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30 years -10 tips

After deciding   to write an article for MSHA’s newsletter, I sat at the computer,  with the intention  of putting together a nice little piece on literacy, my known area of expertise.   As I began to reflect, and ask myself what  my colleagues might like to read, based upon my thirty years of experience, I suddenly couldn’t get past the fact that it’s been thirty years! Whoa! All thought processes came to a halt. I started thinking about where the years have taken me, what key life processes fueled my success, and how I might share these with others.

While it   would be amazing  to be twenty – something again, those of  us  who have a bit of longevity in this profession wouldn’t trade a tidbit of wisdom,  a comical story, an astonishing “aha!” moment, or even a grey  hair (well, maybe we would trade that)  for our  more youth filled days as an SLP.  And so, as we all  begin this wonderful  new year,  I would love to share with you a list of 10 tips on how to survive, and thrive, as an SLP. 

1. Be choosy. When it comes to seeking that first job, or changing jobs, be selective. Your knowledge and expertise are at a premium and you should never  have to settle for poor working conditions or compromise your beliefs. I hate to admit that in my CFY year, I  had agreed to work one  day per week  in the custodian’s closet. (Yes, the stories you’ve heard are true- this was not uncommon at the time.) The stench of cleaning solvent made it difficult to  implement therapy sessions, let alone, breath. I know now that I had choices then, and although I  remembered being warned against such things while in graduate school, I was too naïve and too intimidated to take action that at the time. Just know your worth and act accordingly.

2.  Listen and learn. Yes, we all have expertise in our fields, but we have a lot to learn from others in our work environment, including  the clerical staff,  assistants, students you are supervising, and most of all, our clients. During my second year in the field, when doing a cooking/language lesson, I learned how to make the best pancakes from my para-professional assistant, who was an elderly (to me) mother in her late thirties. I still wait until the batter bubbles before flipping  pancakes because Mary taught me to do that. 

3. Bring your passions to work. Are you a frustrated artist, musician, photographer, story teller, or chef? Bring it on! Not only will you spice up your sessions and create a true multisensory environment of learning, you will provide some much needed entertainment  for your clients and your colleagues. Bringing your passions to work will offer you a  sense of joy throughout the day. And, who knows, you may end up discovering, researching, and publishing a whole new treatment method, as I did, by bringing  my art and music to work!

4. Be flexible. Stay open  to new ideas, new methodologies, and new ways of seeing things. Learn to implement new clinically proven programs in their pure forms, and then let your own creative juices flow. If you need to, tweak certain aspects of prescribed programs, keeping the integrity of them  alive, but modifying for particular clients as needed. Progress monitor as you go, and let your data be your steady guide when  clinical decisions need to be made.

5. Name that elephant. You know the saying: “There’s an elephant in the room that everyone knows about but no one is acknowledging.” As Hammond and Mayfield write in their recent  book, be the one who tactfully  helps  to identify that elephant, and work to solve major problems that others are afraid to talk about. Because of our nature, we  are often referred to as “agents of change.” For instance, if you are in a school setting, you could help your administrators  to look at the  data and act upon the fact that a particular school curriculum is not yielding desired results.  Naming the elephant is not enough. Working together  to come up with a  solution to the problem is key.

6. Get a life! Don’t let your work swallow you into an abyss of tedium, worry and exhaustion. Life is short. When it is close to the end, and your loved ones reminisce, do you think this is what they will be saying? “Wow, each year she was able to write 65 stellar educational plans, 40 evaluation reports that were each 20 pages long, and her progress reports – Hoo boy! You shoulda seen  em!”  No, they will remember the wonderful person that you are, the fun times you have together, and the meaning you bring to their lives in little ways. Yes, your clients will be forever  grateful to you for your service to them, but please enjoy your life during the process. Take up hobbies, do fun things with your family and friends, and find  small pieces of joy every day, both at work, and at home. 

7.  Laugh.  Take time to hoot and howl over the funny things that happen on a day to day basis. Research shows us that laughter is good for your health, and it will enhance the learning for your clients as well. So,  looking back, I thought I would share  clinical dialogue that took place during one of my past sessions. 

 Me: (looking intently at the child, mirror in hand, pointing ever so professionally to my teeth and tongue while trying to stimulate a sound in articulation therapy) “ Ok, do you see what I am doing with my mouth when I make this sound? What  is my tongue doing?” Student: “ you have a mustache, and fangs, too.” Enough said. 

8. Take some business courses. Now I sound like my adorable, yet entrepreneurial-minded  father, who passed away last year. As you develop highly specialized skills, and find  a little extra time (refer to the previous item “get a life!”  to make this happen), you may start  seeing private clients, developing materials, or going   on the lecture circuit. When my reading  program  had to be marketed, there were orders to process, and bookkeeping needed to be done. Eventually I asked my sister,  Penny Castagnozzi, to be my partner and together we   sought out the information we needed as things were happening. I know now that my dad  was right, and that things would have been a little easier if I had had some previous  understanding of  advertising, marketing, and bookkeeping. 

9. Relax. If we had our way, there would never be another child fumbling for the right words and everyone in the world would have the ability to speak fluently. No child would be left behind because every single person would be able to  read.   Everyone’s vocal cords would be free of polyps, and no one would ever have to struggle to swallow another morsel of food. Everyone would be socially appropriate (in all communication environments with 95 % accuracy, no less) and autism would be a thing of the past. As SLP’s we beat ourselves up when logistics prevent our results from being less than perfect. Work hard to be in a professional  environment where you are allowed to affect the most change. If that means, referring back to #1 on the list, and putting yourself in such a place, do so. After that, relax. Even if you are making small changes, the world is a better place because of you.  

10.Say thank you. Be grateful for the opportunity to work in our profession. It offers us so much and allows us to choose creatively from many different venues of work. Learning opportunities are all around, and because we can count on  the hard work of  volunteers in organizations such as MSHA, and ASHA, our efforts are supported on a large scale. Let’s not get so caught up in all that we have to do, that we  forget why we chose our line of work  in the first place. I’d like to say thank you to everyone who has had an impact on my life’s work- professors, mentors, colleagues, volunteers,  my clients,  and also, my business partner (and sister, Penny), who has ensured that the journey has been  a fun one, all along the way. 

Thank you and have a Happy, healthy, 2008!

Nancy Alemian Telian, MS, CCC-SLP, is the author of the Lively Letters program, and founding co-director of Reading with TLC. She is on the adjunct faculty at MGH Institute of Health Professions where she has served as clinical supervisor. Nancy has lectured at state and national level conventions, and has   presented  workshops to thousands of educators, not only in the use of her program, but also as a  Reading First Master Trainer for Massachusetts. She presently  maintains a private practice in Weymouth, MA. 

