Theme for Fall 2024 PD: Becoming Minimalist Educators

Two fundamental human tendencies that lead to suffering in its many forms are clinging and aversion. Many of us cling to what no longer serves us, from material items to beliefs to painful feelings like shame. And many of us avoid what we fear, such as change or differences among people. Both clinging and aversion lead to injustice, violence, unhappiness, dissatisfaction, exhaustion, burnout and more. Equanimity is a state of balance (physically, mentally, emotionally, spiritually) that neither clings nor avoids. 

One way to cultivate equanimity is to practice Minimalism. Minimalism as a lifestyle is not just about rejecting material excess. It is about living from our highest values, living from what is essential, and letting go of the rest. Minimalism can free us to focus on what is most important to us, what gives our lives meaning, what energizes us rather than drains us, what brings us joy and peace. 

A person might choose minimalism for their own well-being or because it supports the well-being of others (and all of Creation) or both! Minimalism can be a personal choice or it can be a way to join with others in works of social and environmental justice. 

Many of us are feeling exhausted by change and overwhelmed by what seems like ever-increasing demands on our time and energy and abilities. Might becoming minimalist educators be a way to increase well-being for ourselves and for our students? 

What might it mean to become minimalist educators?

Mother Theresa famously said: “Not all of us can do great things, but we can do small things with great love.” Minimalism begins with love: love for oneself, love for others, love for life in its many forms. And from love, we focus on small things we can do without exhausting ourselves by engaging the big things beyond our control. For example: it is clear from our data that the educational system perpetuates racism. We can become overwhelmed and discouraged if we look only at the big picture of all that needs to change to create justice for all our students. But we can be very effective if we are willing to make small changes in our work that especially benefits our students from DI populations. None of us is personally responsible for all the historical decisions that have created injustice. But might we be willing to take responsibility for not perpetuating that injustice in our own spheres of influence? When we each make small changes from a place of authentic care and compassion for our students, we can impact the students we directly serve. And that impact will ripple out in ways we can only begin to imagine. 

Minimalism involves getting clear about our most essential values and letting go of what does not align with those essential values. What might that look like in our work on campus? Perhaps there are policies and assignments to de-clutter. Perhaps it is releasing an obsession about doing everything and doing it perfectly. In our classrooms, what approach to teaching and learning centers adult learning and encourages intrinsic motivation that will last a lifetime? What are the practical tools available to us that can support us in becoming educational minimalists? 


Aspects of minimalist education:
· Embodied education---a recognition that content is not the only thing that matters in our courses; bringing our whole selves to meet our whole students.
· Reclaiming our time and our students’ time to focus on what is essential.
· Letting go of unnecessary work for ourselves and our students.
· Looking for ways to combine and synthesize content/skills. 
· Focus more on critical thinking and less on producing work, especially graded work. 
· Begin to opt out of the economy of points/grades. 
· Focus on growth.
· Align with highest values and goals to support purpose, joy, and contributing to others. 
· Work more effectively, not work harder. 

Ideas for Decluttering:
· There are many ways to meet SLOs, including combining SLOs when possible. 
· Dump “should” to focus on who we are serving and what they need.
· Let go of unnecessary assignments and the idea that we must assess every concept/skill.
· Let go of deficit mindsets and focus on building from where we are. 

Tools to support minimalism
· Professional development and collaboration with colleagues
· AI
· CliftonStrengths Finder---working from our strengths and watching out for our weaknesses
· https://www.gallup.com/cliftonstrengths/en/252137/home.aspx


