
 

Managing Conflicting Study Priorities 

One of the greatest challenges facing full-time college students is not finding something to do—

it is deciding what to do first. Tests, papers, reading assignments, laboratory reports, jobs, family 

obligations, and social activities can create a maelstrom of competing priorities. Without a 

workable system, the struggle to balance them can quickly lead to burnout. 

Put Academic Commitments on the Calendar First 

A full course load requires considerably more time than the hours spent in class. Although the 

workload varies by subject and student, a common guideline is to reserve approximately two 

hours outside class for each credit hour. A student carrying 12 credit hours might therefore need 

about 24 additional hours each week for reading, studying, research, and assignments. 

That does not mean every course receives equal attention every day. It means academic work 

must be treated as a genuine commitment rather than something squeezed into whatever time 

remains. The guiding principle is simple: Do first things first. If you have a psychology test 

tomorrow and a biology report due three days from now, the test ordinarily deserves your 

immediate attention. Once it is over, the biology report moves to the front of the line. 

Write It Down—and Then Let It Go 

College life produces a steady stream of new requirements before the old ones have disappeared. 

Trying to hold them all in your head creates anxiety and consumes attention that should be 

devoted to the work itself. Write every assignment, deadline, examination, appointment, and 

personal obligation in one dependable system. A calendar shows when something is due; a task 

list shows what must be done next. 



Break large assignments into smaller steps and give those steps their own deadlines. “Write 

history paper” is intimidating and easy to postpone. “Choose topic,” “locate three sources,” and 

“draft introduction” are specific actions that can be scheduled and completed. Once everything 

has been recorded, trust the system. You do not have to keep mentally rehearsing every 

unfinished obligation for fear that one will escape. 

Decide What Deserves Attention Now 

Urgency and importance are not always the same. An assignment due tomorrow may be urgent, 

but preparation for an important examination next week may require work beginning today. 

Review your schedule regularly and ask three questions: What is due first? What carries the 

greatest academic weight? What will require several work sessions rather than one final push? 

Give your most demanding task a protected period of focused attention. Silence notifications, 

close unrelated screens, and put the phone beyond easy reach. Concentrating on one priority is 

usually more productive than repeatedly shifting among several. Multitasking may feel 

industrious, but every switch requires the mind to disengage from one activity and reconstruct its 

place in another. 

Study in Manageable Sessions 

Long, exhausting sessions are not necessarily the most productive ones. Divide study time into 

manageable periods separated by short breaks. Return to difficult material over several days 

rather than relying entirely on one marathon session. Spaced practice and repeated retrieval 

strengthen learning more reliably than rereading everything the night before an examination. 

Rest also belongs in a sound study plan. Sleep gives the brain time to organize and consolidate 

what has been learned, but it cannot substitute for paying attention, practicing, and reviewing. 

The unconscious mind is an able assistant, not a ghostwriter. Give it good material to work with, 

and then give it sufficient rest. 

Make Room for a Life 

Academic focus should come first, but maintaining that focus requires time away from academic 

work. Exercise, recreation, friendships, and quiet rest are not rewards for driving yourself to 

exhaustion. In reasonable proportions, they help sustain the concentration and emotional balance 

that demanding coursework requires. 

The goal is not to eliminate every conflict from college life. That would be impossible. The goal 

is to decide deliberately what matters now, record what must wait, and give the task at hand your 

full attention. When priorities are visible and orderly, the student can stop worrying about 

everything at once and begin completing one important thing at a time. 

 


