MANAGING TIME
What is generally referred to as good ‘time management’ encompasses three quiet different components:

· What you want to do with your time;

· Effective attitudes to time;

· Time management skills.

It is very unlikely that the effective time management skills will be sought, be acquired or survive, unless our attitudes are all working in favour of an efficient use of time.  Those skills in turn will be wasted unless they are helping us do what we really want to do.
1. What you want to do
Many approaches to time management recommend you start with a self-assessment of how you use your time.  In a very real sense, what you want.  You may see yourself as an academic but if a big percentage of you time is spent waiting to see what is after the next TV advertisement then you are a ‘couch potato’.  If you complain having no time to write letters, for example, it means that in the prioritised list of items you have to do, letter-writing is reached in the 25th or even 26th hour of the day.  Only you can decide if the 24 hours available to you was efficiently filled with items more important that letter writing.

Your solution may be to use your day more efficiently or to rearrange your priorities… or both!  Try this: Take out a sheet of paper and make a list of what is really important in your life:  people, places, activities, things, anything.  Next allocate a figure to each indicating the percentage of your life each should receive.  Then spend a few days noting down how you really spend your time.  When you compare the two lists only you can decide what changes to make.  When you do that, remember the saying, ‘Keep doing what you are doing and you will keep getting what you’ve got!’  Another phrase to hang on the wall is ‘If you don’t know where you are going you are likely to end up somewhere else!’
Keep doing what you are doing and you will keep getting what you’ve got!

2. Attitudes to time

What mental set do you bring to time?  What does ‘time’ mean to you?  What grammatical rules about time do you carry in your head?  In some Central American countries they have over a dozen ways of saying ‘now’, none of which means this present moment.  What does ‘now’ mean for you?

We have less time than we think.  Like our estimates of distance we tend to underestimate the time required for a task.  If this is your problem get into the habit f adding 50% to your time estimates.  Better still, decide now to think of any undertaking as a pre-task, task and post-task. ‘I will go to the meeting on Wednesday morning’ means ‘I will collect the necessary documents and make adequate preparation in advance of the meeting; I will use the extra travelling time needed to get to the meeting location on time and back again; I will allow time for the follow-up o the meeting, and I will reserve time for any responsibilities I take on at the meeting.’  We tend to say, ‘Yes, I’ll go to that meeting’ and later wonder why we have so little time.  Saying yes to a task means saying yes to all the time it needs, saying yes to the how, when and where, saying yes to the before, during and after.  ‘Yes’ is a much longer word than ‘No’.  Next time you say ‘Yes, I have time to do that job’ be sure you don’t mean ‘if I give up everything else I had intended to do’.
We have more time than we think.  We waste a lot of time every day: searching through the same pile of unsorted papers; doing things we said ‘YES’ to when really we wanted to say ‘NO’; dealing with the same old interruptions again and again; spending time telling people that we don’t even have the time to spend telling them about how little time we have.  On the other hand, in your working day there are probably many short periods of time which you mistakenly label as useless.  Yet small jobs fit small spaces.  For example, a ten-minute space at the end of a counselling session can be used productively to have a deliberate rest or to put up a few notices on the guidance board. Time happens and cannot be stopped, lengthened or shortened.  What we can control is how we use it and this requires us to stop and think about it.  Plan how you use your time.  As a trial run, carry a small booklet in your pocket and read a bit it every time you have nothing else to do.  Do not make the mistake of filling all these precious gaps with ‘work’
Today matters.   One of the silly things we subconsciously learned from parents and teachers who were not aware they were teaching – it was the idea that to-morrow is more important than today.  Today is much more than a dress-rehearsal for tomorrow.  In fact tomorrow is only important because it to will become a ‘today’.   If you really want to measure your life, measure today.  It’s easy to think that today is the busy rough and tumble preparation for a tranquil to-morrow.  How much of today is YOU living YOUR life as YOU want it to be?  If you cannot face up to the importance of today then at least regard it as yesterday’s tomorrow that you planned so much for.
The sooner the better.  Most of us know that ‘The sooner the better’ is a good norm but unless we absorb the logic behind this we may never put it into practise.  Sooner is better because it……..

· gets a task done when motivation is highest

· lessens the risk of forgetting the task

· allows more recovery time if the task takes longer than expected

Assertiveness: Some people take on too much because they find it harder to say ‘No’. The need to please others can be stronger than the need to give ourselves sufficient time for current undertakings.  William Glasser, founder of Reality Therapy, suggests that when someone asks you to do something and you find it hard to say ‘No’ say ‘I need time to think about it’.  This tells the other person you are giving importance to their request but you also communicate some difficulty in agreeing to it and acknowledge your own needs.  You get the time necessary to build up the courage to say ‘No’ although very often the person will recognise that the request is inconvenient and will take it elsewhere.  Also ask yourself, will saying ‘yes’ to this cause problems for items that are higher in my life’s priority list?
Days do not and never will have 25 hours.

Tiredness is one sure way of reducing efficiency and the famous ‘feel-good factor’.  If you try to extend your day to 25 or more hours by going to bed too late you will very soon need 25 hours to do 20 hours’ work.  If you have got into that rut do not change it in big jumps or your sleep patterns will run totally riot.  Plan to go to bed 15 minutes earlier each night until you return to a normal bed-time.
If a job is worth doing, it’s worth doing. ‘If a job is worth doing, it’s worth doing well’ probably aborts more plans that it motivates to a glorious conclusion.  But don’t give up on perfectionism.  The secret is to become even more perfect by aiming for a perfect balance.  If I have 15 minutes to wash the car I will aim to do the best job I can do in 15 minutes.  Alternatively I could aim to have the cleanest car in the country and arrive later for my own life!

3. Skills
When you know what you want overall and you realize how time links you to that then you are ready to acquire skills in using the time well.  Here are some ideas.

A useful distinction is between the ‘urgent’ and the ‘important’.  Leading time-management expert Stephen R. Covey alerts us to the danger of excessive attention to the ‘urgent’ and proposes a matrix of four quadrants:

	Important & Urgent
	Important but not Urgent

	Not Important but Urgent
	Not Important & Not Urgent


The tasks we identify as ‘important but no urgent’ run the risk of being left indefinitely.  Try listing the tasks you have for the next 24 hours and decide which quadrant each belongs to.  Another caution is that unless we have really established what is important for ourselves overall, we can easily fall victim to other people’s ideas of what is urgent.
Process Paper once.  It is a waste of time to read through the same pile of papers more than once.  On first contact with a document date-stamp it, scan it to see if it necessary to read fully, read it (with a read-pen) if necessary and then categorize it as
1. rubbish for the bin,

2. for some one else,

3. for your files,

4. for notice-boards,

5. for immediate action,

6. for later action.

The corresponding actions are

1. bin it,

2. sent it on it’s way immediately,

3. file it,

4. send it to the notice-boards,

5. hold it in your hand until you have dealt with it.

Apart from the bin, it may be useful to have a set of desk-trays marked for actions 2 to 4.  As for option six, one solution is to use an accordion-type file with one section for each day of the month.  Any document that needs attention on, say, the 24th of the month would be put in that section.  Each day, any of these documents due for attention would be transferred to your work space.
Process tasks once.  Which button do you press?  Scrap, Delegate, Communicate, Activate?  In the case of firmly deciding to do the task have a definite places (.e.g. diary) for recording work to be done and allocate a time for it as soon as possible.  Most people will need a separate diary for home/personal life, distinct from the diary used for school.

Establish systems for recurring events.  Begin planning next year’s annual event at the end of this year’s.  If you intend doing a job often make it as easy to do as possible.  Develop checklists with time ‘way-points’: e.g., for a career evening:

6 weeks ahead: first planning meeting
- choice of defninte date, time, place, purpose, team

- allocation of duties

- plan initial personal or phone contacts with speakers

initial contact with catering committee for visitors

4 weeks ahead: second meeting

- review of progress

- plan mailing of information to speakers

- plan publicity campaign with students and parents

- initiative advance publicity in schools

2 weeks ahead: third meeting
- review of progress

- plan more intense publicity campaign in school

- preparatory classes for students
2 days ahead
- confirmation phone-calls to participants

1 day ahead
- printing programme, posters, badges
Afternoon before event:

-re-distribution of furniture for evening event

- posting of notices

1 hour before event

- briefing for stewards
- setting up reception desk and stewards

1 week after event: Review meeting

- evaluate success of event

- establish lessons learned for next year

- plan thank-you correspondence.

Other situations where check-list are useful are: Enrolment Testing, CAO/CAS application count-down.

Your Desk-top:  Now, about that desk you have, the one that disguises itself as a bundle of papers.  Get a nice cardboard box and put the whole lot into it.  Write ‘Manana’ on the box if you wish.  Believe me, it will not make your desk-top filing system any worse but at least you will have the pleasant surprise of having a clear desk-top, the sign of a new beginning,  If there is anything really important in that box you will it just as easily as when it was on your desk-top.  Change your view of what a desk-top is.  It is not a storage space.  It is a working area.  It is for jobs under the spotlight.  If not for the spot light then the job is for the ‘Manana’ box and kid yourself not.  If your desk-top has more than its fill of papers it is likely that your life has more than its fill of tasks undertaken.

The telephone: If you have not go onem how much time do you use relocating yourself each time you want to make a call?  Apart from yourself. How many other do you delay in the time it takes you to answer a call?  What impression do others get of your school?
If you use a telephone, are you most frequently used number close to it or to you? (telephone memory buttons can be useful but you do need to carry those numbers with you also).  Does the school telephonist have clear instruction about filtering your calls especially when you are most busy?  Do you entertain the fascinating belief that you must answer a ringing telephone at all costs – even giving it priority over people who have taken the trouble to arrange a personal meeting with you?  If you have an answering machine do you record a message promising to answer all calls in spite of the extra time and cost?  
Then there are the telephone calls you make to others! Contacting someone by telephone is like trying to hit a moving target.  It is very hard to find people available when you are.  As far as possible use faxes or the glorious convenience of electronic mail.  You only need to send such messages once and they are less intrusive to your recipients.  They are particularly suitable when you need to sent the same message to more than one person as both systems have facilities for sending one message to a group. 

Lending Schemes: Always record loans.  Recording has nothing to do with the reliability of the borrower but the reliability of your own memory.  If you or a student needs an important resource and it is on loan, you need to be able track down the borrower easily and quickly.

Interruptions: Identify the ‘interruptions’ to your work: Who are they Why do they interrupt?  How do you let them know that they are interrupting?  What alternatives strategies do you suggest to them?  Or are you one of those who regard their clients as ‘interruptions’?

Clock:  During counselling sessions it is useful to have a clock somewhere behind where your clients sit so that you can have an idea of the time without giving the wrong signals to the client.  It is also important to bring the session to closure at least several minutes before your next engagement so that you have time for record-keeping.
Dilly-Dalliers: Have a strategy for dealing with the dilly-dalliers of your life, those who can steal hours of your life with slow unplanned monologues.  Develop your skill in terminating a conversation (e.g. by summing up what the other has said as an end-of-conversation signal by allocating a definite appointment to discuss the issues properly).

Group work: Make as many general communications to students as possible (in class or public address) as this reduces the need for the more repetitious individual consultations.

Meetings: Duration and frequency should depend on their purpose, not on habit.  Schools that produce their timetables by computers can easily accommodate guidance counsellors’ needs to have a set time available for outside meetings but the person managing the timetable will need adequate advance notice of such a request.  In meetings use the “Topic, Talk, Target” principle, that is:

· know the topics to be processed,

· know when there has been sufficient talking about the topic

· clarify what actions to target.

Travel: Examine your travel time to and from work.  Traffic patterns can mean that starting 10 minutes before or after your usual time may make your journey not only shorter but more relaxing.  With modern motorways, there is often a difference between the shortest and the quickest route from A to B.  But remember too that what is fastest is not always the best use of your time when you take a more global view of your life.
Procrastination: I’ll tell you about this tomorrow.  Next time you put a job on the long finger, ask yourself which of these reflects your real attitude:


‘I’ll do this.’


‘I’ll do this if I have time left from more important things.’


‘I will not do this but I’ll pretend to myself that I will.’

In the meantime think abut this: One sure way to beat procrastination is to do tomorrow’s work today.

Finally, whatever attitude to time you have managed to find the time to read this article.  There is hope for you yet!

REFERENCES

First Things First, Stephen R. Covey & A. Roger Merrill, Simon & Schuster, 1994.
The Seven Habits of Highly Effective People, Stephen R. Covey.

Control Theory, William Glasser MD, Harper & row, 1985.
The Quality School, William Glasser MD, Harper & Row, (2nd Edition), 1992.
