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Overview: 
Prioritizing is about deciding what is important and what is not; deciding what can wait and what 

can’t, and what should be done first, second, third, etc.  Too often students get overwhelmed 

when they have too much going on in their lives and thus have difficulty getting their homework 

and other important activities done. Learn how to identify your own priorities so you can become 

more effective in your academic goals.  

 

Learning Outcomes: 
Participants will be able to: 

• Articulate how prioritizing affects academic success 

• Explain what is prioritizing 

• List six steps of prioritizing 

• Identify time-wasting activities 

• Develop a plan for clarifying their priorities 

 

How Prioritizing Affects Academic Success 
Succeeding in college does not happen by accident. It requires that students put out a lot of effort 

and energy in order to succeed. Just going to class is not enough. Students need to plan, on 

average, to spend two hours per week on homework for every hour they are in class (or unit).  

Everyone has only 24 hours in each day. So what matters is how they spend those 24 hours. In 

order to be successful in college, students need to be able to manage their time, energy, money, 

and resources very carefully.  

 

When students have a difficult time putting out sufficient effort in their classes to do well, it is 

seldom because they are not smart enough.  Instead, it is usually because they are too distracted 

by whatever they have going on in their lives (work, responsibilities, transportation, social life, 

problems, relationship drama, food/housing insecurity, etc.) to be able to focus their energies on 

their school projects. The good news is that there are things students can do to minimize those 

distractions in their lives so they can focus their energies on their school work.  One of those 

things that students can do, is to learn how prioritize how they spend their life, time, money, and 

mental/emotional/physical energies.  That way they become more effective at accomplishing 

what they set out to do.  

 

What is Prioritizing? 
Prioritizing is about deciding what is important and what is not; deciding what can wait and what 

can’t, and what should be done first, second, third, etc.  Basically, prioritizing is about deciding 

what activities, thoughts, and energies are worth investing in, and which are not. It can often 

involve making difficult choices.  

 

Who Decides What are Priorities? 
Each person must decide for themselves where their priorities are. Other people may want or 

expect things from you, and have expectations about how important their agenda should be in 

your life. However, you will be the one who has to live with the consequences of your priority-
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based choices.  Also, you are the only one who truly knows everything you have to deal with. So 

you need to make these decisions. 

 

 

What Does Prioritizing Involve? 
 

Identifying Your Season of Life 
The first step in clarifying your priorities to identify what ‘season of life’ you are currently in. 

For example, a mom who has three children under the age of five would be in a season of “Care 

for Family” because small children need constant care. Yet that same mom would not be in a 

season of “Care for Family” when her children are grown, in their 30s and living on their own. 

She would have other priorities at that point in her life.  Other common seasons of life are: 

Dependency, Independence/Self-sufficiency, Care for Self, Learn, Work, Rest, Play, Sacrifice, 

Survival, Disruption, Breaking, Solitude/Isolation, Introspection, Restoration, New Beginnings. 

(If you want to learn more about this idea, refer to the document “Discerning Seasons”.) 

 

Reflect: Identify your personal “Season(s) of Life” right now: 

 

1. ______________________________________________________________________ 

2. ______________________________________________________________________ 

3. ______________________________________________________________________ 

4. ______________________________________________________________________ 

 

 

Clarifying What is Important and What is Not 
The next step in clarifying your priorities, is to consider all the activities that are competing for 

your attention.  Then you need to determine which of those activities are Urgent vs Not Urgent, 

and which of those activities are Important vs Not Important. Take the time to highlight 

everything on the Covey’s Quadrants grid that reflects how you spend your time. Then estimate 

how much of your time is spend in each of the quadrants. That will tell you whether or not you 

are spending your time on activities that matter. (If you want to learn more about this idea, refer 

to the document “Covey’s Quadrants”.) 

 

 

http://www.dreams-goals.com/Documents/SelfDirection/CoveysQuadrants.pdf
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Reflect: Based on the activities listed in the Covey’s Quadrants grid, how much time do you 

spend in each quadrant? 

 

1. ______________________________________________________________________ 

2. ______________________________________________________________________ 

3. ______________________________________________________________________ 

4. ______________________________________________________________________ 

 

 

Distinguishing the Difference between Needs vs Wants 
Sometimes people have a difficult time identifying their priorities because they tend to confuse 

what they “need” with what they “want”.  Or they don’t register that not all ‘needs’ are equal.   

 

s 

 

Reflect: Name one or two things that you think a lot about having that are wants rather 

than actual needs? 

 

1. ______________________________________________________________________ 

2. ______________________________________________________________________ 

3. ______________________________________________________________________ 

4. ______________________________________________________________________ 

 

 

A good tool to use to help you prioritize your needs and wants is to line them up according to 

“Maslow’s Hierarchy of Needs” theory.  This theory states that we have different kinds of needs 

and that they need to be met in order: (If you want to learn more about this idea, refer to the 

document “Maslow”.) 

1. Physiological 

http://www.dreams-goals.com/Documents/SelfAwareness/Maslow-Combined.pdf
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2. Safety/Security 

3. Social 

4. Ego  

5. Self-Actualization 

 

 
Reflect: At this point in your life, what level of needs do you spend most of your time 

pursuing? 

1. ______________________________________________________________________ 

2. ______________________________________________________________________ 

3. ______________________________________________________________________ 

4. ______________________________________________________________________ 

 

 

There is Only One #1 Priority 
Sometimes people have difficulty prioritizing because they tend to think everything is of equal 

priority, and thus get overwhelmed trying to do everything all at one time.  Instead, a better way 

to handle things is to realize that you need to rank your priorities (#1 priority, #2 priority, #3 

priority, #4 priority, #5 priority, etc.) and make sure you keep them in order. In other words, 

don’t let Priority #4 interfere with Priority #1.) The document, “Priorities” is designed to help 

you consider what is most important to you so that you can identify and rank your priorities.  (If 

you want to learn more about this idea, refer to the document “Priorities”.) 

 

Reflect: What are your priorities in life right now, and how do you rank them? 

1. ______________________________________________________________________ 

2. ______________________________________________________________________ 

3. ______________________________________________________________________ 

4. ______________________________________________________________________ 

 

 

http://www.dreams-goals.com/Documents/SelfDirection/Priorities.pdf
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Deciding What Can Wait, and What Can’t 
Sometimes prioritizing simply involves recognizing that some things can get put off for an hour, 

day, week, month, etc. without experiencing any adverse consequences. For example, you may 

be trying to decide between doing your homework that is due tomorrow and doing your laundry.  

If you choose your laundry over your homework, then you run the risk of missing the assignment 

deadline, and thus not getting credit for the assignment, and having it negatively affect your class 

grade.  While seeing the laundry pile up may bother you, it is likely you can still find something 

to wear tomorrow. Therefore, there by choosing to do your homework instead of the laundry, 

you get your school work done, and still can find something to wear to school. You can do your 

laundry after class. (If you want to learn more about this idea, refer to the document “Priorities”.) 

 

Reflect: What are some tasks/activities that can be put off to another time without serious 

consequences? 

 

1. ______________________________________________________________________ 

2. ______________________________________________________________________ 

3. ______________________________________________________________________ 

4. ______________________________________________________________________ 

 

 

Checking if Priorities Align with Goals 
Another thing you should do is to ensure that your priorities are in alignment with your goals. It 

is easy to get distracted from our goals by things that are not that important, to have too many 

interests to be able to focus on what is most important, or not be willing to do what we need to 

do to make our goals a reality. If you want something enough, you will be willing to do what you 

need to do to make it happen.  The document “Priorities/Goals Alignment” will help you identify 

whether or not your goals and priorities are taking you in the same direction.  

 

Reflect:  After going through the activities on the “Priorities/Goals Alignment” document, 

identify what you have learned: How are you going to make sure your goals and priorities 

will take you in the same direction? 

 

1. ______________________________________________________________________ 

2. ______________________________________________________________________ 

3. ______________________________________________________________________ 

4. ______________________________________________________________________ 

 

 

http://www.dreams-goals.com/Documents/SelfDirection/Priorities.pdf
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Wrap Up: 
We have covered a lot of material in this workshop. It should have given you a lot to think about.  

Now that we have discussed what is involved in prioritizing, what steps will you take to improve 

your personal priorities? 

 

1. ______________________________________________________________________ 

2. ______________________________________________________________________ 

3. ______________________________________________________________________ 

4. ______________________________________________________________________ 

 

 

Additional Resources: 
 

Handouts:  

• Discerning Seasons  

• Covey's Quadrants 

• Priorities  

• Priority/Goal Alignment  

• Maslow's Hierarchy of Needs  

• Success (How do you define 'Success'?)  

Videos:  

• "Empty Pickle Jar" 

• "Prioritize Your Life" by Dave Ramsey 

• "Prioritizing Your Life in 5 Minutes” 

External Links:  

• Workshop: "Managing Conflicting Priorities" 
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