
 

The College Student’s Guide to 

Time Management 

 
 

Establish Your Goals 
If you want to use your time more productively, first you must identify what you hope to 

accomplish. Once you’ve established your goals, identify the activities necessary to each goal 

and schedule time to carry out each activity.  

 

Goals should be specific, measureable, and realistic.
1
 The following examples illustrate the 

differences between well-defined goals and vague, immeasurable, and unrealistic goals:  

 

 

 

DON’T DO 
Write a vague goal: “I want to graduate from 

college.”  

Write a specific and measureable goal: “I 

will graduate from WCU in 4 years with a BS 

in Nursing and a 3.5 GPA.”  

 

Write an unrealistic goal: “I want to lose 30 

pounds in two weeks.”  

Write a realistic goal: “I will exercise for 45 

minutes a day, 5 days a week; reduce my daily 

caloric intake by 30 calories; and lose 30 lbs 

within the next 8-9 months.”  
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Exercise 1: Write one specific, measureable, and realistic long-term goal for yourself—Long-

term goals typically require a year or more to accomplish. Your long-term goal may be academic 

in nature, or it may be related to your family (e.g. “I want to improve my relationship with my 

brother”), your lifestyle (e.g. “I want to find a roommate with whom I’m compatible”), your 

finances, or your future career.  

 Here’s an example of a long-term financial goal: I want to save $1500.00 over the next 

year so that I can go on a 7-day cruise to the Caribbean when I graduate. 

 

 

 

Exercise 2: Now write one related, short-term goal that will act as a “stepping stone” to your long-

term goal—Again, be sure that your goal is realistic, specific, and measurable. Short-term goals 

typically require less than a year to accomplish.  

 An example of a short-term goal related to the long-term financial goal: Tomorrow I will 

interview for an on-campus job that will allow me to work 20 hours a week. 

 

 
 

Exercise 3: Analyze how your time is spent—Make a list of every activity you have been involved 

in since this time yesterday. For each activity you list, estimate the amount of time you spent in that 

activity. When you add up your estimated times, you should have close to 24 hours. Two examples 

are provided below to get you started. 
 

Exercise 4: Did your activities during the past 24 hours contribute to the goals you established 

for yourself in Exercises 1 & 2? If not, could you have substituted any of the activities above for 

different activities that would have contributed to your goals? If you had prioritized the activities 

Activity Estimated Time 

Sleeping 7.5 hours  

Watching TV 2 hours 

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

 _____________________: Total Time  



so that you were able to focus your energy on the activities that were important to your goals, 

which activities might you have left out? List them here: 

 

 

Prioritize Your Activities  
Prioritizing is a necessary skill for effective time management. The Quadrant Graph below, adapted 

from Stephen Covey’s Seven Habits of Highly Effective People (1989), is a time management tool 

that you can use to prioritize your activities. Each square, or quadrant, represents a different type of 

activity.  

 Quadrant 1 represents tasks that are important and urgent. Example: Staying up late to study 

for a test you have tomorrow morning.  

 Quadrant 2 represents tasks that are important but not urgent. Example: Spending two hours 

in the library working on a paper or project that is not due until the end of the semester.  

 Quadrant 3 represents tasks that are not important but are urgent. Example: Agreeing at the 

last minute to go to a movie with friends. Note: Quadrant 3 activities are usually unplanned 
or spontaneous.  

 Quadrant 4 represents tasks that are not important and not urgent. Example: Watching five 

hours worth of TV shows in which you are only mildly interested.  

 

Exercise 5: Refer to the list of activities you compiled in Exercise 3 above. Enter each activity and 

the corresponding amount of time in the appropriate quadrants on the graph below. Using the 

estimates of time you wrote for each activity, add the total time spent in each quadrant.  

 

  URGENT NOT URGENT 

IMPORTANT 

Quadrant I 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Total Time in Quad. I: ____________ 

 

Quadrant II 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Total Time in Quad II: ____________ 

NOT 

IMPORTANT 

Quadrant III 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Total Time in Quad. III: ____________ 

Quadrant IV 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Total Time in Quad IV: ____________ 

Exercise 6: Where did your time go? In which Quadrant was the majority of your time spent during 

the past 24 hours? If you were to manage your time in a way that would allow you to achieve your 

goals, in which of the four Quadrants would you spend the majority of your time? Why?  



 

A. The majority of my time was spent in quadrant(s)______________.  

 

B. In order to achieve all of my goals, I should spend the majority of my time in quadrant(s) 

_________.  

  

C. Why should the majority of my time be spent in these quadrant(s)?  

 

Exercise 7: Create a list of 5 to 10 activities you need to complete within the next week. Estimate the 

amount of time it will take you to complete each activity in the right-hand column. Once your list is 

complete, prioritize the list by numbering each activity from 1 to 10 (1= highest priority and 10= 

lowest). Activities that are both important and urgent will be assigned high priority, while activities 

that are neither important nor urgent will be assigned low priority. 

 

Priority 

Number Activity Time Estimate 

   

   

   

   

   

   

   

   

   

   

 

 

Schedule Time to Complete Your Activities  

 

Once you’ve identified your priorities, it is important to allocate time to complete each activity. 

Some people prefer to keep a written calendar on which they schedule time to complete certain tasks; 

others prefer to keep an electronic calendar; and still others prefer to enter reminders about important 

activities in their cell phones. It is important that you design a scheduling/calendar system that works 

for you. If you know that most of your time is spent away from your computer, you can assume that 

an electronic calendar probably won’t work.  
 

Exercise 8: In the space below, describe one strategy you could use to keep track of the priorities on 

your list above. Explain why this particular strategy will work well for you. 

 

 

 

 



References 

Carter, C. & Kravits, S. (1996). Keys to success: How to achieve your goals. Upper Saddle  

River, NJ: Prentice Hall.  

Covey, S. (1989). The seven habits of highly effective people. New York: Simon and Schuster.  

Downing, S. (2002). On course: Strategies for creating success in college and in life. (3rd  

Edition). Boston: Houghton Mifflin.  

Kanar, C. (1995). The confident student (2nd ed.). Boston: Houghton Mifflin. 


