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Essentialism:
The Disciplined Pursuit of Less

Essentialism isn’t about getting more 

done in less time. It’s about getting 

only the right things done. 



Less but better
If you don’t prioritize your life, 
someone else will.



Here’s me!

I should be in 
this audience. 



Have you ever felt…
Stretched too thin?

Simultaneously overworked and underutilized?

Like you’re always in motion but never getting anywhere?

Busy but not productive?

Like your time is being hijacked by other people’s agendas?



You can do ANYTHING,

but you can’t do EVERYTHING.

Dan Christenson





Samuel Plimsoll in 1868

What adds to your load as a music educator? 

Consider your other roles in life. What else adds to your load?

Too many of us are trying to navigate an overloaded ship.

The way forward is the way of the essentialist.



What is essentialism?

Nonessentialist Essentialist

“I have to.” “I choose to.”

“It’s all important.” “Only a few things really matter.:

“How can I fit it all in?” “What are the trade offs?”

Forfeits the right to choose. Exercises the power of choice.



Sand in the jar is like ice cream for dessert. When 
you put first things first, there is always room!



What is essentialism?

Nonessentialist Essentialist

Reacts to what’s most pressing Pauses to discern what really matters

Says “yes” to people without really Says “no” to everything except the 

thinking essential

Tries to force execution last minute Removes obstacles to make execution 

easy





Just because something is good is 

not a sufficient reason for doing it. 

The number of good things we can 

do far exceeds the time available to 

accomplish them. Some things are 

better than good, and these are the 

things that should command priority 

attention in our lives.
- Dallin Oaks



2020 Hindsight
Activity – write a list of 
opportunities lost when schools 
and other organizations shut 
down in 2020. 





2020 Hindsight
Add to your list things you were 
HAPPY to see canceled. 

Add what you were heartbroken 
to lose. 



2020 Vision

What can you learn about what is essential to you 

based on your answers to these questions? 

If you were glad something never happened, can you 

make a different choice next time? 



What does balance look 
like to you? 





Essentialism
The life-changing magic of doing 
less but better, and of doing what 
matters most. 



Harvard’s 85-Year Happiness Study

Career achievement

Money

Exercise 

Diet

Positive relationships keep us happier, 
healthier, and help us live longer.

Be a proactive friend. Embrace your 
community. Loneliness kills. Stay 
connected.

Ted talk: What Makes a Good Life?

Happiness does NOT come from: Happiness DOES come from:



Musical Essentialism  

Make the main thing the 

main thing.

The art of leaving out.

Spotlights Accompanying



What are the essential…

PERFORMANCES

How can we spend fewer 
evenings at school without 
compromising the quality 
of our programs? 

How can we increase the 
impact of our 
performances?

SKILLS & ASSESSMENTS

What musical skills are 
essential for my grade 
level? 

What do I want to grade?

What can both my 
students and I keep up 
with?

LITERATURE SELECTIONS

What is an acceptable 
percentage of wrong 
notes?

When does it actually 
matter how difficult our 
music is? 



Don’t show me what 

you can’t play.

Mike Huestis





Be True to You
The Fullmer Story





Create Space

The circus keeps coming back.

Eclipse 2024

50 States



Imagine you are 25 years older 
and still living as you are now…

I just didn’t spend enough time _______

I spent too much time _________



To avoid future regrets I will…

1. 

2.

in order to bring more balance into my life.

Write your future self a letter.
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