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Used with permission, as a supplement to the MiddleWeb article "How to Create an Effective Teaching Plan". 

Always Overplan – Here's How!
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The best teachers, as part of their secret to successful planning, always over-plan. Most, if not all, will admit that they learned this secret the hard way. As teachers, we can all relate to planning some lesson or activity that we thought would take a certain amount of time, only to realize that we were dead wrong. 

For instance, you are a teacher planning an activity, envisioning that it will take about 20 minutes. The activity turns out to take 7 minutes. Now what? There are 13 minutes left to fill. What do you do? Unless you have over-planned, you resort to desperate measures. Yes, the ever-present, much-dreaded worksheet. 

When the worksheet is finished, there’s always another one waiting. Students, of course, are doing anything but completing the worksheet. Or, they finish the worksheet mindlessly, getting mostly wrong answers. 

(By the way, the only students who ever liked worksheets were the rascally students in classrooms in the days of purple ditto ink! You could smear it on the kid in front of you.) 

During this time, the teacher is continually reminding students to get busy, to proofread their work, to stop talking, and so forth. And, of course, some students complete the worksheet within a couple of minutes, whereas others have not yet begun. 

So what do you do with the students who now have nothing to do? You resort to another desperate measure, like saying, “If you’re finished, work on your assignment (which usually has nothing to do with the current lesson).” Or better yet, “When you finish, put your head down and be quiet until everyone else is finished.” Sound familiar? This frustrating scenario can be avoided by doing what the most effective teachers are doing—over-planning!

How do you over-plan? You do just that. You plan more than you think you will need. However, a word of caution here: Don’t just plan another of the same type of activity. This will bore students out of their minds. Instead, if one activity is successfully completed by your students, then it is time to take the newly acquired skill to the next level. Therefore, when over-planning, be sure to plan subsequent activities that are increasingly challenging for your students.

What’s the downside of over-planning? There really isn’t one. At worst, you will not get to do everything you have planned for that lesson. The most important point is that you have actually managed to teach a new skill, successfully, to your students. 

As a bonus, you’re left with extra activities you might use in future lessons. In our book 7 Simple Secrets, we've included a section to help teachers learn a skill for managing time that will also help you not to “overly” over-plan!

When you’re going on vacation, isn’t it much better to have too many clothes than not enough? When flying to a destination, wouldn’t any pilot prefer to have too much fuel than not enough? The same holds true in the classroom.
