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AND Personal:
You and Your Staff
I

recently took the opportunity to ask several of my friends and colleagues how they balance
their work and life schedules. The typical response was a chuckle, followed by “Are you
kidding?” Based on my unscientific study, it seems that the majority of my friends don’t think
they maintain an adequate balance between their personal and work lives. Some don’t
believe that balance between their home life and work can even exist.
Bosses are expecting their employees to work 60-70 hours per week, restrict vacation time
and always be available. Leftover time is spent running kids from one activity to the next. You
know it’s bad when even your own child says, “I don’t have much balance in my life.” It seems
to me that children are hearing adults say this often enough that they are starting to parrot
the comment — and usually with good reason.
I think back to 25 years ago and I don’t remember anyone in my circle of friends worrying
about their work-life balance. But I was only 22 then, working 50-60 hour weeks during school
breaks for a painting contractor, taking college classes, hanging out with friends and dating
my future wife. Life was easy; I had some money, limited responsibilities and all the time in
the world to enjoy life.
Flash forward to 2013 and things have changed a little. I have been married for 22 years,
enjoy two beautiful daughters ages 9 and 13 and serve as a Superintendent. Finding this
balance has been a little trickier than it was when I was 22 (and infinitely more important).
Thanks to nearly 20 years at Homewood schools, with the past 10 as Superintendent, it is
still achievable on most days.
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Nurturing a Balanced
Professional Culture
Creating work-life balance for all staff is one of the
most critical things I can do as a superintendent
to ensure that all students are learning and all
students are being served. This culture can only be
accomplished in a school district if the school board
and superintendent believe in it and make decisions
based on this philosophy.

It does not happen overnight, but making work-life
balance a priority has moved us in the right direction.
This culture has been an important driving force for the
continued excellence achieved in Homewood schools
and the great relationships we enjoy. Some may think it
is cliché, but we consider ourselves part of a family and
it’s important that we care for each other. This philosophy
reduces stress, improves staff relations, reduces fatigue
and thereby enhances the learning of all our students.

Ways to Facilitate Work-Life Balance For Your Staff
Allow Time to Adjust
New staff members, especially those from other districts, need some time to adjust to our culture of family, flexibility
and the expectation of maintaining a work-life balance.
Provide Flexibility
In a time when state funding is being cut severely and the ability to provide staff with raises is very limited, providing
staff with flexibility in other aspects of their job may help them balance work and life.
Provide flexible work hours and job sharing opportunities while understanding family issues with use of sick,
personal and FMLA leaves. What you can provide staff in some personal time is returned ten-fold in their work
ethic, loyalty and care for student learning. To achieve this balance, you must have leadership that believes working
less hours can mean more productivity in the long run and that taking vacation time periodically is necessary for
an individual’s wellness and an organization’s health. There are some risks since a few people may try to take
advantage of this philosophy, but the rewards are worth it.
Build Trust
Trust is critical to creating a work-life balance in an organization. You do not have time to “check-up” on everyone.
Professionals in our schools do not need the oversight. As a leader, before you can begin changing the culture in
your school district, you have to “walk the talk,” believe in it and trust your staff.
Hire Quality Staff
Hire the best, most dedicated staff you can find. This will give you a chance at some freedom and the ability to
achieve a work-life balance. I have outstanding administrators, teachers and support staff.
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Achieving Personal Balance
Having a balanced professional culture is a great start in
the search for work-life balance, but this must also extend
into your personal life. I have found that the following
strategies are important for me to strike the balance.
Take Care of Yourself
I started jogging and biking a few years ago. The effects
both physically and emotionally were so positive that the
experience became important to achieving a work-life
balance. I decided to take it a step further and train for the
Chicago Marathon in 2011. I don’t think there is anything
better than the hour or two of solitude on a trail or on the
treadmill at the health club.
Even though I may still be pondering issues at school
while jogging, the solitude still feels good. I also seem
to make better decisions and feel more energized when
I am exercising consistently. When I get away from
the training, I feel like my work-life balance is out of
whack and I realize how important that piece is to be an
effective superintendent.
Spend Time With Family and Friends
Plan regular date nights with your significant other and
make plans with friends. A healthy, loving relationship with
your spouse is vital. Never miss your kids’ activities – they
are only young for a very short time. I get to spend hours
at the pool watching my daughter swim. I spend a similar
amount time at my other daughter’s tennis and gymnastic
activities. Nothing is better than this as a dad.
Use or Lose Vacation Days
Plan vacations and do not take work with you. It’s called
vacation for a reason and it’s not fair to your family or friends
if you are constantly on your phone or laptop. It is rarely that
important and if you have done your job well and have a
quality staff back in the district, they can handle nearly any
situation. I find that everything is still great in the school district
when I return – and sometimes to my chagrin, even better.

My contract does not allow me to carry-over vacation days.
I purposely require this in my contract to force me take my
vacation days. I need this time to re-energize and spend time
with my wife and two daughters. We always have something
fun planned for the future that we look forward to. Obviously,
with the use of technology, I am not ever completely away.
However, we have taken trips to more remote locations like
northern Michigan (with no bars on the iPhone).
Volunteer and Get Involved
Getting involved in community organizations or your kids’
activities is another way to meet new friends and take a
break from the daily work life. I enjoy being a Homewood
Rotarian and participating in some of their projects. I also
take great joy out of being on my daughter’s swim club
board, handling apparel and equipment needs. We have
recently started attending a church in Orland Park and I
was intrigued with their recent mission trip to Kenya. I’m not
sure that I am ready for something like that, but it did look
like a life-changing experience and would be a great way to
re-examine your work-life balance.
Use Technology: We Can’t Escape Anyway
Technology allows me to be at my 13 year-old daughter’s
USS swim meets even though they are 4–5 hours in length
on the weekends. I rarely miss their activities, because I
can still work on documents, respond to e-mails and phone
calls and stay connected to the district.

What it Comes Down To
I am able to maintain a relatively good balance due to an
outstanding school board that understands the value of
family time, expects a work-life balance and demonstrates
it every day in the way they treat all staff in the Homewood
153 community. In turn, I think it is one of my responsibilities
to help create a culture in the school district that achieves
this balance for all employees. We have great leadership
and experience at all levels of the school district and
without this element I’m not sure I could enjoy the work or
life I have today.
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