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Reviewed by Geoff Barton

Tony Smith’s book about time management is not aimed specifically at teachers. If it was, he wouldn’t suggest never taking work home.

· It’s About Time is a curiously old-fashioned book. It’s full of homely reflections: “it is sobering to consider that all our best laid plans will probably mean nothing to people in 100 years’ time”. Er, thanks, Tony, but I’ve 30 exercise books to mark for tomorrow morning. 

· It’s also brimming with worthy quotations about time from famous historical and literary figures. Shakespeare is here (of course: a man who wrote that number of plays must have been a pretty impressive time manager), John Dryden, Joseph Heller, Rudyard Kipling and dozens more. 

· I suppose this could save you time reaching for your own Dictionary of Quotations but I can’t really see the point. We all know that time is (a) important, (b) constantly moving and (c) in frustratingly short supply. It’s no good telling me that “Life is all about results” or that “the more we prepare for a meeting, the shorter it should be”. Tell me how.

· I was reminded of Mrs Thatcher’s dictum: “Don’t bring me problems: bring me solutions”. That’s what I wanted from the book – some really practical time-saving advice. To be a successful manager of time, many of us need to change our working habits and, more fundamentally, our mind-set. That won’t happen without practical guidance.

True, Tony Smith gives hints on how not to worry in bed (only allow your self to think of the day that’s gone, never the day ahead; force yourself to listen to ambient sounds rather than thinking deeply). He reminds us that we should divide up tasks between ‘important but not urgent’, ‘important and urgent’, ‘important and not urgent’, and ‘important but urgent’. That’s fine if that’s the way you already think. But those of us who struggle to manage our time also struggle to compartmentalise the world so neatly. 

· The layout of the book is that of an old-fashioned self-help manual, full of reassuring homilies and quotations. But it’s not a working manual or set of practical hints. I wouldn’t recommend it for a busy teacher’s Christmas list – unless you’ve got time to burn.

Geoff Barton’s time management hints

· Keep a tiny pocket exercise book with you and keep a list of tasks you need to get done today. There’s a real satisfaction in being able to tick them off. It brings a sense of control to the unpredictability of school life

· Know your own learning habits. I work better in the early mornings (I’m writing this review at 5.30 on a Saturday morning, with no shame or guilt). If you’re an early-morning person, build your work routines around it, but don’t force yourself to work late because you’ll inevitably be unproductive.

· Be ruthless with yourself. Force yourself to throw away unnecessary papers once you’ve dealt with them time management is about control – you need (if only symbolically) to signal when something has been dealt with by getting rid of it.

· Try to group tasks together, so that you deal with paperwork at one, brisk sitting; then change to a different activity (say, planning or marking). This way you’ll work more efficiently.

· Make your marking more productive. Use a proforma which gives students feedback on strengths, weaknesses and targets. In this way your feedback will prove more effective, and you’ll start to feel that your advice might be acted upon rather than ignored in favour of the overall grade.

