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The Contemporary Student Musician/Scholar/Athlete/Etc.:

Time Management:  How to Budget Your Time

One of the more significant issues facing contemporary music students of all ages is how to budget their time and more specifically, to find enough time to practice their music lessons.  Years ago, making sufficient time to practice was also an issue, but it pales in comparison to the demands placed upon our current music students.  Today’s students are generally involved in multiple organized sporting events that require endless hours of practice combined with numerous games.  Moreover, the expectations of teachers and parents to have their children achieve high academic standards in a more rigorous and demanding educational environment adds to the complexity of this situation.  Finally, if you add family responsibilities, church activities, playing with friends, scouts, TV, THE COMPUTER, electronic games, movies, DVD’s, CD’s, birthday parties, and numerous other extra-curricular activities into the equation, it can all be quite overwhelming.  So, what are the answers to this perplexing dilemma?  First, I’ll describe a typical day in our household.

Being a parent of two sons and dealing with this issue as a family, we often struggle with the balancing act required to deal effectively with time management.  Our days generally begin with a somewhat hurried morning to get everyone ready for school and work on time.  Once school is over for our sons, the real fun begins.  As my wife or I drive from event-to-event after school and/or during the evening hours, it often seems that our biggest obstacle is to arrive on time for the next baseball/soccer/basketball game and/or practice that one of our sons is participating in.  In addition, although we try to watch the entire game and be supportive, sometimes we have to leave early for work-related issues, which necessitate arranging for some other family to bring them home.  In certain circumstances, we are unable to even attend the game, which means that we have to ask some other family to pick up our son(s) as well as bring them home.  Once the boys are home (not always at the same time), we must figure out something for dinner, followed by unfinished homework, music, a possible scouting event, reading or watching TV, and family time (albeit short) before bedtime.  Does any of this sound familiar?  Well, if this scenario does ring-a bell, let’s discuss some viable options for the busy 21st century family with all of the talented children.

1. Prioritize your time/time management
a. How can you effectively arrange your daily schedule so that the most immediate things that need to get done first get done on time, or better yet, ahead of schedule.  The busy individual may have many responsibilities (homework, practicing their instrument, sports games and/or practices, church, family chores, and other extra-curricular activities).  Perhaps it would be advantageous to get a day-planner book and keep an updated version of your weekly schedule.  For some people, they organize their time more effectively when they can visualize their schedule in entirety and add new entries as they occur.  For younger students this is not particularly relevant until they are approaching the latter stages of elementary school or the beginning of middle school.  For some students, they may not even feel comfortable using a daily planner until high school.  In this instance, the student will need to discuss their obligations with their parent(s) or guardians who will help guide them.  I do think that the earlier students take responsibility for completing their homework on time and then account for their other obligations such as family chores, church-related functions, music, sports, etc., (under the guidance and supervision of their parent(s) or guardian) the more responsible the student will become at an earlier age. As regards the use of the daily planner, regardless of the age someone might consider using this helpful device, it does take some time adjusting to using this new and somewhat intimidating scheduling organizer. 

2. Don’t procrastinate

a. This is another aspect of time management.  If there are tasks/responsibilities/obligations that need to be completed by a certain deadline, do not put this off until the last minute, or even less acceptable; fail to do the task at all.  Putting things off until the last minute does not enable you to put forth your best effort.  If you have chosen to be involved in numerous activities, you owe it to yourself and to the other people involved to do your very best in fulfilling your obligations.  Procrastinating is something that I have personally found challenging for many years and have tried to improve upon, because I am a busy person and have a tendency to put off things I may not like doing in favor of those activities I much prefer to do.  I do, however, want to do my best at what I’m involved in and I try not to disappoint others that rely upon me.  Therefore, this ultimately means that I must complete my tasks/fulfill my obligations and responsibilities on time in order to have the time to do my best and to put forth my best effort so that I meet my own expectations of personal excellence and I do not inconvenience other people.

3. Make well-informed choices regarding extra-curricular activities

a. With the assistance and advice of your parent(s) or guardians, discuss which extra-curricular activities are most meaningful to you while trying to understand that your priorities may change over time (something very difficult to do).  Obviously, every student must fulfill his or her school and family obligations.  However, if a specific extra-curricular activity rarely gets accomplished or fulfilled to your satisfaction, perhaps it is best to put your efforts elsewhere.  Although I am a staunch supporter of people being as multi-talented and versatile as possible, I also recognize that everyone can’t do everything as there are only so many hours in the day.  So, what can you realistically achieve in those extra-curricular areas with your personal and family schedules to take into consideration as well as your desire, determination and your sense of fun and enjoyment?

I am a music teacher and performer that has greatly benefited from a life-long association with music.  For me, I have studied music since first grade and I still love practicing/performing/creating and teaching music.  As far back as I can remember, I wanted to be excellent at music and was willing to put the time into becoming as talented as I could at this personally rewarding art form.  Alternatively, I also loved playing multiple sports activities, playing with my friends, family activities, school, church and other extra-curricular activities like my students do today.  Some of you are far more skilled at certain activities and studies than I was or perhaps still am and I applaud you for your unique skills and talents.   I am aware of how talented you all are (in a variety of ways) and I am genuinely excited in guiding/inspiring and mentoring your musical skills.  Remember:  no matter what you spend your time doing, it is always in your best interest to enjoy what you do—HAVE FUN and to hopefully put forth your very best effort.  There is an old saying, “Practice makes perfect.”  Practicing may not make you perfect, but I guarantee that it will make you better and more accomplished at what you do.  Those individuals that work hard and are self-motivated will see many positive results in those areas where they put their attention and their time. 

Time management is a challenging and ongoing enterprise.  Many of us (myself included) continue to attempt to become better at it and are inspired by those individuals that are uniquely good at budgeting their time (often these people are also organizing other peoples’ schedules as well as their own).  Keep up the good work and enjoy what you do!
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