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1 

I n t r o d u c t i o n

The Making of Minimalist Teachers  
in a “Maximum-ist” Society
When conjuring up the image of a minimalist teacher, a few images may 
come to mind. First, you may think it’s not possible. Conversely, you may 
imagine an expertly organized teacher in an expertly organized space that 
is highly structured and color-coded with all items in designated places. Or 
perhaps you imagine a space that is bland and bare, with only the necessities 
like pencils, paper, and furniture. The reality of creating and living the min-
imalist approach to teaching and learning in everyday classrooms can stem 
from these very different ideas, personalities, and personal intricacies, but all 
with a common purpose. 

This book is a result of us coming together after many professional 
conversations around a common belief about quality teaching and learn-
ing. Although our systems of organization are different, and we have some 
different views for how spaces or resources can be used, our priority is the 
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2          T h e  M i n i m a l i s t  T e a c h e r

same—meeting our students’ needs effectively and efficiently. A minimal-
ist approach to teaching and learning may sound impossible with all the 
impending demands, or it could be regarded as an overly simplistic way to 
view quality education. However, simplifying teaching and learning to keep 
students in our direct line of vision is not oversimplification. It is creating a 
simplicity that allows education to become richer and more meaningful by 
way of paring down distractions and all the waste we are faced with daily.

A Culture of Waste
How Did We Get to This Place of Too Much?
Teachers do not need more “stuff” to clutter their space. Where is it written 
that more ever meant better? Simply put, it means more work without any 
guarantee that the learning will be more meaningful or better experienced. 
What teachers do need is support sorting out all the stuff that has been col-
lecting inches of dust, shoved into cupboards, and left on shelves over the 
years. Our personal lives are filled by this systemic culture of waste, which 
endlessly bleeds into our school lives. We suffer from economic, social, intel-
lectual, and time waste that can validate that what we have is just too much. 

Paradox of Choice
Restaurants give us such a wide range of options on the menu, but how do 
you narrow it down without having a slight bout of inner panic? The priority 
is to eat, and quick, because you are just that hungry. How do you choose 
which jelly bean to eat first? With a ruffled brow, we put too much thought 
into something so trivial. Likely no assumptions are made in stating that 
every educator has been a deer in the headlights, paralyzed with the amount 
of choice in initiatives, programs, strategies, or tools. In Paradox of Choice, 
Barry Schwartz (2005) speaks about the paralyzing fear of making a choice 
and understanding the process behind this. He states that “[o]pportunity 
costs subtract from the satisfaction that we get out of what we choose, even 
when what we choose is terrific.” The additional intellectual waste we face 
once a choice is made—wondering if the right choice has been made and 
thinking that another would have been better—causes unneeded stress. This 
then becomes a good time to think about how choices can be made with effi-
ciency and purpose. Once a choice is made, thinking can be decluttered and 
the initiative can be modified for your particular context. 
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I n t r o d u c t i o n        3

Too Many Choices
Another effective example of this choice-initiated paralyzing fear has been 
presented by Malcolm Gladwell. In his TEDTalk “Choice, Happiness and 
Spaghetti Sauce," Gladwell (2004) speaks about the number of spaghetti 
sauce choices produced by one spaghetti sauce manufacturer. Offering a 
few dozen choices does not necessarily mean that people will be drawn to 
purchase a new sauce. There is comfort in purchasing the one you always 
buy. You know what it tastes like, how it cooks, and that your family likes it. 
And what if we try a new flavor and it isn’t received well? Your prowess in 
the kitchen could be called into question, let alone the food, money, and time 
wasted on this trial of the unknown. We can draw definite parallels between 
these spaghetti sauce choices to the overabundance of choices in our field. 
There are so many choices and options in education, it is easy to feel over-
whelmed. It is no wonder that educators are drawn back to the ideals and 
practices they feel are familiar on well-trodden ground. 

Likely you have been to an education conference. What do you see at 
the exhibit hall? Rows upon rows of vendors. Are you drawn to the exhibitors 
you know? Of course! There is comfort in the known and in returning to 
practices we have been successful with in the past. However, we need to be 
cautious of being overly comfortable and less open to innovation. The key 
when onboarding anything new is to think deeply about what the purpose is, 
wisely consider your priorities, and be thoughtful about ways to pare down 
without stripping away the effectiveness of what you are attempting to do. 

Cue the Minimalist Movement
People from Japan to the United States and everywhere in between have 
become fascinated by minimalists, such as Joshua Fields Millburn, Ryan 
Nicodemus, and Marie Kondo, and their approaches to decluttering spaces. 
They spark the desire to find purpose and meaning in what takes up space 
in their physical environments and purge the rest. People are prioritizing 
life experience over material objects and moving into tiny houses while still 
recognizing that we cannot do away with all material objects. There is a deli-
cate balance in knowing what you need and how you can maximize what you 
already have to develop a strong sense of commitment to creating a better life. 

Additionally, more and more Americans are reading about and prac-
ticing meditation to declutter their minds of intellectual waste. Since 2012, 
there has been a surge in the number of Americans practicing yoga and 
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4          T h e  M i n i m a l i s t  T e a c h e r

meditation according to Amy Norton (2018) in her Health Day News blog. 
Increasing numbers of Americans are also getting outdoors to hike, walk, and 
interact with wildlife according to some U.S. Fish and Wildlife studies (Smith, 
2017). And to eliminate mental fatigue, people perform “spring cleaning” of 
disconnected friends on Facebook to declutter personal relationships. The 
good news is, we can do the same in our schools and classrooms.

Do Less, Better
Those of us in education might think the idea of doing less seems like an 
impossible task, as though it is not even a choice. Expectations and duties 
corner us from every angle of our peripheries and from a wide range of stake-
holders. Your students want to schedule a time for class soccer matchups. 
Your principal is asking to complete the documentation of your assessment 
results before the break. Parents would like further information about how 
their children are performing before the next round of standardized assess-
ments. Bulletin board displays of student work are dated from three months 
prior and have that faded and torn look about them. Your colleague next door 
is asking you to share what provocation task you are going to use next week 
to start the new unit of work. How do you say no to these tasks? How do you 
decide which stakeholder receives your time and effort before the others? 
How do you find the time to do all of these to-do’s justice?

In his book Essentialism: The Disciplined Pursuit of Less, Geoff McKeown 
(2014) proposes that we “do less, better.” The proposition is that we find our 
way to our priorities by paring down to take on more focused tasks and do 
it better. He describes a filtering process in which we consider our purpose 
first and foremost, and only say yes to activities that will meet that purpose. 
He reminds us that remaining in a situation in which we feel like all tasks 
are vital, that we cannot say no, or that we feel overwhelmed and exhausted 
actually leads us to be less efficient and poorer performers at our work. So, in 
fact, our ability to serve our stakeholders decreases as a result of our struggle 
to meet the needs of all stakeholders efficiently. Joseph Neil (2014), in his 
book Less > More, goes as far as to compare this overwhelmed and frantic 
state with facing constant failure. When framed in this light, this seems like 
a defeating and uncomfortable state to exist in. Further to this, in his New 
York Times article “The Unbearable Heaviness of Clutter,” Emilie Le Beau © H
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I n t r o d u c t i o n        5

Lucchesi (2019) highlights an important conclusion made from a study pub-
lished in Current Psychology. He found

a substantial link between procrastination and clutter problems 
in all the age groups. Frustration with clutter tended to increase 
with age. Among older adults, clutter problems were also associ-
ated with life dissatisfaction. The findings add to a growing body 
of evidence that clutter can negatively impact mental well-being, 
particularly among women. Clutter can also induce a physio-
logical response, including increased levels of cortisol, a stress 
hormone.

Is it any wonder that rates of teacher burnout and attrition are what they 
are? If we take these cues from our essentialist and minimalist friends to 
focus our attention on our purpose, we can more easily align our actions with 
those intentions. Educator and productivity specialist Angela Watson (2018) 
reminds us that what we say no to is just as important as what we say yes to. 
Our real purpose should be equally evident in the things we put our time and 
effort into, as well as the things we say no to. We need to remove the narrative 
that we do not have a choice in this matter. 

A Mini Historical Lesson on Minimalism
Minimalism originally stems from the principle of nonattachment in Buddhist 
religious philosophy (O’Brien, 2019), or how attachment to the extraneous 
things in life can lead to suffering, the foundational First Noble Truth of the 
Buddhist teachings. This principle is based on achieving joy and enlighten-
ment through detachment, which is sometimes the opposite of what we see 
and experience in Western industrialized society, yet we see aspects of this 
cultural belief emerge as part of new approaches to modern lifestyles.

So, when we fast forward to the 1950s and begin to see minimalism 
popping up in an art movement at the Museum of Modern Art in New York 
(Glover, 2017), it’s a sign that this way of thinking can have a large influence 
on people’s lives, in general. 
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6          T h e  M i n i m a l i s t  T e a c h e r

A Cultural Gap in Minimalism
Historically and culturally, minimalism tends to be represented predom-
inantly in the lifestyles of white Scandinavian and Asian cultures. When 
thinking of Scandinavia and minimalism, we probably first think of architec-
tural and furniture design. But it goes much deeper than this in traditional 
culture, as described by the Danish term hygge and the Swedish word lagom. 
These terms encapsulate ideals such as life balance, well-being, comfort, and 
enjoying life and our time. Japanese culture is known for living small, but as 
explained above, it has deeper roots in Zen Buddhist values in venerating 
simple lives and rejecting material possessions. Minimalist approaches have 
more recently been popularly adopted in many countries around the world. 
Furthermore, we can trace minimalist values to many different religions, 
philosophers, and leaders around the globe and throughout written history. 

However, is this modern experience of minimalism as a lifestyle choice 
represented equally and similarly across different countries and cultures? 
The Blackminimalists blog describes that they “experience minimalism 
differently from the mainstream movement and [they] noticed that [their] 
voices were not represented on those mainstream minimalist platforms” 
(Acree, 2017). So perhaps it is reasonable to say that this mainstream 
approach is less conspicuous or congruous in Black and Brown communities. 
While we may have read about the reasons behind this and the differences 
in these experiences outlined in several blogs, we feel that we are not the 
voices to best convey them. We would, however, like to share the viewpoint 
of Christine Platt (2020), author and Afrominimalist, who found the spark 
of beauty in what could be seen as another whitewashed aspect of trending 
lifestyles by ensuring she did not “let go of her culture just to conform to 
mainstream minimalism . . . because the beauty and history of the African 
diaspora are at the core of [her] life’s work.” Platt went through the declut-
tering process, a similar process we will be taking you through in this book. 
Platt also mentions that, for her, minimalism hasn’t necessarily been about 
counting the number of things she owns, but rather having things that serve 
a purpose in her life and amplify her culture. This is our hope for you as you 
work through your own process, when you dig into each aspect of teaching 
in order to find the intentionality in all that takes space in your teaching life.
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I n t r o d u c t i o n        7

A Culturally Minded Minimalist Teacher
We recognize that we must remove the historical stigma in a whitewashed 
education system and dismantle inequities that prevent Black teachers or 
other educators whose culture may not encapsulate the ideals of minimal-
ism from engaging in a meaningful shift in teaching life. We hope that our 
framework and questioning translates to educators in schools everywhere 
at any point in time, shining a light on the positive implications of a mini-
malist approach to your teaching and learning life. We are a community of 
individuals who have come from the widest ranges of life experiences, from 
every culture, from every region of the world, and yet we have all gathered 
in this one special place: the field of education. We were drawn to this field 
because we know the importance of learning together and nurturing young 
minds. We have a desire to affect the communities in which we choose to live, 
whether near or far from where we were brought up. We hope the minimal-
ist journey provides the benefits of reduced burnout and decreased stress. 
Maybe the effects will trickle over into your personal life, and maybe not. The 
key is that you have an entry point here, which can greatly benefit you and 
your teaching community.

Shifting to a minimalist approach in your teaching life requires you to 
think deeply about your purpose when educating students. Decluttering 
does not mean we take away meaning. Decluttering means we find mean-
ing in the essentials, such as shifting our curriculum to become relevant, 
anti-racist, and as unbiased as possible. It means we shift our instruction and 
assessment to become trauma-informed and culturally competent. 

One path to teach an anti-racist curriculum involves teaching concep-
tually and removing assessment bias. By removing the clutter of the biased 
elements of the curriculum and focusing on the students in our classrooms, 
by learning about who they are and where they have come from, we can 
design an assessment system for them. Statistics show us that year after year, 
Black students in America are failed by the current standardized assessment 
structures (Muhammad, 2020). Their scores fall far below the “standard,” yet 
somehow these poorly developed and biased assessments are still used. With 
this in mind, these assessments can be viewed as a waste of time, money, and 
energy and can cause a tremendous amount of stress on teachers, students, 
and their families. Why do we continue to clutter our assessment systems 
with assessments based on biased information? © H
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8          T h e  M i n i m a l i s t  T e a c h e r

However, when teachers can develop conceptual understanding in 
their anti-racist curriculum, the teaching is honest and the learning is rich. 
It provides an open space for students to develop insight about how the 
education system is rooted in racism and layers upon layers of inequities. 
In her book Cultivating Genius: An Equity Framework for Culturally and 
Historically Responsive Literacy, author and activist Gholdy Muhammad 
(2020) mentions the use of frameworks that encompass depth, not just skill 
development. Providing students with unbiased historical information and 
the space to feel, share, and uncover the system we are all a part of resembles 
the work that Black organizations have long been doing. It’s not a compli-
cated approach, but instead, deep and focused, and it allows for the truth in 
learning that white students need. It brings concepts such as inequity, social 
constructs, racism, and activism to the surface and allows for all students 
to then become equipped to problem solve, think critically, and understand 
the need to advocate for equity in education for their peers who have been 
victims of an inequitable system. 

For a deeper understanding about the equities that countless BIPOC stu-
dents face in the education system, we have listed recommended resources 
by Black educators, as well as a list of Black educators to follow on social 
media (see Figure I.1). Learn from them throughout this minimalist journey, 
and focus on the true purpose of education when you pare down to a trau-
ma-sensitive and culturally informed learning experience for your students. 

Minimalism in Education
Before we move into a thorough examination of how and why to use our 
Triple P decision-making questions on page 12, we need to take a moment to 
consider what should be the springboard for all our work toward declutter-
ing aspects of teaching: research, the fundamental element in school-based 
decision making. Being mindful of evidence can help prevent us from wast-
ing time, energy, and resources (Sumeracki, Caviglioli, & Weinstein, 2018). 
Research in education is taking place across many relevant fields, including 
teaching practices, pedagogy, neuroscience, and cognitive psychology. Why 
not make use of it? Informed educators need to be able to see through the 
hyperbole or possible popular trends, and closely examine the research, if 
any, that supports our ultimate purpose: student learning and growth. Often 
we see the evidence for initiatives presented in one of two ways: © H
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