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Foreword



‘Boy, I wish I had learned this in school—it would have made such a difference!’


‘How can I get this to my kids?!’


I’ve heard innumerable such exclamations over the past three decades, as I’ve trained and coached people in the methodology now known around the world as ‘GTD,’ described in my flagship book, Getting Things Done.


For those of you familiar with GTD, these sentiments probably resonate with you. If you are not aware of the method, this book will give you a great taster of the kinds of practices that we all should have learned in our early years but didn’t. It’s a simple but profound way to deal with the things that have our attention, so that we become the masters of them instead of their victims.


The desire for a method to deliver these practices to younger people, and as soon as possible, has been expressed to me often by parents, teachers, school administrators, clergy and counsellors – people with caring roles in helping young people prepare themselves for their lives ahead.


I am not a parent, nor am I a teacher in the traditional education system. What I developed over these many years was a model of best practices that became the core of my profession, providing training and coaching, primarily in the corporate world. This was the population that was at the forefront of the bombardment of email, the internet and the ever-increasing disruptions of rapid change in that world, and they were hungry for help.


I knew from the beginning what I had uncovered was extremely useful for anyone with a creative and busy life, ranging from students and artists to stay-at-home parents. What I didn’t know was how to reach that audience effectively, as I was trying to build my own career. And I certainly didn’t know the best way to translate the methodology into an understandable and usable format for teenagers.


That said, I always had the sense that if my work was to have the long-term impact I thought it could, kids would be the answer. In order to have a sustainable experience of stress-free productivity, there are behavioural habits that most adults find challenging to change – for instance, keeping track of every commitment, large and small, in a trusted external system instead of in their heads. This simple but powerful practice creates the ability to think optimally and focus creatively. Most adults won’t do this, even when they know better. I’ve seen it. Kids can get this quickly. I’ve seen it.


Most adults think they know how to think. Kids are at a place where they can begin to learn.


How (and if) I could reach that younger audience was unknown to me, though it always remained on my ‘Someday/Maybe’ list. My own wishful thinking in this regard started to morph into a real possibility with the emergence of two people in my world: Mike Williams and Mark Wallace.


I met Mike when I heard about his work at General Electric, successfully applying my methods in his role managing significant change there. I then discovered he had been blogging about his exploration in translating the GTD method, with success, for his own kids! We stayed in touch, and Mike eventually came on board with me professionally in our company. (People on my staff who had met him said, ‘I want Mike as my dad!’) We agreed that it might be time to at last write this book, and I knew he was the guy who could do the heavy lifting for that.


Then I heard about a man named Mark Wallace, an elementary school teacher in Minneapolis who had become such a fan of GTD that he had begun to incorporate its principles and techniques with the kids in his school. I had the opportunity to visit his classroom, where I saw the students doing a core practice of stress-free productivity – what we call the Weekly Review. It’s what people who know my methods realise is the key behaviour to make GTD stick, but few do it with any consistency. In Mark’s class, all thirty kids were totally engaged in it, and they were all younger than twelve years old! Obviously Mark had to be on our team.


Mike and Mark will tell their own stories here. They have certainly added credibility beyond my scope in their engagement with the younger set. And they added and applied their expertise for us to create a wonderful educational experience for anyone willing to get involved with GTD – young and old.


This book is the ‘simplicity beyond complexity’ ideal that Oliver Wendell Holmes extolled. If you’re ready, use it to turbocharge your life in a really cool way. If you think you’re beyond any of this, don’t kid yourself.


—David Allen





Introduction to Parents, Teachers and Other Caring Adults



Welcome! If you are reading this book, you are probably a caring adult (e.g., a parent, teacher, family member, friend, clergy or mentor) who wants to support a teen in your world.


What have you noticed about these young people?




•   Is their distraction, stress or worry increasing or decreasing?


•   Have you noticed what has their attention?


•   Have you noticed things concerning them (e.g., what’s taking place in the school lunchroom, on the bus, on social media apps), things they are on their own to figure out?


•   Have you noticed a budding talent or passion that just needs a little direction or focus?





Today, you may be the guiding hand helping your teen navigate school and life. In a few short years, they will need to have the foundation to handle the freedom, rising complexity and free-form nature of life on their own. Wouldn’t it be gratifying if you could teach them the techniques and habits for navigating life, much like you taught them how to ride a bike, play a sport or musical instrument, or learn to drive?


Good news! We designed this book to serve as a resource to help teens build proficiency in the foundational skills for navigating life. These skills will help them reduce distraction, a sense of being overwhelmed and stress while increasing their self-confidence, presence, productivity, creativity and fun.


The Getting Things Done (GTD) methodology is practiced worldwide. The first generation of practitioners were adults (e.g., artists, executives, business owners, scientists, doctors, teachers, clergy, mums, dads and many more) who learned to replace less effective habits with more effective ones. A common response to learning GTD has been, ‘I wish I would have learned this in school!’ We’ve written this as the textbook for that missing life-skill class.


Before you start your journey with the teen (or teens) in your life, let’s go back in time for a moment. Do you remember the first time . . .




•   You worked on your first significant school project?


•   You had to track your own homework and deadlines?


•   You tried out for a team or an activity?


•   You took driving lessons?


•   You got your first taste of freedom when you left home—perhaps for university or to live on your own?





How’d those first-time experiences go? If you’re like most people, they were a little rough. Yet, over time, as you accumulated life experience, many of them got much easier.


As you work through this book with your teens, they will undoubtedly experience—and work through—many of their own ‘firsts.’ As a caring adult, you will probably feel the short-term tug of ‘let me jump in and fix it’ versus the long-term wisdom of ‘I need to have patience and let them figure it out for themselves.’ This book will help you handle the short-term needs and, using the Getting Things Done methodology, teach your teens the tools and behaviours that will help them in the long term.


You can think of this book as a tool kit that contains foundational principles and processes that can last a lifetime. They are simple. They are teachable. They are timeless.


If you are unfamiliar with the Getting Things Done method, we suggest you take a moment to flip through this book. You may find that working through the book alongside your teen has the added benefit of helping you.


We hope this book serves you and your teen as a trusted source of practical wisdom as you enter, traverse and exit the formative teenage years. It is our hope that as the teens in your world exit their teen years, they have the know-how to follow their dreams and handle whatever life throws their way. Bon voyage.





Introduction to Teenagers



Welcome! Somehow you found this book (or the book found you).


If you do nothing else, take just a few seconds to take a quick look through it from front to back. This is not an ordinary book. It’s both a guidebook and a tool kit for life—your life.


You are moving through some interesting times and dealing with lots of stuff. Your parents or teachers may know some of what is going on in your world, but only you know all of it. You’re juggling classes, sports, activities, family, friendships and more. You live in a hyperconnected world. One day you could be having a great day, and then suddenly, a ding or comment or photo on your phone or computer changes everything. It could be something exciting or disturbing, but in either case, it’s something that has your attention, and something you need to somehow deal with in addition to everything else you already have to do. How do you manage it all?


This book will help you by giving you the wisdom and tools you need to find the answer. It will help decrease your stress and worry. It will help increase your ability to handle things so you have more time to hang out with your friends or simply relax and do nothing.


You can explore this book by yourself, or you may want to journey through it with a friend, mentor or parent. Test the ideas. Discover what works for you today. Build on that. As your world grows more complex, read through the book again, as it’s full of ideas that can help you through all the grades and stages of your life.


Enjoy the adventure.





Before We Begin



READY?


‘Are you ready for middle school?’


‘Are you ready for high school?’


‘Are you ready for university?’


‘Are you ready for your test?’


‘Are you ready for your presentation?’


‘Are you ready to go?’


Do these questions sound familiar? Some are larger life questions; others are smaller. What they have in common is change.


There is nothing simple about being you. It may seem as if you’re always facing new challenges and transitions and getting asked the question ‘Are you ready?’ How do you answer?


Take a few seconds and think about your life today and what’s coming your way in the near future and really ask yourself: Are you . . . ready? Even if you don’t have a full answer to this question yet, that’s okay! This book is here to help you answer this question with a deeper confidence.


[image: Illustration]


USING THIS GUIDEBOOK


Welcome to Getting Things Done for Teens, a tool kit full of principles, practices and tips for you to apply to whatever comes your way. We’ve designed it with you, the individual, in mind. Because no two people are alike and because everyone has different learning styles and preferences, we’ve designed this book to be read and used in several different ways.


You’ll find that it’s visual and interactive.


In it you will find a full cast of memorable characters along with a variety of maps that will help define the territory. The characters help represent concepts, while the maps will give these concepts a working form. Some of the maps will help you practice new ways of thinking, and others will help you capture your thoughts and organise your own thinking.


We’ve also created a series of activities for you to test out and see which principles work best for you. The examples were inspired by real people, and we’d like to hear how you apply the principles in your world.



HOW THE BOOK IS ORGANISED


Part 1 will take a look at everyday life and what’s happening in the world around you. What new and exciting opportunities are out there? What pitfalls are waiting to trip you up?


Part 2 will introduce you to the principles, practices, and tools you can use to succeed in your everyday life. These will help you build habits toward experiencing what we call the ‘ready state.’


Part 3 will give you the opportunity to put these principles, practices, and tools to the test. Here you will get to play, experiment, and practice so you can discover what works for you.


Now that we’ve introduced you to the three main parts of the book, let’s explain what we mean by ready.
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WHAT IS READY?


adjective (readier, readiest)


1 [ predic. ] in a suitable state for an activity, action, or situation; fully prepared


verb (readies, readying, readied) [ with obj. ]


prepare (someone or something) for an activity or purpose


There are many official definitions for the word ‘ready,’ but what does it really mean? What do you think of when you hear ‘ready’? Do you hear your mother asking, ‘Are you ready yet?’ Do you hear the sound of a referee’s whistle starting the game? Do you picture the curtain opening for a performance? Do you hear your teacher saying, ‘Are you ready? You can now begin the test.’


Being ready can have different meanings, but in this book, we’re going to define ‘ready’ as a combination of four things:




1.   READY for now


2.   READY for what’s next


3.   READY for transitions


4.   READY for anything





Let’s take a look at each.


Are You Ready for Now?


Ready for now means being present, right now, in the current moment.


What kind of ready is this? It’s your ability to stay fully focused on one thing—like reading this sentence.


Some examples of being ready for now:




•   Are you ready to read this book?


•   Are you ready to practice your instrument?


•   Are you ready to hang out with friends?


•   Are you ready to ask someone out?


•   Are you ready to start your homework?


•   Are you ready to listen to a friend who needs to talk to you?





Are You Ready for What’s Next?


Ready for what’s next means being fully aware of things that need to be done over a given period of time.


What kind of ready is this? It’s an intuition that comes with understanding what you need to do and a feeling of confidence about how and when you will do it.


Some examples of being ready for what’s next:




•   Are you ready for your maths class next period?


•   Are you ready for football practice today?


•   Are you ready for your job interview?


•   Are you ready for your trip this weekend?





Are You Ready for Transitions?


Being ready for transitions means having the ability to handle shifts in key areas of your life.


What kind of ready is this? It’s your ability to react and respond effectively to change. You will experience significant shifts in responsibilities from middle school through high school. These will be exciting and dynamic years, and it’s actually possible to be prepared and feel ready for these shifts.


Some examples of being ready for transitions:




•   Are you ready to transition from middle school to high school?


•   Are you ready to transition from high school to university?


•   Are you ready to transition from noncompetitive to competitive sports?


•   Are you ready to transition from not having a job to having a job after school?


•   Are you ready to transition from high school to working full-time?


•   Are you ready to transition from living at home to living on your own?





Are You Ready for Anything?


Ready for anything means being relaxed and ready for whatever comes your way.


What kind of ready is this? It’s the feeling that comes from knowing how to gain control and perspective. A big part of being ready is feeling ready. It’s a mind-set of anticipation and confidence in knowing you have what it takes to live your life to its fullest, take risks, and find success.


Some examples of being ready for anything:




•   Are you ready to try something new?


•   Are you ready to take on something that is really challenging and may result in failure?


•   Are you ready to tackle a dream you have?


•   Are you ready for that important conversation with __________________?


•   Are you ready to move from home to university?





This book is here to help equip you to feel ready and confident in any type of situation you face. So with that in mind . . . are you ready to begin?


To maximise this learning, it’s helpful to have a basic understanding of what’s going on inside your head from day to day, minute to minute, moment to moment. Your brain is the most powerful and complicated tool you possess, so let’s start by describing a few of its capacities and limitations and the signals it sends. (This section is not meant to be a thorough presentation on brain research. If you find yourself interested in going deeper, we’d recommend The Organised Mind by Daniel J. Levitin or BrainChains by Theo Compernolle.)



YOUR BRAIN


We’re going to focus here on just two areas of the brain, one of which is responsible for quick reactions and the other for deeper thinking and decision-making. These two areas will be critical in understanding and applying the principles in this book. To help you understand how they function, we’ve created two characters to illustrate each of them.
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Meet Myggy and Cortland


The first important part of the brain for our purposes is called the amygdala.
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The amygdala is your brain’s front line of defense for fight or flight. It serves as a scan-andresponse system for everything that enters your world. It is on autopilot, always searching for new inputs. If the amygdala senses danger or a threat, it will alert your body, activating it in the form of fear, adrenaline, stress, anxiety, sleeplessness, or other stressors. The amygdala kicks your body into a higher gear and will continue alerting you until whatever is troubling it gets taken care of.


If a car is coming, it will prompt you to jump out of the way. If a cricket ball is hit right at you, it will help you react and make a spectacular catch. It can provide you with a boost of adrenaline if you need to step in and help a friend in danger. Your amygdala is meant to work fast and in short bursts on an as-needed basis.


The continual alerts issued by the amygdala can make you feel a lot like you have a monkey jabbering and freaking out inside your head. This aspect of the brain is sometimes referred to as the ‘monkey brain.’ In this book, we’ll use the character of Myggy the monkey as the symbol for the amygdala at work.
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The second important part of the brain is called the prefrontal cortex, located on the frontal lobe.
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The prefrontal cortex is the part of the brain whose function is analytical thought and decision-making. It is responsible for problem solving and synthesises and makes meaning from all that you see and do.


The prefrontal cortex is key to learning, creating, imagining, building and developing relationships, and making things happen. In contrast to the amygdala, the prefrontal cortex is not on autopilot. You engage the prefrontal cortex when you slow down and think, as well as when your mind is idle and has time to wander. The prefrontal cortex requires some time, space, and energy to function efficiently, and it can be trained to be even more effective.


The prefrontal cortex is like a wise old owl watching over the forest of your life—calmly and slowly observing, thinking, and developing a deep and experienced wisdom to make sense of life’s experiences. We’ll use the character of Cortland the owl as the symbol of the prefrontal cortex.


[image: Illustration]


To be ready in all the ways we have described, you’ll need to understand and harness the powers of both of these parts of your brain. Myggy talks and sends signals; Cortland listens and responds.


When this relationship is in sync, being ready is possible. When it is out of sync, some unhealthy and unproductive habits can form.


So, how do you become ready? What do you need to do? What’s in it for you? What keeps you from just doing this naturally? What impact does this all have on you? Why should you care?


Stay tuned. We are just getting started.




Rule your mind, or it will rule you.


—HORACE
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THE GETTING THINGS DONE (GTD) METHODOLOGY

GTD is an acronym for Getting Things Done—a way of thinking that helps people gain better control and focus in their lives, no matter what they are doing. GTD is not really about getting things ‘done.’ It’s about learning to become focused on and engaged with the present, being aware of what is next, finding stability when things feel out of control, and creatively anticipating whatever life has to offer, whether that involves school, work, relationships, sports, goals, dreams or even video games. GTD is about being ready for it all.

We have seen people from all over the world benefit from the practice of GTD, ranging in ages from eight to eighty, plus or minus a few years on both ends of that spectrum. GTD can be used by anyone, of any background, any gender, any religion, any culture, at any time, in any situation. It is an approach that, once learned, can be developed, personalised, and used for the rest of your life. Much like music, dance and sports, it is an art that involves learning, practicing, and integrating into your life.

GTD has three main parts:


1.   Five Steps—to help you gain control

2.   Levels of Focus—to help you gain perspective

3.    A Planning Map—to help you gain both control and perspective for situations and projects that require deeper thinking
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Explore each of these tools and strategies and decide what works best for you. Once you put the GTD way of thinking to the test, you’ll find that it will help you succeed, and you’ll want to learn more about how you can make these tools and strategies your own.
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