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If you’re anything like me, you feel all the ‘new year, 
new you’ feelings that we usually associate with  
January as September fast approaches. For those of  
us tightly linked with the education system, September 
is the mark of a new year and new chapter. 

Ideally, we’ve all taken a scoop of rejuvenation and 
rest over the summer months – whatever that flavour 
is for you!  When we parted in June, some suggestions 
were given to pause and reflect this summer and how 
to prioritize what you need and navigate transitions for 
buoyancy this year. 

As we approach September and start rumbling with all 
the ‘new year, new me’ inklings, instead of an overhaul 
approach to your wellness this school year, how about 
a ‘new year, same me, with some slight adjustments’ 
approach?  It’s a little less catchy, but I wager much 
more sustainable! Here are a few tactics you might 
consider applying: Order of Operations, Strategize  
and Schedule, Matrix for Prioritizing

1.   Order of Operations 

This one’s for all the math folks out there!  Remember 
PEDMAS? (You know it!  Parentheses, Exponents,  
Division…and so on…) The point here is that the  
order in which we approach an equation impacts  
the outcome. If we start with the wrong part of the 
equation, the outcome isn’t right. We can apply this 
exact philosophy to our work and wellbeing order of 
operations. Here’s how:

First, let’s establish that most of us are following a 
faulty order of operations. It looks like this: 

WORK
FAMILY FRIENDS COMMUNITY

SELF

The problem with this order of operations, is that we 
have a hard time getting to the SELF of it all and we’re 
depleted before we get to the end of the equation.

So instead, take a post-it or piece of paper. Separate 
it into three sections. You’re going to write this new 
order of operations (one word for each section): 

<YOUR NAME>
FAMILY FRIENDS COMMUNITY

WORK

Put this somewhere you can see it daily and remember 
the order of operations. We start with SELF (What do 
I need to be healthy today? What do I need to be my 
best self today?) and then FAMILY etc. (How can I  
connect with my friends, family, and community  
today?) and finally we do the WORK part of the  
equation. This doesn’t mean the quality of our work 
lessens. In fact, many clients who have worked on 
making this philosophical and tactical shift have noted 
that they feel they are able to show up in their work 
more effectively.

Turning the page  
to a new year!



2.   Strategize and Schedule

This one is not the most exciting, but it’s one of the 
foundations of prioritizing our wellness. Before the 
start of classes, sit down for a strategizing session to 
figure out what your wellness needs are and then  
how and (precisely) when you’re going to do them. 
Personally, I feel and perform my best when I move  
my body regularly, have a regular sleep schedule, and 
have downtime to reflect and regroup. There are lots 
of other things I do for my health regularly, or want  
to do for my health, but these three are the ones that 
really change the game for me and can negatively  
impact my functioning when I neglect them. So  
instead of attempting to do ALL the wellness things  
(no overhauling here), I focus on what I call ‘the  
difference that makes the difference.’ 

What are your top 3 wellness needs that really change 
the game for you? Write them down.

Now that you have determined what you need (and 
yes, these are NEEDS), you then need to plan for how 
you’re going to get them in your life on the regular.

Pull out your calendar, create a colour category for 
your wellness activities (choose a colour you LIKE so 
that you’re more attracted to it when you view your 
calendar) and start slotting these into your weekly 
plan.  As you’re slotting these appointments in,  
consider your transition time, your travel time, your 
preparation time and put it all into the plan. Be  
realistic. Is 7 days a week at the gym really going to 
happen? Pick a goal you think you can realistically 
achieve.

Before the start of September, I know when/where/
how I’m moving my body each week. I have my  
bedtime routine scheduled and I have blocked off a 
little time each week for downtime and reflection.  
To achieve this, I also schedule my travel/transition 
time for meetings and/or family obligations. When I 
see a hiccup in the schedule, I plan ahead so that each 
week might look a little different, but I know I have a 
plan for my wellness priorities in addition to all the 
other obligations I have in my life. 

For example, do you have a late meeting in 3 weeks’ 
time on the Tuesday you usually hit the gym? Can you 
move that gym session to another day/time? Can’t 
fit in your gym session because your kids have extra-
curriculars at that time? Can you do both or piggyback 
activities? For example, when my kids are in swim  
lessons, I hit the gym upstairs at the pool instead of  
sitting pool side scrolling my phone. It’s not my  
favourite gym, but it means the difference between 
moving my body or not moving my body two days out 
of the week.

Protect this time. Treat it like any other meeting or 
priority. It’s amazing to me how proficient leaders  
can be at creating time for work, students, and your 
families. You’re like magicians! This tactic is mainly 
about applying that magical skill you have in  
strategizing and scheduling everyone else’s needs to 
yourself and what you need.

And, if you’re following your new order of operations, 
you know that these activities are not just addons – 
they’re required parts of the equation!
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3.   Matrix for Prioritizing

Finally, start considering applying a matrix for prioritizing your activities.  If you search ‘time management matrix’  
on the internet, you’ll find lots of options (Stephen Covey’s book, The 7 Habits of Highly Effective People, outlines  
this approach thoroughly). I use one adapted from multiple sources that allows me to determine the urgency and 
importance level of each item on my to-do list. Something a little like this:
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HIGH URGENCY/HIGH IMPORTANCE:
Do these items NOW. This is the ‘putting out fires’ 
zone. (We don’t want to live here if we can help it.)

HIGH URGENCY/LOW IMPORTANCE:
I think of these as the ‘nice to do’ items. If I can do 
them today, great. But because they’re low on the 
importance scale, the consequences of not doing them 
are low. So, if I run out of time, it’s ok.

LOW URGENCY/HIGH IMPORTANCE:
These are strategic priorities. Schedule these in and 
plan for how to achieve them. (Spending more time in 
this zone helps prevent too many items being in the 
‘fire’ zone.) 

LOW URGENCY/LOW IMPORTANCE:
I call this the parking lot. I park items here that I don’t 
want to lose track of. Park it and put it out of your 
mind for now.

You can create a template (or find  one on the internet) 
or simply use your office white board or a piece of  
paper to segment your activities (daily, weekly,  
monthly) into these categories. Using a priorities 
matrix can improve our wellbeing because it can help 
us find time in our schedule for other (wellness) items. 
It can allow us to clarify what really matters today and 
feel more accomplished even when there are still items 
on the to do list.

So, as you lean into September, the great news is you 
don’t need to overhaul anything.  Just a few slight 
adjustments, tools, and tactics to make this year a little 
more optimized with wellness a little higher on the 
priority list than last year.  

Please reach out to the BCPVPA EIP Program if you 
would like some support and guidance in developing 
and maintaining your personal wellness plan this fall. 
We’re here for you! 

With respect and admiration, 
 
Darby Barnes
Rehabilitation Consultant
humanworks consulting group inc.

Darby is a registered clinical counsellor who describes 
her work calling as ‘caring for people who care for 
people’ and has worked supporting leaders and  
workers in complex human serving systems (health 
care and education) for over a decade.  She specifically 
supports teachers and school leaders at this time and 
finds deep joy and honour in her work. 
 
The humanworks EIP column appears in BCPVPA’s 
eNews the first Friday of each month.

https://www.bcpvpa.org/member-support-services/early-intervention-program#:~:text=The%20BCPVPA%20Early%20Intervention%20Program,in%20the%20K%2D12%20system.

