calendar), which can be set to send reminders:
“This allows me to focus on the task at hand instead
of worrying about what comes next.”

Let's say you only have a few minutes between
those transitions. Dinyah Rein of Grass Valley,
California, who describes herself as a life coach
specializing in career transitions, advises:

e Take a few moments to pause and imagine how
you want your next task to go: let it unfold in your
mind’s eye like a movie you're directing.

e Shift your mood before you head into the next
role. A few options: exercise quickly, do a few min-
utes of dance steps to uplifting music, sing the verse
of a song or do a brief meditation.

* Document what you'd like to remember about the
task you're leaving, and where you want to pick up
when you return to it. This process, which Rein says
can be done in writing or with a voice recorder, frees
her from worrying about one task when she’s moved
on to the next.

Similar techniques for mentally leaving one
assignment behind are recommended by Frank
O’Neill, who writes, teaches at Western Iowa Techni-
cal Community College and, on a consulting basis,
provides product training to pharmacists. Besides
using meditation, writing in his journal or a brisk
walk to make a transition, he advocates prepar-
ing yourself mentally for the next job. His favorite
method includes goal setting, which is similar to
Brogaard’s tip: “Envision the next task and how it’s
going,” he says. Second, 0'Neill recommends posi-
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Book Review

Parents Who Cheat;
How Children and Adults Are Affected
When Their Parents Are Unfaithful

by Ana Nogales, Ph.D., with Laura Golden Bellotti
Health Communications, Inc., 2009

Based on thirty-three years of practice in family therapy and a
[E——— 0O of the adult children of adulter-
PARENTS ers, Nogales believes that when one or
whi “[ 1A | both parents cheat, children are also
betrayed. She identifies six common
responses to parental infidelity:

o Loss of trust. When children of any
age discover infidelity, they find it dif-
ficult, perhaps impossible, to trust that
gl 1 someone they love will not lie to them
: or reject or abandon them.

o Shame. Kids of almost every age are embarrassed about
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regainl
they did not cause the infidelity. She repeatedly advises parents
to accept blame and ask for forgiveness of their children, and
she cautions both parents and children (regardless of age)

to avoid being judgmental. She also describes how a parent’s
infidelity, especially if tolerated within a marriage, may be
perceived as the norm, and can be one reason for an adult
child’s own cheating.
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Presentation Plan

Total Time: 54 minutes

What to Teach Kids about Gossip

Objectives:
* To help parents and children identify gossip
* To explain the risks of derogatory language
* To learn how to squelch kids’ gossip

Materials
Whiteboard or easel with pad and markers
Copy of handout for each participant
Oversize copy of chart from handout
Celebrity-focused magazine or tabloid newspaper such as
Star or print-out from a web site such as www.starmaga-
zine.com

Background for Educator
Today, when web sites and talk shows present rumors as
news, and mean-spirited sarcasm is rampant in what
public figures say about each other, it’s hard not to gossip.
Too often, however, these comments turn vicious and get
perpetuated fast—within minutes—through texting,
Twitter, e-mail, and social networking sites. Worse yet, they
can live forever, archived in our cyber communications.
Unkind remarks can embarrass and humiliate kids and
adults, ruin self-esteem and even drive kids to suicide.
Perhaps worst of all, many adults applaud the snide and
cruel dialog on television reality shows and unthinkingly
model tolerance for gossip to their children.

Introduction (1 minute)

CONTINUED ON PAGE 4

The presentation plans are
designed to help you pres-
ent new or classic mate-
rial. Each plan includes
activities and discussion
questions to help make
the material relevant to
parents.

Adapt this material to
suit your groups. Permis-
sion to reprint the handout
granted for educational
purposes only.

Copyright © Parenting Press,
Seattle, WA, 2010. All rights re-
served. With the exception of the
Presentation Plan, no part may
be photocopied or reproduced in
part or whole without the written
consent of the publisher.
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What to Teach Kids
about Gossip
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Why Do People Gossip?

Is This News or Is It Gossip?

Responding to Gossip

ABOUT THE AUTHORS

This presentation plan was
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RESEARCH NUGGET

The Busier Your Brain, The Better Prepared You Are to Handle Stressful Situations

What helps people recover from fights, especially
with family members?

How Can Family Members and Caregivers Help Boys with ADHD—and Men, Too?

Nearly 12 percent of all boys in the U.S. will be diag-
nosed with attention deficit hyperactivity disorder by
their 18th birthday, more than twice as many girls
as are diagnosed. According to the National Institute
of Mental Health, at least a third of these boys will
continue to have symptoms of ADHD into adulthood.
And it’s not just an American problem: Counseling
Boys and Men with ADHD




Staying Effective While Multi-Tasking
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tive affirmations. To get us started, he suggests three
themes, and offers examples of each:

e The benefits that my jobs bring to the world: “I
will give these nursing students my best so that they
will be able to help more people and save more
lives.”

o The real reason that [ work: “I write self-help
books so that people can learn from my mistakes
without having to make their own.”

e Focusing on how well the next job will go: “T will
make the most complex biology seem simple and
understandable today.”

Many of those who responded to our inquiry
emphasize the importance of setting aside personal
time. However, as O’Neill pointed
out, “We live in a society that
seems to reward hard work with
more hard work. Those of us who
have several irons in the fire wear
that fact like a badge of honor.”

Even if our supervisors
expect us to have more and more
and more projects underway,
we are seldom rewarded
appropriately, he went on.

“We put too much pressure
on ourselves to do more work
in less time, and because our
employers and coworkers feel that
we can be trusted, we are expected
to handle more and more
work. . .until we finally crack.”

New York City psychologist
and executive coach Jeffrey Hull
is among those recommending that we learn to say
“ho”

If you are attached to a a job, a role (“the
problem-solver”), or a way of life that is no longer
aligned with your goals and values, you will
create a trap for yourself, he warns, “A surefire
way to becoming overwhelmed, stressed out and
miserable.” In other words, if you are no longer the
chair of your department or of a certain committee,
sit back and let the new chair learn to handle the
job. If your office has cut certain programs due to
declining funds, don’t feel you must continue to
offer those services on an unpaid basis.

Other suggestions from Hull:

* Time-outs. Maybe you nap for 15 minutes at your
desk at lunch, or walk around the block twice, or

do what Hull calls a “squeeze-release” exercise with
your entire body.

“The length of time is not what matters. A
time-out can be two minutes or twenty minutes or
three hours. The key is tuning out the world and
focusing within, breathing deeply, and stretching or
relaxing the body, which returns you to balance and
a sense of equanimity.”

¢ Manage boundaries and transitions.

“Stress is really just the presence of fear:
I'm afriad I'll be late, I'm afraid I won’t be good
enough. The key to modulating this stress is to
observe yourself in action and recognize your weak-
nesses and blind spots,” continues Hull.

“For example, if you're not good at ending

phone calls, be sure to add time between calls when
scheduling your day, and learn to say, ‘T have to go
now.’

“If you're not good at making the transition
from traffic to your workshops, then add a cushion
of two or three minutes between the time you get out
of the car and the time you step into the workshop to
allow for 2 mini-timeout.”

Another valuable observation comes from Rory
Cohen, a business coach in Wyncote, Pennsylvania:
“People get overwhelmed when they think of every-
thing they have to do or should be doing instead of
focusing on the small tasks that lead to the goal.
This is mostly done subconsciously, and it can drain
a significant amount of energy, especially when you
have to shift gears every hour.”

Cohen’s tips:

e Finish each business day by creating a five-point
list on a wallet-size card for each current project.
Write down the five most important tasks for that
project for the next day.

Harriet Heath, a parent educator and author of
Parenting Press’s Using Your Values lo Raise Your
Child to Be an Adult You Admire, has a similar
suggestion: she mentally reviews her next day’s “to-
do” list at night as she prepares for sleep, and again
before she rises in the morning,

“Instead of making me uptight, it allows me to
relax and sleep peacefully,” she says.

 When you feel overwhelmed, force yourself to

focus on a single task, the smaller the better. “When

you intentionally focus on one small thing (like
a tennis player focuses on the lettering on the
tennis ball) the brain goes into ‘slo-motion’
and time is actually slowed down,” Cohen
believes.

e “If there is a job that you're putting off,
determine a time when you’re going to tackle
it, and tell yourself you'll give it only a certain
amount of time—perhaps 10 minutes, perhaps
30,” she adds.

This echoes advice from Shellenberger
in another early 2010 Wall Street Journal
column, where she tested different methods of
getting organized. One was seeing how much
you could accomplish of a task in 10 minutes.
The results, in her trial run and in my own
attempts, are astounding: many of the tasks that
we avoid can be completed—and satisfactorily
so—in 10 minutes.

Donna Kasuka, a chemical engineer in
Downington, Pennsylvania, who owns four very dif-
ferent businesses including an industrial engineer-
ing company and a craft and gift store, offers two
other recommendations:

e Create written plans, strategies and goals for each
business (or type of work).

As Kasuka shifts gears several times during
each hour of the work day, she writes in her daily
journal so that none of her goals for the day are
overlooked.

* Employ simple organizational tricks.

Kasuka’s files, whether e-mail, on her hard
drive or on paper, are titled the same, so she can
easily retrieve information on a given topic. Paper
files are also color-coded.



Tips from the Field

What Parent Educators and Counselors Can Learn from Leading Therapists

What really works in therapy was the question asked of the twenty-one
professionals who contributed to Clinical Pearls of Wisdom, edited by Michael
Kernon and published this year by W. W. Norton. Their comments have value for
all of us, whether we work in parent education, as school counselors or social
workers, or with difficult colleagues.

¢ Use directed mindfulness.




New Titles from Parenting Press

Fights. Abandonment. Abuse.
Tough Topics That Have to Be Discussed.

Something Is Wrong at My House: A Book
about Parents’ Fighting

Something
Is Wrong

How can you help children understand domestic abuse? This classic by Diane

Davis, now revised and updated, continues to be formatted so that it can be

used with the very young and with kids who read at the same time.
ithout being judgmental, it explains how kids can get help and
ow they can cope when their parents quarrel. Ideal for school

social workers, counselors and nurses, domestic abuse and homeless
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shelters, support groups and foster children’s programs. Available
ow! 32 pages, paperback, §7.95, ISBN 978-1-884734-65-6.
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Coping When A Parent Leaves e
(And Doesn’t Come Back)

How does a child cope when a parent disappears? This gentle
story is ideal for sharing with a child who can’t understand
why Mom or Dad is gone, and when—if ever—the parent
might return. Created by a social worker/mother and son
team, Where Is My Mommy? helps children work through
loss and grief. Can be used by therapeutic child care programs,
school and preschool counselors and social workers, in support groups and individual
counseling, and by family members, guardians and foster parents. Especially helpful in
situations without closure such as abandonment. Available now. 32 pages, paperback,
$12.95, ISBN 978-1-884734-46-5.
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Out of

Out of Harm's Way: .He.l'rm? Way
A Parent’s Guide to ‘ :
Protecting Young Children ;
from Sexual Abuse

If you think strangers are the only people who molest kids,

you need Sandy Wurtele’s book. Packed with facts, she

describes typical predators, how they groom kids for sexual

abuse and what we can do to protect our children. Includes

chilling quotes from the molesters this psychologist has
interviewed. 32 pages, paperback, $9.95, ISBN 978-1-884734-97-7.
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