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YOU KNOW IT’S TIME
Whether you’re into resolutions or not, January often feels like a good time to clean house.
Although the academic year doesn’t match the calendar year, there’s still value in thinking
about how you want the next year to look.
In fact, there is no bad time to start this process!
Don’t wait for September or January to roll around if you’re feeling a little cob-webby or piles
of paper are threatening to bury you.
In this guide, we’re going to walk through
a process for clarifying your work
priorities for the next year, and then
organizing your mental, digital, and
physical environment to help you focus
on those priority areas.
Academics often have a hard time letting
go of unfinished projects, old documents,
and old systems. Although I am a fierce
and ruthless anti-clutter person myself, I
take a gentler approach in this guide to
help you let go without heading straight for the shredder or the digital trash bin.

This is a totally doable, totally DIY process for clearing the clutter. I recommend taking a little
time (one step a day) but you can set your own pace.
If you think you want or need some additional support or guidance, check out my affordable
“De-Clutter Your Life” coaching package at: https://lesliekerncoaching.com/rates-services/
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STEP 1: FIND YOUR FOCUS
Prepare yourself for a little time travel, because in this step you’re going to leave the present
behind and take yourself one year into the future. So:
•
•
•
•

Find a space to sit comfortably.
Have a pen and notebook nearby.
Take a couple of deep breaths.
Close your eyes or gaze towards the sky.

ONE YEAR FROM TODAY…
•
•
•

Imagine it is one year from today, and the year has gone just as you wanted it to in
terms of your work.
Sit with that for a moment, and notice any feelings or sensations that come up.
Staying in the future, ask yourself the following questions about your work, keeping in
mind that “work” could include many different things, like research, writing, creative
activities, teaching, service and so on.
o What am I really proud of in my work this year?
o What am I excited by my progress on?
o What growth did I experience?
o What did I complete that was really important or satisfying?
o What was I able to devote significant attention to?
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IDENTIFYING YOUR PRIORITIES
It’s important at this point to notice – and then set aside – any voice that is piping in with “well
I should have done THAT” or “I wish I could do this BUT” and so on. Right now you’re just
imagining that a very satisfying year has passed.
•
•

•

Take your notebook and write down the items or areas that Future You feels great
about completing or making progress on.
Be as specific as possible. So, instead of “focused on teaching,” try “led a successful
senior seminar” or “updated my lecture content in the first year course.” Instead of
“writing,” try “completed a first draft of my book manuscript” or “submitted revisions
on the fish paper.”
If those “shoulds” are still butting in to your vision, you can write them down too, but
use a separate page.

HONING IN ON THE PRIORITIES
Consider the list of things that Future You is celebrating. I’ll call this your Priority List
throughout the guide but please give it a name that makes sense to you. Consider:
•
•
•

Has Future You been either too modest or too unrealistic in your list of achievements
and progress?
Is anything missing now that you consider the list as a whole?
Are these the things you would like to give significant attention to over the next year?

Take a little time to play with this list, maybe even meditate or just sleep on it. Consider it a
living document, not a prescription. But a Priority List is a great first step in de-cluttering your
work life for the next year.
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STEP 2: CLEARING THE WEEDS
We all know that the Priority List is nowhere near your actual To Do list for the next year.
There are dozens of other things that are just part of your job, that exist whether you prioritize
them or not, whether you love them or not, whether you avoid them or not. That’s fine, we
can’t “de-clutter” ourselves out of all the basic duties and obligations.
That said, there are probably more than a few items that are cluttering up your time or just
your mental space.
You might be over-extended in your service commitments. You might have projects that
you’ve been meaning to work on for the last year, or five or ten years even! There could be a
few things that are cropping up on your “should” list: “I should write a new grant proposal;” “I
should write a third paper from that fish data;” “I should write an abstract for that conference.”
In this step, you need to take a hard look at this kind of “clutter” because it might be skewing
or even completely destroying your Priority List.
TAKE A HARD LOOK AT THE “SHOULDS”
If you started a list of “shoulds” back in Step 1, pull it out and add anything else that feels like
“clutter.” Again, these are not the parts of your job that come with the territory, like teaching
classes, meeting with students, or going to department meetings.
These “clutter” items might be:
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Service commitments that have you resentful or over-extended.
Projects that have sat untouched for months or years (or decades).
Project ideas that haven’t progressed in recent memory.
Things you started but have lost all motivation for.
Anything you’ve been putting off, telling yourself you’ll get to it “someday.”
Things that someone else suggested you should do.
Things that you are doing only out of habit or tradition (going to a certain conference,
for example).

5

Now, I already confessed to being ruthless in my own life
when it comes to clutter. I have probably donated or
trashed precious heirlooms and valuable collectibles in
the name of the purge, and I have zero regrets. But I
know that for many academics, letting go of anything can
be a big deal. So let’s move carefully.
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CONSIDER YOUR ‘SHOULD’ LIST
Ask each item on this list:
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Am I passionate (or even mildly excited) about working on this over the next year?
Am I just going through the motions with this? Is it habit rather than actual desire?
Am I fulfilling someone else’s idea of what I should be doing?
Can this item be pushed back or kept on the backburner?
If it can be pushed back, is it really something I’m invested in?
Can I let go of this project or step away from this task?
If I absolutely have to do this in the next year, even if I’m not excited about it, how can I
make it a true priority and tackle it head on?

It might be important to look at the Priority List and make sure none of these factors apply
there.
Take stock of how you’re feeling right now as you consider where you may have been putting
your valuable energy in the past, and where you would like to put it in the future.
If you’re feeling a little lost or confused, this might be a step where coaching can help you
“clear the weeds.”
If you feel ready, take 4 different coloured highlighters and colour-code your “shoulds:”
•
•
•
•

Items you can permanently let go of
Items that can be postponed to next year or beyond
Items that can be elevated to priority due to urgency or importance
Items that might actually just be non-negotiable parts of your job

Take and deep breath and acknowledge the hard work of taking an honest look at this list.
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STEP 3: SORT & NAME
This is where we really get down to sorting and organizing the mental clutter of the various
projects and commitments that you’ve been exploring over the last two steps. If you have a
pad of sticky notes handy, they can be useful for this step; if not, little scraps of paper work just
fine.

Clear a space on your desk, dining room
table, or floor and make 4 “areas.” You can
use a sticky note or piece of paper to mark
each one.
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Area 1: Priority. Projects that you’re excited about or simply must do for this coming year.
Area 2: Push back. Projects that can be put on the backburner until next year or beyond.
Area 3: Let go or say no. Projects and commitments that you can truly close the book on, or
say no to.
Area 4: Not sure. Hopefully a small category but can be a holding place for anything you just
aren’t sure where to put right now.
Write the name of each project/commitment that came up on your Priority List and your list
from Step 2 on a note and stick it under the corresponding area.
Hopefully the items under Area 1: Priority are fairly easy to sort, since you’ve worked on this list
already.
Area 3 might be the most challenging, if letting go or saying no are especially difficult for you.
But don’t worry – you still get to decide exactly what “letting go” looks like in the next two
steps.
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Once you have all your projects and commitments sorted, take a step back and observe.
•
•
•
•

What are you feeling as you look at the areas?
Is there any tightness or anxiety?
Notice your feelings but you don’t have to let them drive the bus, even if they’re along
for the ride.
For example, don’t move something you’re passionate about starting into the “push
back” category because it scares you a little, or move something from the “let go”
category because you feel guilty about letting someone else down.

Once you have everything where it should be, take a picture of your areas or write them down
as lists.
At this step, it’s nice to give each project or commitment on the Priority List a clear, meaningful
name. If any of these projects have some fears or negative associations attached, consider
giving them new names, ones that excite you or that have fresh associations.
It might sound silly, but it can change how you relate to your work.
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STEP 4: TACKLE THE DIGITAL REALM
Finally, we’re getting into the nitty gritty of actually organizing things! Congrats on doing the
tough mental and emotional work of prioritizing your work and setting your intentions for the
next year. Now, you get to see the results of that work show up.
In Step 4, we’re organizing your digital landscape to support your priorities for the next year.
For this section, I’m going to assume that you use some kind of Windows-based software on
your Mac or PC that organizes your files into folders of various levels. It doesn’t really matter
for our purposes here whether those folders are on your hard drive only, a server, a cloudbased storage system, or what not.
Of course I do recommend that no matter what system you use, you have a backup storage
system in place: an external hard drive, a cloud storage system, etc. All of your hard work is for
nothing if your files disappear!
PROJECT FOLDERS – PRIORITY, ONGOING, CLOSED
You can use the categories you set up in Step 3 to create folders that represent the ways you
divided your projects. An example:
Within each of those three
folders would be subfolders for
each of the projects or
commitments that you’re
placing there. If you have
trouble deleting or truly letting
go of projects you don’t see
yourself coming back to, create
a “Closed projects” folder
where these can be stored.

You could go a step further and move “Ongoing” and “Closed” out of your top level folder so
that “Priority” remains front and centre.
If you prefer to organize your digital world according to major work areas like Research,
Service and Teaching, you could keep those as “top level” folders and then have folders for
priority, ongoing and closed under each, as below:
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Once you have this high level system in place, you’ll be moving your individual project or
commitment folders into the appropriate folder. Remember to rename them to reflect the new
names you might have given some of them in Step 3.
If you’re feeling very industrious, set aside some time to make sure each of those individual
project folders – especially the ones in the Priority folder - are labelled correctly; have effective
and useful subfolders within; have your most recent work near the “top”; are cleared of any old
or unnecessary files.
Again, if you hate to delete, create a subfolder for “old drafts” or “previous years” to keep
these old files from cluttering up your fresh digital space.
If you use your “desktop” folder as a spot to stash random files, consider clearing these away
into the right subfolders or deleting old files to give your desktop a clean and clear appearance.
“EVERYDAY” WORK
You should also make sure you have easy access to the files you need for the “everyday”
aspects of your job: teaching, committee work, administration, etc. Perhaps these live in a
folder next to “priority;” perhaps they already have homes. Either way, make sure you can get
to them in no more than a couple of clicks.
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I like to start each year or semester off by moving last year’s files (like syllabi, committee
reports, whatever) into new folders with their year/term. Copy anything you still need to a new
folder with the current year/term. Make sure your current folders have the most up to date files
that you need, and keep previous years’ files stowed in their own folders.
EMAIL
I cannot recommend enough the practice of setting up your email account with folders that
closely align with the folders you have for files on your
computer.
If you currently have one folder – Inbox – with 43000 messages,
I get that this is daunting. Maybe you can’t go back and file all
of those. Or maybe they just need to be moved into one big
“Previous Years” folder.
Either way, there is nothing stopping you from moving
forward with a better system.
You can start simple: just Research, Teaching, Service, for
example. You can add subfolders as the need arises. The
system can evolve as you get more comfortable.
For me, things get moved out of Inbox as soon as I’ve either
replied to or dealt with the matter at hand. If I can make a note
in my calendar or bullet planner (e.g. “reference letter for JS”), I
can move the email about that reference letter into “Student
Correspondence > Reference Letter Requests.” When I sit down
to write the letter, I can find the email easily in the right folder.

Given how much of our professional work takes place via email, having an organized email
system is a critical part of organizing your digital work life.
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STEP 5: SET YOUR WORK SPACE UP FOR SUCCESS
By now you should have a really clear idea of your priority areas for the next year. Good work!
It’s time to set up your physical work space (or spaces, if you have more than one) to reflect
those priorities and to enable you to focus on your most important work commitments and
goals.
This step might take one person an hour; another, a week. No judgment. The process and the
final outcome don’t have to be “perfect.” They just have to meet your standards and your
needs.
You will also have to tailor my advice to your specific space, preferences, and work mode. Both
my suggestions and your own innovations should centre around the main objective:
Set your space up to reflect your priorities.
BEFORE YOU START
Once you start moving papers and books around, you’re going to find there’s a lot of dust. On
everything. Not to mention crumbs, coffee stains, smears and some unidentified stains. I
suggest bringing in some of your own preferred cleaning supplies (rags, all purpose cleaning
spray, duster, screen cleaner…). Extra garbage bags might be needed.
If you have a lot of papers floating around, you might also want to invest in file folders and/or
magazine racks to increase your storage. Banker’s boxes can be great for material you want
to stow for a while. Check to see if your faculty secretary or office manager has some; they also
might be able to order these as part of their supply budget.
Bring some music or a podcast to keep you entertained as you work! I also recommend
snacks. Organizing can be daunting for some, but try to keep a light heart as you go.
CLEAR OUT: CLOSED PROJECTS
Look around and identify any papers, books, materials or whatever that pertain to projects
you’ve deemed “closed.” These are the ones you don’t intend to reopen or continue. For this
material, decide what can go in the trash/recycling; what can go into long term storage; and
what, if anything, is relevant to ongoing or priority projects.
Trash the trash. Take a deep breath and let it go.
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If you can’t put anything in the trash, decide how and where you’re going to store it. Preferably
these items would get boxed up and leave your office. If you really don’t have anywhere to
store them, consider again if you truly need to keep them. If you can reduce the pile to a small
one, are there papers that can be scanned and stored digitally? Books that can be donated to
the library? Be honest.
You can’t focus on your true priorities if your environment is cluttered with the bones of old
projects.
If there are items relevant to ongoing or priority projects, keep these handy and organized
according to project. We’ll come back to them.
A note on old student work: If you have old papers or exams stuffed in a filing cabinet, check
to see if your school has a rule on how long you need to keep this work. Often there is off-site
storage for final exams, and other student work can go to the shredder after about a year.
STORE: ONGOING/NEXT YEAR PROJECTS
The projects and commitments that you’ve pushed back for at least a year need a home, but
that home should not be on your desk right now. As you go through your office and pull
materials related to these projects, identify a shelf, drawer or area off your desk where these
can live until next year. File folders and magazine holders can come in handy here.
Try not to just dump this stuff into a drawer or leave it in a new, messy pile. Organize it
according to project or area and make sure things are nicely labelled so you can easily find it all
again when you’re ready to pick up this work.
CREATE ACCESS: PRIORITY PROJECTS AND “EVERYDAY” WORK
Imagine sitting down to work on your latest journal article and knowing exactly where the
relevant notes, papers, articles, data and books are. Ahhhhhh.
You should have no problem finding your digital files, if you followed Step 4. Now you’re going
to make sure that your physical environment offers you the same access to the material you
need to work on both your priority projects and your everyday duties.
Depending how much you’ve cleared away so far, you might be able to identify a good couple
of shelves and maybe some desk space where your current work can live. Ideally this space is
close to hand.
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PRIORITY PROJECTS
Take some time to gather all the material you’ll want nearby for your priority projects and
commitments. Take stock of how much material there is and decide where it might fit. Move
relevant books to this shelf or area of your desk; put relevant papers and articles into magazine
holders or file folders. When you’re done, you should have a shelf or two purely devoted to the
things you’re most committed to making progress on his year.
EVERYDAY WORK
You also need access to the materials you use day to day, like textbooks, course readings,
lecture notes, syllabi etc. for teaching, and files with relevant committee work for service.
If you still have shelf space, great! If not, use part of your desk. I like to have a small area for
each course I’m teaching that term. The area has a file folder with readings and course
documents, as well as space to keep grading when it starts to come in.
I use another area to keep files for my current service and administrative work. I try to use a
different colour folder for this work than for teaching.
ASSESS YOUR PROGRESS
Take a look around and acknowledge what you’ve accomplished. Great job!
Sit in your desk chair and assess how easily you can find and grab the work you need. Adjust as
necessary.
Now make a note of any further office organizing supplies you need to keep this system
functioning – folder, in/out trays, accordion files, stacking trays. Get these as soon as you can.
CLEAN
If you haven’t been doing this as you go along, now is the time to get out the cleaning spray,
dusters, etc. and really give all your surfaces a good wiping down.
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NOW IS THE TIME… TO ENJOY!
In this process, you’ve worked through more than you might have bargained for when you
thought about getting organized. You identified your goals and priorities, let go of things that
didn’t fit your vision anymore, and organized your digital and physical environments to let you
access everything you need to have a great year.
Not that you have this system down, you can do “mini” versions at the start of new semesters,
the summer, sabbatical, etc. It’s a living process but so much easier once you’ve laid the
groundwork.
Congratulations on completing the 5 Step Declutter Your Work Life process!
If you want help getting motivated to start those priority projects or organizing your time,
check out some of the services I offer over at www.lesliekerncoaching.com.
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