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Cover story: Organizational skills 
   ROSALIND BENTLEY

Staff 

Clutter, clutter, everywhere. Clutter, clutter, admit it, you care. 

It's the start of the year and clearing out the excess of our daily lives is high on many minds. So a cleaning session isn't on the top of your weekend fun list, eh? Think of it this way: If you take on that mess in your basement or your kids' rooms now, then you'll have all the more time to enjoy other fun stuff.
To help you get started, we talked with some folks who know about getting organized and we're sharing their tips with you. And who knows, while you do it you might actually have a little fun.
The family
When Michelle and Jon Sinnock bought property in Lula with plans to build a house, they knew they'd have to get their current Buford home in order to sell it. But what started out as a journey toward a sale ended up taking them down a path of organization that will serve them no matter where they live. If they stick to it.
Sinnock enlisted the help of Melinda Anderson of Southern Home Organizers in Dacula. For about a week late last spring, Anderson helped Sinnock go room by room in her home taking out every single hanger, stray shoe and Monopoly game piece in one giant purge. For nine years the family of six brought stuff in but took nothing out. On its face, the house looked clean, but it wasn't functional, Sinnock said.
"I didn't want to throw anything away. I wanted to keep everything," Sinnock said. It didn't help that her husband didn't quite see the point of hiring a professional or that their oldest daughter's room was so full the teen couldn't stand to be in there. But Anderson encouraged Sinnock to forge ahead, one stuffed closet, one crowded cabinet at a time. It took one intense week and subsequent purges throughout the summer. Now the house is functional and livable, no matter how long it takes the Sinnocks to build their new house.
Now, Sinnock said, even her husband sees the benefits of wading through the mess and keeping it at bay.
"We used to let it go all week, then on Saturday it would be 'Let's all meet at 9 a.m., put a list of chores in a hat and everybody draw a chore and clean their room,' " Sinnock said. "Not now. Now it's a little something every day so Saturday is a free day for us."
For kids only
You might know her as the FLY Lady, or by her real name Marla Cilley.
Cilley has made a name for herself as a homespun deliverer of common-sense, bite-size-piece cleaning tips. Her Web site, www.flylady.net, is an online mentor site for women who are trying to get a handle on the clutter in their homes and, by extension, improve their family life. Her book, "Sink Reflections," has been a best-seller. She'll appear at the Mall of Georgia Barnes and Noble, 3333 Buford Drive, Buford, Saturday at 2 p.m.
She'll sign her new book with co-author Leanne Ely, "Body Clutter," an equally homespun guide to losing weight and healthful eating.
We asked Cilley for a few tips to get kids to take the lead in cleaning up.
• Let the kids have their own yard sale: "If you let them be in control of the sale, they will become little entrepreneurs and sell the shoes off their feet," Cilley said.
• Let them pick a charity and donate their excess clothing and toys: "You teach your kids about being thankful and grateful for their abundance."
• Make it a math lesson: If you bring one thing into the house, two things have to go out.
• Make a game out of it: Set a timer for 15 minutes and let the kids try to clear out as much as they can or to clean a portion of their room. "But it's against the rules to reset the timer a second time and make them do it over again," Cilley said.
• Use that iPod: Or CD. Have your teen pick a few of his or her favorite songs and have them clean up for the duration of the tunes. Let the songs be the timer.
• Quit nagging: "They aren't hearing you," Cilley said.
• Be an example: "You have no leg to stand on if your room or the rest of the house isn't clean."
The student
Angela Bacon, of Bacon Design and Designed to Organize in Lawrenceville, knows what it is like to walk into client's home and see a mess. But at home, the professional organizer faced her own clutter challenge: her son's room. More to the point, Bacon was convinced that her son's disorganization was affecting his performance in school. He was a C student. While Bacon was certain that helping him to become more organized would not in and of itself improve his grades, she believed clearing the clutter might be part of a larger strategy for success.
"I had to step back and realize that though it was natural to me to be organized, it wasn't to him," Bacon said.
Here are a few of the things the mother of four did to help put her middle-schooler on the ramp to academic success. Bacon says they've begun to work and she uses her son's grades as a gauge. He's now getting more B's and A's, she said.
• Get the homework off the dining room or kitchen table: It's important for a child to have a dedicated homework space with enough room to move about. Bacon got rid of the small desk in her son's room and in its place put a 6-foot folding table.
• Every subject in its place: Instead of putting everything in one big pile on the bedroom floor, put folders organized by subject on the big desk or table. Or if your child prefers, allow them to organize another way, such as by first and second halves of the school day. Whatever works best for them. "But a pile on the floor won't work," Bacon said.
• Go shopping: Those files will need to be kept someplace. Bacon suggests going on a shopping trip with your child and letting them pick a file cabinet or box in whatever color or style they want. Then at the end of each week or every second week, completed and graded assignments should go in the file box or cabinet, again by subject or period of the day. That way you both can keep abreast of progress and "there should be no grade surprises at the end of the year because you're tracking assignments and tests," Bacon said.
• Unload the burden: A student's bookbag or backpack can turn into a portable locker. Have your child unpack every day, file assignments in appropriate folders, and throw away the trash lurking under the biology homework.
• Speaking of lockers: It might be easier to turn a battleship, but encourage your children to clean out their lockers once a month. "Even if they do it just four times a year, it will help," Bacon said.
• Need anything from the store? "Teens, because their minds are all over the place, they can't remember if they need paper or pens or pencils, so ask from time to time," Bacon said. Better yet, take them along with you on the trip to the store. It gives you both time to talk about how things are going in school.
• Nobody likes a nag: "Don't bombard them because you'll have a child running in the opposite direction," Bacon said. It's better to start small and work on one thing at a time, like getting them used to using a dedicated desk or emptying out the back pack every day.
• Perfection not required: "Teach them to develop a system that allows them to be functional and to get done what they need to get done," Bacon said. "It doesn't have to be magazine quality. This is the foundation for getting control of their work life and home life as they get older."
TECHNIQUES USED BY THE SINNOCKS
• Everybody, out: Actually, everything out. To clear the clutter, you have to pull it out and sort through it. Sinnock started with her oldest daughter, Nicole's, room. She asked what were the most important things to keep. Armed with that list, Sinnock and Anderson pulled everything out of the room and sorted things into three piles: keep, throw away and give away.
• Ruthlessness has its rewards: In her own room, Sinnock discovered items she'd forgotten she had. And if she'd forgotten them, she certainly didn't need them. Out they went. Same for her husband's closet. Once the excess was trimmed, they could see the things they really needed to keep.
• Carry on: Once Anderson helped Sinnock with a couple of rooms, Sinnock was able to move to other rooms on her own. High on her list was the kids' play room. For the first three days of summer vacation, Sinnock had her kids spend a couple of hours each day going through their toys and getting rid of broken ones, putting errant game pieces back in their respective boxes and dividing the number of stuffed animals by more than half.
• Junk drawer: Instead of junk food, the kids are sometimes given a junk drawer to sort through while they are watching television.
How much?
If you decide you need help getting started with that daunting, jam-packed basement or garage, expect to pay anywhere from $50 to $100 per hour. Many organizers have a minimum-number-of-hours requirement. 
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Before: The unorganized and messy Sinnock bathroom.
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After: The organized after bathroom.
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The Sinnocks learned to utilize the storage system they already had in their garage (above) and found space -- other than the counter -- for toiletries (top).
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Storage bins in Sierra Sinnock's closet act as a quick, and cute, way to keep clutter from piling up.
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The Sinnocks teenage daughter's unorganized and messy bedroom.
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Teenage daughter Nicole Sinnock learned how to keep her room tidy while maintaining the space's personality.

Photo

NICK ARROYO / Staff

Michelle Sinnock showing her daughter's Sierra's organized room in Buford. (Teaser)
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Before photos of Michelle Sinnock's teenage daughter's room. (Teaser)
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