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5 Time management 

Time is a limited resource, something you will be only too well aware of as 
important deadlines approach. There will be many calls on your time, and it is 
often hard to turn people down. The key to using your time efficiently is to 
prioritise and then organise all your anticipated commitments. Sounds easy 
when put like that, but it requires both discipline and the appropriate mindset to 
use your time effectively. 

Why is time management important to you? 

 

For BTEC study: learning how to allocate your time efficiently is a skill that is 
vital to your success as a learner. You will need to arrange your available time to 

ensure that you: 

● avoid having too many things going on simultaneously 

● complete your assignments by the due date 

● have enough time to do yourself justice in the work you submit 

● balance your social life and your studies. 

 

For work: well-developed time management skills will demonstrate to an 

employer your ability to organise your personal workload independently. 

What can you do to develop your time management and 

organisational skills? 

 

Here are some valuable rules for developing your time management skills: 

 

1 Keep a diary or planner. You can’t hope to prioritise activities if you don’t 

know what these are or when they will occur: you need to be organised. You 
can do this best by using a diary or planner. Some people prefer a paper 
diary, others prefer to keep this information electronically, for example in 
your phone calendar. It doesn’t matter what you use, as long as it works 
well for you. 

2 Use a timetable for lengthy or complex tasks. For some activities, such 

as a project work or revision for a big examination, it’s often worthwhile to 
create a separate, more focussed, timetable. 

3 Use lists. A simple ‘list for the day’ will keep you focussed on the tasks at 
hand. It is also helpful when considering what activities to prioritise (see 
below). Ticking off the items on the list will give you a real sense of progress 
and achievement, especially when you have sub-divided a large task into 

several manageable parts. You will also have an instant reminder of what 
you haven’t yet achieved. This will help you to set your goals within a 
sensible timeframe. 

 

4 Keep your work organised. Mess leads to inefficiency. Use folders to keep 
your papers in order; maintain a tidy work area; keep your files logically on 
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your computer (and always back them up); know where you are with lengthy 
and complex tasks (a timetable helps). 

5 Learn to prioritise. The simple rule is to do those tasks that are high 
priority first and leave those that are not until later. This may involve doing 
tasks you are not looking forward to do first, rather than putting them off. 
Doing so is a key part of successful time management. 

 

A high-priority task is one that is both important and urgent: 

 

● importance means that the outcome of the activity is vital for your current 

goals 

● urgency means that the need to complete the activity is pressing. 

 

An example of an important task might be to attend your brother’s wedding; an 
example of an urgent task might be to submit an assignment for a close 
deadline. 

 

One way of looking at this is to think about an importance–urgency grid (see 
below). For example, something that is both urgent and important would be 

placed somewhere in the top-left box (shaded). 
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TIPS Your judgement of what is urgent and what is important can (and should) 
change over time. However, for any one day, you should always be able to 

recognise activities that qualify as high priority using this grid and ones that are 
not. 

Different people also have different goals that affect their perception of 
importance. For example, some people’s main goals may be career-based, while 
those of others may be more socially orientated. 

Where do you think you stand on this spectrum? Does your 

understanding change at different times of the year? If so, why? 
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1 Avoid putting things off. Be more aware of ways in which you delay 

getting down to work. This often occurs when you find a task difficult, boring 
or complex. Tell yourself to get started, somehow. Start by achieving the 
achievable – such as reading a source or mind mapping a topic. Once you 
are into the work, some of the obstacles will simply melt away. 

 

2 Break down large tasks into manageable ‘bite-sized’ components. 

This helps to avoid the barrier of the job seeming to be too large for you to 
make progress in a limited time-slot. Try to achieve something in every 
session that you allocate to the activity. 

 

3 Avoid perfectionism. This means trying too hard to achieve the best 
possible result. Accept that a starting point for any task is necessarily and 

unavoidably imperfect; and further that achieving 100 per cent perfection 
may be a waste of time as a resource that could be better used elsewhere. 
Ultimately, any submission is better than no submission. 

 

Checklist for good time management 

 

 Think ahead and plan your time 

 Prioritise tasks according to their importance and their urgency 

 Keep your focus on the task at hand and resist being diverted to other 

activities that don’t feature in your time planning 

 Ensure that you take a long-term approach to time planning to avoid rushing 

through your work 

 Avoid spending so much time planning that you are late getting down to the 

real work 

 Accept that all submissions cannot be perfect; aim for the best possible one 

within your time plan. 
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Learning activity 

 
 

Case study in time management 

Iris and Oscar are in the same class. They have an important study assignment due next 
Friday – five days away. On Thursday evenings, Iris always plays netball with her friends 
at the other side of town, two bus journeys away. Oscar also has a weekly training 
session as a coach with his swimming club. They both feel that they’ll need to work on 
Thursday evening to complete the assignment. Both are faced with the same dilemma: 
how can they deal with their need to prioritise the assignment against their valued social 
lives? 

 
 

Activity 5.1. Time management solutions 

Working with a fellow learner, rate the following solutions that might be open to 
Iris and Oscar (1 = weak solution; 5 = strong solution): 

 

Iris’s solutions 

 Send apologies about opting out of netball – leaving her team one person 

short 

 Swap her part-time job hours with a friend – frees up four hours on 

Wednesday, but loses money 

 Revisit her time plan and postpone other urgent items to free up time – still 

has to complete urgent activities after submission; will need to catch up on 

Saturday spoiling her weekend. 

 

Oscar’s solutions 

 Swap his coaching duties with a fellow coach – could lose him coaching work 

in future 

 Ask his BTEC tutor if he can submit the task the following Monday – gives 

him advantage over others in his class as he’d have two days more to work 

on the assignment 

 Consult his plan and ‘shoe horn’ in five extra hours for working on the 

assignment by getting up an hour earlier each day for the next five days. 

 

What further alternative solutions can you offer for Iris and Oscar? 
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Activity 5.2. Practising prioritisation 

 

1 In the table below, list 10 activities that you’ll need to carry out over the 
next week or so. Include tasks associated with your learning (for example, 
completing an assignment), social matters (for example, meeting with 
friends) and more routine chores like shopping or laundry. 

 

1.  

2.  

3.  

4.  

5.  

6.  

7.  

8.  

9.  

10.  

 

2 Now, copy out the urgency–importance grid shown above and assign these 
activities (using their number above) to your grid, placing them according to 
your judgement of their current urgency and importance. 

 

3 Having done that, create a priority list of five activities from this list for 
action tomorrow in the order in which you would tackle them. Try to use the 
list when you carry out your day’s activities. 
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Reflective activities 

Activity 5.3. Examining how your priorities can change 

 

Look again at the positioning of the activities that you carried out in part 2 of 
Activity 5.2. If this were today’s description of your priorities, think how it might 
change if you fast-forward a week and had achieved your normal or expected 
progress with each task (be honest). 

 

● What might become more urgent and what less so; what might become 

more important and what less important? 

● What tasks would probably have dropped off the list (possibly, because they 

were completed)? 

● What new activities might have appeared a week from now? 

 

Your analysis should reveal to you that priorities are dynamic – always changing. 
For example they may change according to your mood, level of progress with the 

tasks or simply with the appearance of new targets. 

 

Activity 5.4. Thinking about the way your task list worked in 

practice 

At least two days after creating the priority list in part 3 of Activity 5.2, have 
another look at it. 

 

● Did you complete all the tasks on the list? 

● Did you do them in order as they appeared on the list? 

● Did the list help you to achieve more or less than you might otherwise have 

done? Was your written list different from the mental one which you would 

have created beforehand? 

● How might you improve the way you manage your activities within your 

available time? 

 

Think about what your answers reveal about your approach to prioritisation, and 
the discipline with which you approach tasks. Mark up any tips that might help 
you to develop your time management skills. 
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Action points 

Think about the time management skills covered in this activity sheet. Now 
consider your own abilities in this area and ways in which you might improve 
these. 

 

How you want to develop your time management skills 

1  

2  

3  

4  

5  

 

Link 

To help you develop your Skills for Learning and Work further, look also at: 

● Activity Sheet 4 on Planning for study and work. 

 

 

 



 

 

 


