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Clearing House Organizing News  September/October 2007 
 
Fall � A Season to be Ready!  
After a summer hiatus, Clearing House News is back to offer organizing strategies designed to 
save you time, maximize your efforts, and adapt to your individual needs.   Taking inspiration 
from the renewed energy September always brings, whether we are back-to-school or 
revitalized from a summer vacation, the focus for this Fall issue is on planning and the 
organizational benefits gained from mapping out a system right from the start, regardless of the 
projects you undertake.   The extended article in this issue is devoted to working with students, 
and imparts organizing strategies designed to help students develop life-long organizing habits.      
 
Other Topics in this Issue: 

! September is National Preparedness Month 
! Emergency Response Plan � Do You Have One?  
! Organizing for Students � Help them Help Themselves 

o Strategies for Incoming � Help them Put it Away 
o Strategies for Scheduling � Help Them Remember to Do It 
o Strategies for Outgoing � Help Them Get It Done 

! WDC-Area Community Resources: 
o Donations:  A Wider Circle 
o Products:  Shelving Sale through October 21 

! Earn Free Organizing Hours from Clearing House! 
! Call for Topics � What do You Want to Hear About? 

 
September is National Preparedness Month � As part of a national effort to educate businesses, 
individuals and families on the importance of being prepared in an emergency, the National 
Association of Professional Organizers (NAPO) has signed on as a coalition member of the U.S. 
Department of Homeland Security�s National Preparedness Month.  The goal is to help raise 
public awareness about the importance of preparing for emergencies and to encourage 
individuals to take action.   If you are interested in learning more about how you can better 
prepare your business, home or family for an unexpected crisis, visit www.ready.gov for 
materials, checklists, tips and other helpful information.    
 
Also, the American Red Cross offers an online educational presentation entitled Be Red Cross 
Ready � Get A Kit. Make a Plan. Be Informed.  Visit www.redcross.org/beredcrossready to view 
this presentation and link to other helpful resources such as an emergency kit shopping list, 
emergency contact forms, first aid training and a link to the popular online store where you 
can purchase pre-assembled kits and other disaster preparedness merchandise 
(www.redcrossstore.org).  (Okay, in the interest of full disclosure, my better half is a hard-
working employee of the American Red Cross, who benefits in no way from the links to 
information shared here!) 
 



 
 

Professional Organizing Services 
301-564-9449 

www.clearinghousenow.com 
Copyright 2007 Clearing House, LLC 

Emergency Response Plan:  Do You Have One?   Having lived for many years in the disaster-
prone state of California, it became second nature for my family to have at-the-ready our 
disaster supply kit (for earthquakes, in particular) and a plan for evacuation if needed.   Now 
that our roots are firmly planted here in the metro Washington D.C. region, we updated our 
plan to account for potential threats unique to this region (Code Yellow, Orange and Red), the 
occasional hurricane, our school-age children and aging parents.     
 
Wherever you live, consider drafting your own emergency response plan and sharing it with a 
local relative or close friend (or both) who could offer help should an emergency arise.  
Include:  

• Key contact information for all local family members or friends taking part in your plan 
(cell, work and home numbers, email addresses, and work addresses); 

• Key contact information for a designated out-of-town contact (family member or close 
friend); 

• School addresses and phone numbers, if appropriate, and contact information for 
people authorized to pick up your children from school.  Be sure you know the school�s 
emergency procedures; 

• Detailed instructions on the retrieval and care of children, elderly relatives and pets; 
• Designated rendezvous location for family reunification;  plan for a no-evacuation 

scenario, and an immediate evacuation scenario; 
 
Enlist local relatives, neighbors and/or close friends in the process to ensure that all necessary 
information and detailed wishes are communicated.  Once you have a written plan, make a 
copy for everyone involved and keep a copy at work, home and in your car.  Update the 
information annually, or as necessary.  Even if you never implement your personal response 
plan, you�ll feel better knowing you are prepared. 
 
Organizing for Students:  Help them Help Themselves � Back to school brings many routines we 
enjoy, such as the start of new activities and projects, yet brings just as many that we loathe, 
like wading through forms, to-do�s and completed work, and managing scheduling conflicts.  
Since ignoring the piles and avoiding commitments is not an option for most of us, the best 
solution for managing the inflow of both information and demands on our time is to employ 
daily maintenance strategies that simplify the process and reduce the burden.   
 
In turn, we teach our students these strategies to foster independence, reinforce self-
maintenance routines, encourage good time management practices, and promote 
responsibility.  When applied successfully, students learn to be accountable to the systems in 
place, validating their control of the process.  End result:  happier families all around! 
 

Strategies for Incoming � Help them Put it Away 
• Designate a �landing zone� for backpacks, bags and other items routinely dumped 

upon entry at the end of the day.  Equip entryways or closets with hooks, bins or other 
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storage options to manage items.  Reinforce the system you implement on a daily basis, 
until it becomes routine.  Encourage siblings to assist each other to remember. 

 
• Designate an area (and communicate to your student) for incoming papers needing 

your (parent�s) immediate attention.  Ideally, each student should have their own place 
to deliver papers, especially if your children attend more than one school.  Options 
include stacking trays, file folders, magazine holders, desktop baskets, hanging wall or 
magnetized pockets or clips on the refrigerator.   Label the container and locate it where 
you commonly manage paper, such as where you process your mail, a kitchen counter, 
home office desktop, a bookshelf or dining room buffet.   Use of the kitchen or dining 
room tables is discouraged.  At first, routinely request papers from your student to 
develop the habit.  Praise them when they follow through.  

 
• Set-up a desktop file for student�s completed work, with subject-specific hanging files, for 

filing school papers completed or in transition (future study materials).  This is a visually 
effective and portable �home� for papers.  Locate the desktop file either near the 
student�s work area (desk), the family computer or at your central paperwork station.   
Prepare one for each student and enlist him/her in the set-up process (labeling hanging 
and interior folders for each subject, selection of favorite colors, decorating or 
personalizing).  Students who �own� a system are more likely to use it.     

 
• Routine filing of completed work by the student, in subject-specific folders, reinforces 

organizing skills (for retrieval, reference or progress reviews) and offers you a self-
contained system to review your child�s work when required.  Desktop files can be found 
at all office supply stores; the most effective types are those open at the top, with 
notches for hanging files, and slim in design (6-8 inches deep, letter-size width).  Avoid 
highly stylized �boxes� with lids.  Keeping it simple and accessible will promote use. 

 
• If your student works with a binder system that contains active as well as completed 

work, a desktop file at home is still encouraged to accommodate quarterly purges from 
the binder, as subject units are completed.   Like binder purges, it is recommended that 
you also regularly purge desktop files when new material needs to be filed, or at the end 
of each marking period.  Encourage your student to be responsible for this step. 

 
Strategies for Scheduling � Help Them Remember to Do It 
• Use visual aids such as a large wall calendar, white board or bulletin board to post 

important project deadlines, weekly activities and special commitments.  Devote a 
separate one for each student and have him/her enter recurring activities, lessons and 
project deadlines as they receive them (at least once a week).  Your student will be 
better able to plan for long-term assignments and manage related schoolwork when 
they can �see� what days they actually have open to work on projects. 
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• Post the calendar, white board or bulletin board near where they do their work (either on 
a wall above or next to their desk, or on the refrigerator if they use the kitchen table) and 
encourage them to reference it daily, either in the morning before school or when they 
do their homework.  This calendar or reference board will also serve to remind them of 
special class outings (field trips) and items they need to bring to school (musical 
instruments).  Use colored pens or dry erase markers to highlight certain activities or 
subjects.  

 
• Review the upcoming week�s schedule with your student at the close of the weekend, or 

another mutually convenient time.   For upcoming schoolwork deadlines, ask them to 
physically count back the days available to work on that project and to specify what 
they can get done each available day, in effect creating for themselves a time 
management outline.   Writing each step of a project down on a specified day makes it 
a clear commitment.  This strategy offers a tool for students to plan their time effectively, 
and to successfully follow through.  Just like advising children about money, the earlier 
you begin teaching and reinforcing time management skills, and holding them 
accountable, the better they get at managing it for themselves. 

 
Strategies for Outgoing � Help Them Get It Done 
• Equip your student with a proper desk.  Regardless of whether your student actually uses 

the desk for work (they may prefer their bedroom floor, surface of their bed, or dining 
room table), having a central place for storing their papers, reference materials and 
supplies is essential for developing good organizing habits. 

 
• Create a portable supply kit, especially if your student tends to do homework in places 

other than at a desk.  Use a plastic art supply tote, shoebox, large pencil case or other 
portable container to store everything they might need to complete an assignment.  
Having available supplies at their fingertips promotes focus and lessens distracting 
behaviors caused by having to look for things as they work.  

 
• Stock nearby bookshelves, computer area or their desk with adequate paper supplies 

and appropriate reference books (dictionaries, thesauruses, writing guides, math 
workbooks, current-events magazines).  Store like items together and maximize bookshelf 
storage and accessibility by containing loose items in appropriate receptacles (loose 
paper in trays, magazines in holders, supplies in clear boxes). 

 
• Keep an analog clock in every room where schoolwork or lessons are done.  Analog 

clocks, as opposed to digital ones, allow students to actively view the passing of time, 
relate it to what they are doing, and help them to better manage the time devoted to a 
particular activity.  Alternatively, offer the use of a kitchen timer if your student performs 
better when they work in shorter, highly focused blocks of time, or visit 
www.timetimer.com for specialty timers commonly used in classroom settings.    
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• Designate a �launching pad� in your home, close to the door or wherever you gather 
items needed for the next day (keys, bag, lunch, backpack, library books, coat).  Each 
evening, encourage your students to pack up items needed for the next day to leave at 
this location.  This step reinforces next-day planning and reduces anxiety during the 
morning rush.    

 
If you would like to discuss specific organizing challenges your student is facing, or to just get on 
the right track for the school year, call or email Clearing House to schedule an organizing 
session.  Clearing House will help you design and implement a system that meets individual 
needs. 
 
WDC-Area Community Resources:   
Donations:  A Wider Circle � This Washington-area non-profit organization supports individuals 
and families in the local area who struggle with obtaining basic needs and personal care 
services.  A Wider Circle offers support to those who have been challenged by poverty, 
homelessness, abuse and other health or social issues.  The many programs offered by A Wider 
Circle are successful largely due to volunteers and donations from the surrounding community.  
One such program is the Neighbor-to-Neighbor service, the foundation of which is a donor-
supported warehouse that stocks furniture, household items and basic supplies for client�s 
immediate needs.    
 
A Wider Circle accepts donations of many items in good condition at the Bethesda, MD 
warehouse, located at 5140 River Rd, Bethesda, MD, 20816 (residing in Extra Space Storage, 
located between the McDonald�s and 7-11, ask for A Wider Circle volunteer).  Drop-off hours 
are Tuesday, Thursday and Saturday from 10am-1pm.  Pick up services are also available if you 
call to schedule.  The items that families need the most are:  beds, dressers, tables and chairs, 
couches, living room chairs, cribs and crib mattresses, infant/toddler toys, and kitchen supplies.  
You can learn more about the important work done by A Wider Circle, and how you can help, 
by calling 301-657-1010 or by visiting www.awidercircle.org.     
 
Products:  Container Store Shelving Sale Through October 21st � Take advantage of the current 
shelving sale currently running through October 21st at your local Container Store or online at 
www.containerstore.com.  Many shelving components (Elfa brand and others) are currently 
priced 25 percent off regular prices, a significant savings.    Maximize your work and storage 
spaces by outfitting underutilized rooms and wall areas with targeted shelving solutions.   A 
minimal investment in effective storage offers added value in the form of a better functioning, 
low maintenance space, not to mention time saved in having things just where you need 
them.   Shelving solutions can be configured to your specific needs, including closets of all 
type, media and book storage, small work spaces, utility storage, bedroom and family rooms, 
as well as home offices. 
 
Earn Free Organizing Hours from Clearing House!  As a thank you for your past and continued 
efforts at spreading the word about our services, Clearing House will credit you one free hour of 
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hands-on organizing service for each new referral that becomes a client.∗    Please continue to 
spread the word about the benefits of becoming organized, and earn enough hours to 
maintain your organizing �fix.�  It�s never to soon for an organizing tune-up!    
 
Call for Topics � What do You Want to Hear About?  I enjoy sharing tips and strategies for 
becoming better organized on a wide variety of topics.  If there is a specific subject or area of 
concern you would like to have me address in future newsletters, please send an email with 
your suggestion.   Don�t forget that you can check out back issues of Clearing House News on 
my website. 
 
Have a great fall season! 
 
Jackie Kelley 
Professional Organizer  
Clearing House, LLC    
301-564-9449 
jackie@clearinghousenow.com 
www.clearinghousenow.com 

                                                
∗  The one-hour credit will be applied to a scheduled 3-hour organizing session.   
   


