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INTRODUCTION 

Overview 

Participants will learn how to clarify their priorities by identifying what is important in their life 

and what is not.  They identify which factors should be considered in determining priorities. 

They will receive tools to help them to clarify and rank their priorities, and what sacrifices they 

are willing to make to maintain those priorities. Participants will also receive tools to help them 

identify their short-term and long-term priorities, and for ensuring that their goals and priorities 

are in alignment. 

 

Learning Outcomes: 

Participants will: 

• Understand what priorities are 

• Know what factors should be taken into account when determining their priorities 

• Be able to identify different types of needs 

• Be able to recognize the difference between a “want” and a “need” 

• Know how to address conflicts that result from conflicting rules 

• Be able to identify their priorities  

• Be able to identify what they are willing to sacrifice in order to maintain their priorities 

• Be able to identify whether their goals and priorities are in alignment 

• Know how they should rank their priorities according to their unique situation 

 

Workshop Presenter 

 

Kathleen E. High, M.Ed., CDFI 

Ms. High is an adjunct education and career counselor and an adjunct professor at two different 

community colleges.  Through both schools, she teaches college success, job search skills and 

career research classes. Also, as an independent consultant, “Dream Chasers & Goal Setters,” 

she offers a variety of services to help clients to find and achieve their dreams and goals. She 

started a support group for the unemployed at her local faith community.  She is a guest presenter 

of special topics for Orange County One-Stop Center clients. 

 

In addition to her professional experience working with adults in transition, she also has personal 

experience dealing with managing conflicting priorities and the challenges they present:  After 

being laid off from a long-term clerical position in the business world, she went to back to school 

full-time to finish her degree even though she was self-supporting and had a house and car 

payment to make. In spite of her financial stressors, she managed to finish 120 units (three years) 

worth of work in two years, even though she had difficulty finishing one class at a time when she 

was younger.  Her career transition from corporate “office jobs” to professor/counselor in higher 

education required much more education, experience, knowledge, time, effort, change and 

sacrifice then she originally expected. Through that journey, she found her life’s calling and has 

used her educational pursuits to find answers to questions that other people could not provide. 

Her career transition required her to make multiple job, housing, education, and relationship 
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transitions during a 20-year period.  She uses her personal and professional experiences and 

specialized training to identify, address, and assist adults who are working their way through a 

variety of life transitions, and thus facing many opportunities for dealing with conflicting 

priorities.  This journey of constant change while trying to pursue her dreams allowed her to 

learn how to excel at prioritizing her life. 

 

She holds a Master’s in Education from Azusa Pacific University and additional graduate work 

in School Counseling from Cal State San Bernardino, and Theology from Fuller Theological 

Seminary.  She received- her Bachelor of Science from Cal Poly Pomona and her Associates of 

Arts from Rio Hondo Community College. She is also a certified Career Development Facilitator 

– Instructor and a certified MBTI administrator. 

 

Why Are You Here Today? 

Take a few minutes to reflect on why you chose to come to this workshop.  What are you hoping 

to get from this workshop?   

___________________________________________________________________________ 

___________________________________________________________________________ 

___________________________________________________________________________ 

 

WHY THIS WORKSHOP? 
 

This workshop was created to help participants learn to identify their priorities (what is important 

vs. what is not important) and what they are willing to give up in order to keep their priorities 

straight. This workshop was born primarily out of the author’s personal and professional 

experience, and is also supported by a few well-known psychological theories.  

 

Personal Experience: 

Kathleen spent 18 years as a community college student pursuing her two-year degree.  Then she 

finished the last 120 units in two years at the university; and then she spent the next two years 

obtaining her master’s degree as well, even though she had even more stressors and challenges 

during those last four years then she did during the previous 18 years.   

 

People may want to know what the difference was. Why was she not able to finish one class at a 

time in the community college, but later be able to finish three years in two?  The main 

difference between the two seasons of her life was that those four years of stress and challenges 

forced her to learn how to prioritize.  By recognizing what was important, what was not 

important, and what she was willing to sacrifice, she was able to not become distracted by her 

circumstantial stressors from her goal.  

 

Professional Experience: 

In addition to learning how to prioritize her own life, she has had an opportunity to observe how 

her students and clients deal with priorities as well.  
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Through her jobs, she teaches a variety of “college success skills” classes, which usually 

includes subjects such as goal setting and time management.  She has taught:  

• Academic Success 

• Career & Life Planning  

• Career Exploration 

• Academic & Life Success 

• Educational Planning  

• Freshman Seminar 

 

A part of learning how to manage one’s time involves identifying one’s priorities so they can 

spend their time where it matters most – their goals.  

 

Teaching these classes has helped her to discover just how typical her student experiences really 

were. Many students struggle with the same issues she did.  In fact, she discovered that her 

experiences were rather typical.  It also became apparent to her that for most students, the real 

challenge isn’t that they don’t know how to manage their time, it is that they don’t know how to 

prioritize. In fact, students typically will put equal amount of importance on many things going 

on in their life, then find themselves struggling as they try to juggle too many things at once. 

  

Conclusion:  Most students have difficulty knowing how to prioritize 

Many adults in transition also have difficulty prioritizing 

How Should Priorities Be Determined? 
When thinking about one’s priorities, a person may realize that many other people will have 

opinions about where his priorities should be. So this may feel a little confusing for some people. 

When other people express such opinions to him, the other person’s priorities are often based on 

her own agenda – not his priorities.  However, the bottom line is that this is each person’s 

decision to make.  Therefore, each person needs to decide where his or her priorities lie 

because he is the only person who really knows everything that is going on in his life. Also, and 

most importantly, he is the one who needs to live with the consequences of whatever decisions 

he makes. So, no one else can do this for him.   

 

There is no magic answer, but there are a few things to take into consideration when determining 

one’s priorities:  Awareness of self, one’s “needs” and “wants”, values, dreams, goals, roles, 

rules, consequences, what is important, and what is urgent.  

Awareness of Self 

The first question you should ask is “Who am I?” Asking such a question involves clarifying 

one’s season of life, personality, interests, culture, values, dreams and goals, and roles, 

responsibilities and boundaries. 

Generation 

The generation in which a person was born in will impact a person’s priorities. For example, 

Baby boomers (born between 1946 – 1964) tend to place a high emphasis on hard work and 

achieving one’s goals. Generation Xers (born between 1965 – 1979) tend to prioritize “life/work 
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balance” over committing to a goal that requires too much time and sacrifice. Yet still, 

Millennials (born between 1980 and 2000) may believe that always having meaning and purpose 

in their life is a priority. 

 
Personality 
Based on personality alone, many people will have different priorities. For example, some 

personality types believe that security is most important. Others believe that competence is a 

priority. Some believe that living true to one’s values is the ultimate priority. Still others will 

prioritize having the freedom to act on impulses.  

 
Interests 
A person’s interests will also affect their priorities.  Sometimes people get distracted by the 

activities, interests, or priorities of other people and don’t give much thought as to whether or not 

it is something they are interested in.  In other words, they get caught up in “following the 

crowd,” rather than choosing to channel their energies into their own agenda and priorities. 

Culture 

Different cultures tend to place priorities on different things. Some cultures are very family 

oriented, some are very goal oriented, some can be success oriented, and some can be very 

religiously oriented.  Therefore, it is important to ask what kind of priority expectations does her 

culture (or multiple cultures) place on her.  Does she agree with those priorities? Finally, how 

important are her cultural priorities to her? 

Values 

Values are those ideals that a person holds dear and what she uses to guide her life. They are the 

standards that help her identify what is important. Values can also include any spiritual or 

religious beliefs and values held by an individual.  People who try to ignore their values when 

trying to clarify priorities, may later have a problem. For example, I had a friend once who 

wondered whether or not she was spending too much time worrying about caring for her aging 

parents.  Knowing that maintaining her primary relationships was important to her, I reminded 

her that if she didn’t give this everything she had, she would likely regret it after they pass on. I 

asked her later after they did pass away if she regretted spending so much effort and money on 

them. She confirmed that she was glad she handled the situation the way she did. Since this is a 

major topic when discussing priorities, it will be discussed in more detail later. Also see 

“Professional Codes of Ethics” later in this chapter for conflicting priorities that involve 

professional values.  
 
Dreams and Goals 
What a person ultimately wants for his life will affect priorities as well.  Are energies, priorities, 

and finances taking him in that direction?  If not, why not?  Since this also is a major topic when 

discussing priorities, we will discuss this in more detail later. 

Season of Life 

It is important to realize that priorities are subject to change over one’s life time.  The priorities a 

person would have as a child, will likely not be the same as they would when they are 45, 

working, having a family and/or trying to go to school.  Therefore, it is important for an 

individual to take into account his or her current season of life.  Sometimes he can identify his 
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priorities based on his current season of life. For example, if he is a new parent, adjusting to that 

new life may be a priority for him. Or, if he is a full-time college student, then his priority should 

be on his learning. If he is currently dealing with major physical or emotional health issues, then 

caring for himself may be a priority.  

 

Role(s) 

What role(s) the individual plays in the various communities of which she or he is a part? At any 

given time, most individuals play multiple roles, and sometimes even within one given 

community (family, work, school, church, etc.); and sometimes multiple roles in multiple 

communities. For example, within the family, is he a parent, child, spouse, sibling, aunt/uncle, 

etc.?  Does she have a job, and if so, what role within the organization does she play (leader, 

production worker, support staff, or safety, etc.)?  If she is a student, what kind of student 

(elementary through graduate school), and are there any responsibilities or expectations that 

come with that role?   With any or all of these roles there will likely be rules, responsibilities and 

expectations placed on the individual. Some of those rules, responsibilities, and expectations 

may carry greater significance than others. 

 

Often times, the challenge in conflicting priorities can be a result of conflicting expectations 

/responsibilities from two or more different roles (i.e. the parent wants to make time for the 

family vs. the manager dealing with a crisis at work).  In this case, it is even more challenging to 

clarify where one’s priorities lie. However, in doing so, he should take into consideration the 

expectations, responsibilities, and consequences of each role, and compare them to his own 

values, needs, and any other factors relevant to the situation.  As mentioned before, the ultimate 

decision must be made by the individual since he is the one who will live with the consequences 

of whatever choices he makes.  

Responsibilities 

What kind of responsibilities does the individual have?  Does she have a job, a family to care for, 

or a business to maintain?  Does he have some role in life (parent, teacher, police officer, doctor, 

nurse, care giver, etc.) where he is responsible for the welfare of others?  If so, that will likely 

impact his priorities. Usually for these people, their priorities will be with that job, since such 

responsibility is something that comes with the job.  How do those responsibilities impact a 

person’s ranking of priorities? 

Boundaries 

Authors, Henry Cloud and John Townsend of the book, Boundaries (1992), define the term 

“boundaries” as “invisible lines a person draws to help distinguish what is her responsibility, and 

what is the responsibility of others.”  Sometimes people have difficulty in recognizing what is 

theirs to own vs. what is someone else’s to own. Therefore, individuals should take the time to 

figure out if a challenge with conflicting priorities, involves assuming responsibility for someone 

else’s issues instead of their own. Also, her priority challenge could be a result of someone else 

trying to impose their priorities onto her.  So a person should ask themselves where his or her 

boundaries are. That is, what is she truly responsible for, and what is someone else’s 

responsibility? 
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Different Types of Needs (Maslow’s Hierarchy of Needs Theory) 

Sometimes people have difficulty with conflicting priorities because they have conflicting needs 

or are confusing needs with wants. To clarify there are different types of needs; and there is a 

difference between “needs” and “wants”. 

 

To help distinguish the difference between needs and wants, take the time to review and 

understand a well-known concept proposed by Abraham Maslow, “Maslow’s Hierarchy of 

Needs Theory.” According to Maslow, humans have differing types of needs that must be met in 

order: Physiological (air, food, water, sleep, health), Safety (protection from danger and loss), 

Social (being loved and valued by others), Ego (valuing ourselves), and Self-Actualization 

(having meaning and purpose). (See chart below).   

 

For example, if a person is on his death bed, then he won’t care about losing his car. If she is 

about to lose her home, she won’t care about her self-esteem, etc. It also says that once an 

individual meets one level of need, he will then start to care more about the next level above.  

For example, when he knows his food, shelter, clothing and safety needs are being met, then he 

will start worrying about his social and emotional health.  The theory also states that individuals 

can override these needs with self-discipline. 

 

So when trying to address conflicting priorities, he should ask himself where his needs are 

according to Maslow’s theory.  Is he primarily focused on meeting physical needs, safety needs, 

social needs, ego needs, or self-actualization needs?  If he is in the Physical and Safety range, 

then self-actualization is probably not a priority right now.  If, however, he finds his needs are all 

over the place, then perhaps he should consider focusing on addressing the lowest-order need 

that is right in front of him first.  For example, if he is worried about paying his rent vs. paying 

for a social event with his friends, then he will likely find that paying rent is a higher priority 

than his social life right now. 
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Figure 2: Figure 2: Maslow’s Hierarchy of Needs Triangle 

 

Distinguish the Difference Between “Needs” vs. “Wants” 

Sometimes the challenge in conflicting priorities comes from is in not recognizing the difference 

between “Needs” and Wants”.  I often hear people say that they can’t reduce their expenses 

because they are just trying to survive. However, in listening to these people, it is apparent that 

they are having a difficult time distinguishing between a true “need” and a “want.”  For example, 

they will complain about a concern over not being able to pay their monthly car payments. The 

concern is that if they were to lose the car, they could not get around.  In this case, the true 

“need” is for reliable transportation.  That basic need can be met in many ways, such as public 

transportation (i.e. buses, trains, etc.), borrowing a car, getting rides from others, and driving a 

smaller and/or older car, walking, or riding a bike, etc.  The bottom line is that anything that can 

get you from Point A to Point B will meet this need.  However, if the expectation is that “I need 

to drive my large, gas-guzzling Sport Utility Vehicle because it is comfortable, spacious and 

looks good,” then this person is confusing wants with needs. Comfort is not a need – it is a want. 

Spaciousness is not a need – it is a want. Looking good is not a need, it is a want. – Getting from 

Point A to Point B is a need, and anything that can accomplish that goal will meet the need. 

Anything beyond the basic need is a want. 
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Figure 3: Define Necessity: 1) Begging for Food - 2) Hoarding Toys 

 

So, as you think about where your priorities are, identify your needs and wants, then rank them 

in order of importance. 

 

1. What Are My “Needs”?  (Use the Maslow assignment if you need help with this.) 

______________________________________________________________________ 

______________________________________________________________________ 

______________________________________________________________________ 

 

2. What Are My “Wants”? 

______________________________________________________________________ 

______________________________________________________________________ 

______________________________________________________________________ 

 

Follow Up Activities: 

• Take Career Assessments 

• See your Case Manager or a Career Counselor 

 

Handouts: 

• Maslow’s Hierarchy of Needs 

• Culture, Education & Unspoken Expectations 

• Generational Values 
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• Success 

• Values Survey 

• Opportunity vs Security 

• Difficult Choices 

• Boundaries 

 

Values:  What is important to you? 

Unfortunately many people don’t pay too much attention to their values until they find 

themselves in a position of experiencing inner conflict as a result of their values being violated.   

 

Many times conflicting priorities are a result of conflicting values. A person may value two 

different things, but they are at odds with each other, so he may have to make a difficult choice.  

For example, a person’s values may tell her that being there for her family when they need her is 

important. However she also values pursuing an education, assuming it will lead to a good-

paying job, so she can support her family in the long run. However, she finds it is difficult to be 

there for her family as much as they expect because it interferes with her ability to get her daily 

homework done.  So she needs to decide which one is more important: Being available for her 

parents’ every expectation, or setting boundaries with them so she can focus on getting her 

homework done, so she can support them later on in life. This is a challenge I consistently see 

many of my Mexican-American students often struggle with because their culture values putting 

family first. Even when their primary reason for going to school is so they can support their 

family, they still often find it a challenge to know where to draw the line.  

 

It is also common that when person is having difficulty making career decisions, the problem 

may be rooted in a conflict of values (i.e. Should he quit this job that is morally reprehensible, or 

stay because it allows him to provide his family with a good lifestyle?)   

Family 

For many people, their highest values and/or priorities revolve around family.  He may value 

making sure he has quality time with them. She may think it is important to always be there to 

help them, support them, or solve problems for them.  She may be willing to sacrifice her own 

wants, dreams and goals to be there for her family. 

 

Another thing to think about when identifying how important family is to you, is to consider how 

you define “family”.  Family can include parents, siblings, children, nieces/nephews, cousins, in-

laws, step-families, aunts/uncles, grand-parents, and “like family”.  One question to ask is “What 

would I do if I had to choose one family member over another (i.e. spouse or child)? Which 

would come first?”  Some people may think this is a cruel thing to ask, but sometimes it is 

necessary; especially if one person’s safety or welfare is at risk, such as when one family 

member is abusive to another. 

Work 

Some people choose to value work over other aspects of their life, such as fun, vacations, school, 

or responding to requests from people who are not high on their list of priorities. There may be 

many reasons, but one common reason is for a fear of getting in trouble with the job if the 

personal life should interfere with the job.   
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Other people are legally or ethically required to put the job first, when called upon. For some 

jobs, it is a requirement that the job comes first under given circumstances, such as emergency 

first-responders in a crisis. 

 

Other people chose to put their jobs first when they are single, don’t have family responsibilities, 

when they are trying to launch their careers, or possibly when they feel their job is in jeopardy 

from things such as a poor economy.    

Education 

When adults attempt to go to college, they are usually expected to put their schooling as their 

first priority since this is what is expected in the culture of higher education.  Most traditional 

educational institutions will expect this of their students; and many parents will try to set their 

young adults up so that the student can focus exclusively on school.  Increasingly however, non-

traditional (i.e. older and some cultures) students will be in a position where putting school first 

in their lives is not really an option. For many students, they feel they must put work or family 

before school, and thus struggle with getting their homework done on time.   

Career 

Many people get their sense of identity from their career, so they may be inclined to put it first 

when forced with making difficult decisions. Also, some people simply enjoy their career 

enough to want to put it first. Finally, as mentioned above, some people have careers that are so 

demanding that putting the career first is just expected and required. 

Moral Integrity 

There are many people (some personality types in particular) whose priorities are to live a life 

that is consistent with their moral integrity.  These are people who are not afraid of losing their 

jobs, families, homes, sense of security, popularity, etc. if necessary to stand firm on their 

convictions.  For example, if telling the truth means they could lose their job, family and 

security, then they will do it.  For these people, to live a lie would feel worse than death itself.  

Independence 

For some people, to be independent and not to be a burden on others is a priority.  These people 

may feel the most important thing they need to do is to live a responsible life so they are not a 

financial, physical, or emotional burden on other people or the government.  They may make life 

choices based on that principle: For example, they may believe in not having children until you 

can afford to take care of them. Or, they may feel it is vitally important to save a lot of money so 

as to be able to take care of oneself during difficult seasons of life. They may believe in living a 

healthy life so they can live independently when they are old.  

Spiritual Life 

For some people, their spiritual life or religion is what is most important in life.  They may 

believe that living according to their spiritual/religious convictions is of utmost importance. They 

may feel that a life lived in religious compromise is not worth anything. So everything they do is 

supposed to be in subjection to their religious principles.  
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Dreams  

Another thing that people should take into consideration when trying to identify their priorities, 

is what their dreams are.  A person should ask themselves what they want for their life.  Does he 

have dreams of obtaining a college education, or establishing a certain career?  Does she dream 

of having a particular family lifestyle?  Do they dream of achieving some physical goal, such as 

running a marathon by a certain age? Do they have any financial aspirations, such as retiring at 

50? Some other dreams that some people may have might include things such as being 

independent, wanting to travel the world, or owning their own business, etc. Most of these 

dreams listed require prioritizing the dream over other things in life. For example, for a dream of 

running a marathon by next year, then it is necessary to prioritize a training routine and healthy 

living in order to be prepared when the big day arrives.  

 

Another thing to consider about dreams, is just how serious are these dreams?  Are they a true 

“heart’s desire,” or just random day dreams?  Fleeting daydreams don’t necessarily need to be 

taken seriously, but ultimately it is up to the individual to determine which dreams are important 

enough to actually do something about them.  

Goals 

After giving serious consideration to which dreams should truly be put into reality, a person 

should take the time to develop short-term, mid-range, and long-range goals to translate those 

dreams into reality. In other words, what does he or she need to do to make that dream happen? 

 

The following resources are available for learning how to translate dreams into tangible goals 

which can be implemented.  

 

Follow Up Activities: 

• Workshops : Job Seeker Strategies 

• How to Get Your Dream Career 

• Take the Career Decision-Making Difficulties Questionnaire:  

(Why are you having difficulty making a career decision?) 

http://kivunim.huji.ac.il/cddq/index.htm 

Handouts: 

• TimeLine 

• Dream Chaser’s & Goal Setter’s Journey 

• Setting Effective Goals 

• Success 

• Reaching Career Goals 

 

The “Rules” 

Rules and laws are a normal part of life. Some rules are well-known, and some are unknown or 

“hidden.” Some rules are very important to obey, especially if they are official laws, Professional 

codes of ethics (see below) can carry major consequences when violated.  Many rules are in 

place to provide order for society (i.e. traffic laws), or to protect oneself and others from harm 

(i.e. speeding and driving while intoxicated).  Yet, some rules are arbitrary and nothing more 

than something established by a person who desires their own personal sense of control.  If 
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conflicting priorities are a matter of a conflicting set of rules, then it is important to identify 

which authority, and which set of rules, should take rank over the others. It is also important to 

realize that “the rules” will likely change when going from one environment to another (i.e. 

work, school, family, culture, city, state, country, etc.).  

For example, many job seekers may have as a priority to follow the rule that “you must have a 

full-time permanent job in order to be happy and successful in life.”  However this rule could 

pose several problems:  1) What if the person is willing, able and wants to be a full-time student? 

What if she is willing, able and wants to be a full-time stay-at-home parent to her young 

children? What if the person needs to take a season off from life to take care of his health, his 

aging parent’s health, or prepare for a major life transition? What if the person is in a position to 

take an early retirement? What if that person is independently wealthy and does not need to 

work, but would rather give his time to further some worthy cause?  Any of these people should 

be asking, “Who made this rule, and why is it necessary that I follow it? If I chose to devote my 

time and energy to my other priority will I wind up homeless, go to jail, or cause someone else to 

be hurt?” If the answer is “no,” even though some distant person in their life doesn’t approve of 

their choice, then the next question should be, “Why does it matter what that other person 

thinks?” 

So, when deciding if a rule is a priority, ask yourself: 

What are the “rules” (official policy, actual law, or informal)? 

Are the “rules” legitimate? (Official vs. Unofficial) 

Are the rules current and still in effect, or have they changed? 

Who established the rule? (Is their authority legitimate?) 

Will my actions have a negative effect on other people? 

If differing authorities create conflicting rules, which authority takes rank? (i.e. importance, 

power, etc.) 

If rules conflict with each other, which rule takes rank? 

Will there be consequences if you disobey the rule? 

If there is a conflict in consequences from different rules, which consequences would be 

greater? 

__________________________________________________________________________ 

__________________________________________________________________________ 

__________________________________________________________________________ 

 

Professional ‘Codes of Ethics” 
If the conflicting priorities involve something from a person’s professional life, then ‘codes of 

ethics’ should be taken into consideration.  Most all professions have some sort of ‘code of 

ethics’ designed to govern ethical behavior and decision-making within that profession.  These 
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codes will vary from one profession to another, based on each profession’s skills, values, 

responsibilities and contribution to society.  A typical code of ethic might be something to the 

effect of “do no harm” to others. For medical professions, codes of ethics within areas of 

specialization might include standards of care. For some ‘helping’ professions a code of ethics 

may include not engaging in ‘dual relationships’ with clients. So, if it is appropriate to consider a 

code of ethics, here are a few suggestions to ponder:  1) Take the time to review the actual code. 

2) What does the code actually say? 3) What is the ‘spirit’ of the law (i.e. what is it trying to do 

or protect?) 3) What would be the consequences if these codes are violated (i.e. loss of license, 

legal, harm to others, etc.). (See ‘Consequences’ below.)  This person should consult with 

another professional in the field or a supervisor if in doubt.   

Deadlines 
Deadlines are also important in deciding where a person’s priorities are, because failing to meet 

deadlines usually result in negative consequences.  For example, if a person does not have 

enough money to pay two bills, so he has to decide which of the two bills to pay: His credit card 

bill, or his auto insurance.  Either option will likely result in having to pay a “late payment fee.”  

However, not paying the credit card bill will have a negative effect on his credit.  Whereas, not 

paying his auto insurance payment could result in lapse of insurance coverage, and even greater 

consequences if he were to have an accident while uninsured.  

Consequences 

Another factor which should be taken into consideration when identifying priorities, is “What 

would happen if I do this thing? And what would happen if I do NOT do this thing?”  Sometimes 

things that occupy our minds in reality pose little threat to one’s welfare. For example if a person 

is torn between getting their school homework done before a deadline, and socializing with a 

casual friend, the homework should probably be a priority so that he doesn’t get an “F” for not 

doing the assignment. Whereas not socializing with the casual friend won’t cause any harm.  

Time to Identify Priorities 
After discussing what items should be taken into account when trying to determine priorities, a 

person will need to put that information into practice. Pull out the supplemental handouts you 

received in the workshop:  “Discerning Seasons,” “Covey’s Quadrants”, “Priorities”, and 

“Priority/Goal Clarification”. These documents will help to understand how to use them in 

clarifying priorities.  

 

Current Season of Life 

As was mentioned earlier, it is important to realize that priorities are subject to change over one’s 

life time.  A child’s priorities will likely not be the same as would when a 45-year-old, working, 

having a family and/or trying to go to school.  Therefore, it is important to take into account what 

is a person’s current season of life.  Sometimes a person can identify his priorities based on his 

current season of life. For example, a new parent who is busy adjusting to that new life may be 

enough to keep someone busy. Yet if she is a full-time college student, then her priority should 

be on her learning – not on trying to be self-sufficient. If he is currently dealing with major 

physical or emotional health issues, then caring for himself may be his season and priority.  
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The following list is an example of some of the seasons of life many people face throughout their 

lifetime. An individual could be in any combination of the following seasons at any given time. 

 

• Dependency 

• Independence/Self-Sufficiency 

• Care for Self 

• Care for Family 

• Learn 

• Work 

• Rest 

• Play  

• Sacrifice 

• Survival 

• Breaking 

• Solitude/Isolation 

• Introspection 

• Restoration 
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• New Beginnings 

 

The worksheet, “Discerning Seasons” explains this idea in more detail.  

What Is Important / What is Urgent 

Another important part of identifying priorities is to learn to determine what is “Important” and 

what is “Urgent”? 

 

Ask:  What is Urgent? 

 

Will happen if I ignore this? 

Major Negative Consequences  

if I don’t act now! 

Ask:  What is Important? 

 

What did you identify above in your values? 

 

Ask:  What is Not Urgent? 

 

Will happen if I ignore this? 

Answer:  Nothing Serious! 

Ask:  What is Not Important? 

 

Anything that interferes with “Important” 

 

 

Any activity that occupies your time can be placed in categories of Important or Not Important, 

and Urgent or Not Urgent. According to Steven Covey, in his book, “First Things First,” 80 

percent of a person’s time needs to be spent In “Not Urgent, but Important” if he wants to 

achieve his long-range goals.  For more information on this concept, turn to the handout 

provided, “Covey’s Quadrants” to help identify whether or not time is being spent in an 

effective fashion.  Many of this workshop’s author’s students are often horrified to realize they 

spend up to 50 – 90 percent of their time on Not Urgent and Not Important.   

Ranking Priorities 

To help you with this part, turn to the worksheet provided, “Priorities (Priorities Clarification)” 

for a more detailed description of this next section.  

 

What is so important that you don’t want to lose it? The purpose of this task is is to rank your 

priorities, one-by-one in order of importance, from most important to least important. 

• What is Priority Number 1 

• What is Priority Number 2 

• What is Priority Number 3 

• What is Priority Number 4 

• What is Priority Number 5 

Note:   

 Notice there is no such thing as two Priority #1’s. You must choose which comes first! 

 There is only ONE #1, and then you have ONE #2 

 

Ranking Sacrifice Items 

Identifying priorities is important, but not enough. It is also need to identify what one is willing 

to give up in order to keep his or her priorities straight.  
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What is not important to the point of being willing to give it up  in order to maintain one’s  

priorities? As above, the job is to rank them in order, one-by-one from easiest to sacrifice to 

hardest to sacrifice 

• What is Sacrifice Item Number 1 

• What is Sacrifice Item Number 2 

• What is Sacrifice Item Number 3 

• What is Sacrifice Item Number 4 

• What is Sacrifice Item Number 5 

 

Note:  This list of items must be different from the list of priorities – This is what you would be 

willing to give up to keep your priorities?  If it is a priority, then you don’t want to sacrifice it. If 

it is a sacrifice item, then you don’t value it that much. 

What Can Wait? 

Another tool to help in prioritizing is to simply ask, “What can wait a while without incurring 

major consequences?”  Just as noted above, there are things that can wait without causing the 

world to come to an end, and there are things that need to be taken care of within a specified 

amount of time. So sometimes prioritizing doesn’t require giving something up entirely, but 

rather just for some period of time.  By putting off non-urgent things, you may not necessarily 

need to sacrifice.  So ask yourself, “What can wait….” 

• One Hour 

• One Day 

• One Week 

• One Month 

• One Year 

• Until Payday 

• The end of the semester 

• A more convenient time 

 

Are Goals and Priorities Headed in the Same Direction? 

The last tool provided to help determine priorities is the worksheet titled, “Priorities/Goal 

Alignment.”  This worksheet was designed to help students think about whether their priorities 

and goals are in alignment, and thus taking them in the same direction.   

 

Many students will say that getting their college degree or certificate is their goal, but they are 

not willing to adjust their priorities, and make necessary sacrifices so they can actually achieve 

their goals. For example, a young person whose parents are willing and able to support him so he 

can focus on going to school full-time insists that he needs to work so that he doesn’t need to ask 

his parents for money.  His attitude is suggesting that his independence (and pride?) is more 

important to him than his education since his parents already made it clear that they want his 

priorities focused on school.  Or the woman who says she can’t find the time to get her 

homework done because she needed to be around when her boyfriend came over, has indicated 

that her priority is her relationship – not her education.  When a person’s goals and priorities are 

not in alignment, the goals will likely not be achieved.  Therefore if they are not in alignment, he 

or she will need to decide which you are willing to change:  Goals -- or Priorities. The handout 

will go into this process in more detail.  
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Application 

Now that you have the tools to help you identify your priorities, take a few minutes to apply this 

information by going through the following handouts that you have received in the workshop. It 

is recommended that you work through them in the order listed since they were designed to walk 

you through a process.  

• Discerning Seasons 

• Covey’s Quadrants 

• Priority Clarification Exercise 

• Priority/Goal Alignment 

 

These handouts were designed to make you think, so don’t expect to be able to do them in five 

minutes. You may need to take time to work through your answers.  

 

Follow Up Activities: 

• Workshop: Empowering You: Job Seeker Strategies 

• Meet with a Case Manager 

 

Handouts: 

• Discerning Seasons 

• Covey’s Quadrants 

• Priority Clarification Exercise 

• Priority/Goal Alignment 

• Managing Financial Responsibilities  

• Difficult Choices 

 

Wrap Up 
As we wrap up this workshop, take a few minutes to remind yourself of the key points.  

 

• Who should determine your priorities? – YOU! 

• What do you need to consider? 

o Who are you? 

o “Needs vs. “Wants” 

o Values 

o Goals 

• Tools to help you: 

o What is your season of life? 

o What is Important / What is Urgent 

o Rank your priorities 

o Priorities & Goals  -- in alignment? 

 

Ask yourself? 
Based on what you learned, today: 

1. Do you have a general sense of where your priorities are or are not? 

2. How are you going to “prioritize learning how to prioritize”? 

3. What next steps should you take based on what you learned? 
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