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Preview 

  
Where you are This is the sixth unit in a series of seven (7) that you will complete: 

 

1. Create Your Study Plan 
2. Prepare for Lecture and Reading Assignments 
3. Read to Make Structured Notes 
4. Review and Self-Test 
5. Develop Focus and Concentration 
6. Manage Motivation and Improve Self-Talk (<< You are here) 
7. Test-Taking Strategies 

 
Why this is 
important 

When you’re distracted, only a portion of your study time is going into 
learning the material, which causes you to study more hours than necessary 
and to get less out of it. 
 

And when your motivation dips, you may be easily distracted, or you may 
be tempted to avoid key study activities.  
 

By learning to manage the way you think about studying and test taking, 
you can reduce or eliminate unproductive thoughts that prevent you from 
giving study materials your full concentration.  

  
What you will 
learn 

By learning and applying the information in this unit you will: 
 
• understand how unproductive thoughts can cause problems 
• recognize when you are having an unproductive thought, and 
• replace unproductive thoughts with more useful ones. 

 
In this unit This unit contains the following topics: 

 
Topic See Page 

How Unproductive Thoughts Cause Problems 2 
Recognize Unproductive Thoughts 4 
Replace Unproductive Thoughts 12 
Shift Your Thinking About Stress 17 
What to Do Next 19 
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How Unproductive Thoughts Cause Problems 

 
Where you are In this section, you’ll learn how unproductive thoughts can cause problems. 

 
Anxiety, fear 
and motivation 

There is a relationship between motivation and anxiety. To motivate is to 
cause someone to move toward or away from something. Something is 
motivating when it causes you to take action to get either more or less of it. 
 
If there is little (or no) motivation – performance is low. As motivation 
increases, so does performance – up to a point. When motivation becomes 
too high it becomes anxiety – and performance begins to decrease. 
 
Extreme anxiety becomes fear. When fear is extreme, you can become 
incapable of any productive action (hence the phrase, “scared stiff”). 
 
Anxiety and fear are feelings that can have emotional, cognitive and 
physical symptoms. The greater the sense of threat is, the more serious the 
symptoms can be. 
 
Cognitively, you may: 
• lose concentration 
• be more easily distracted 
• remember less of what you study, or 
• use poor judgment in decision-making. 
 
All of this begins with the perception of threat. Symptoms follow that. 

 
Your turn Judge whether the following statements are true (T) or false (F): 

 
# Statement T/F 

1 Performance suffers if motivation is too low.  

2 Extreme motivation always produces top performance.  

3 Extreme fear can stop performance altogether.  

4 Anxiety produces physical, cognitive and emotional symptoms.  
 

Continued on next page 
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How Unproductive Thoughts Cause Problems, Continued 

 
How did you 
do? 

Here’s how we would have answered: 
 

# Statement T/F 
1 Performance suffers if motivation is too low. T 

2 Extreme motivation always produces top performance. F 

3 Extreme fear can stop performance altogether. T 
4 Anxiety produces physical, cognitive and emotional symptoms. T 
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 Recognize Unproductive Thoughts 

 
Where you are You’ve just learned the consequences of unproductive thinking. Now, we 

are going to look at how to recognize unproductive thoughts. 
 
This is the first step to replacing those thoughts with more productive ones. 

 
When to do this These methods may be helpful when you are: 

 

• feeling irritable or anxious (especially if you’re experiencing test anxiety) 
• struggling to concentrate, or easily becoming distracted 
• struggling to remember things 
• making careless errors, or 
• performing below your ability. 

 
Vocabulary Consider these definitions: 

 
•  Overt behavior: Behavior that you can observe others doing. Examples 

are running, pointing, shouting and crying. 
 

•  Covert behavior: Behavior that you cannot see others doing because it is 
mental. Examples are adding numbers in your head, thinking about your 
favorite thing, and making decisions. 
 

While it’s easy to tell when someone is running (overt), it is not so easy to 
tell what they are thinking (covert). You have to infer what people are 
thinking by observing what they do. For example, the only way to know 
what decision (covert) someone has made is by them acting on that 
decision or telling you what they decided. 
 

• Attitude: A prediction of what a person will do based upon what they 
have done in the past – a tendency to approach or to avoid something.  
 

If you’ve experienced positive consequences related to a behavior, you 
will tend to feel more positively toward it – and tend to repeat that 
behavior. And if you’ve experienced punishing (or no) consequences, 
you’ll tend to feel more negative towards it – and tend to avoid it.   

Continued on next page 
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Recognize Unproductive Thoughts, Continued 

 
What’s possible  Before we consider the specific types of negative / unproductive thoughts 

and possible consequences, ask yourself this… 
 

Can you change your thoughts and attitudes? 
 

You are usually more aware of the physical symptoms than you are of the 
thoughts that cause them. However, you will have better results if you go 
after the root cause of your anxiety (change your thoughts) rather than 
trying to control the symptoms. 
 

The key is to identify unproductive thoughts and replace them with more 
useful ones. 
 

The good news is that you can change the way you think.  
 

• Thoughts are covert behaviors. You can gain control over your thoughts 
just as you can gain control over your overt behaviors. 

• Unproductive thinking patterns are just bad habits. You can change 
unproductive thinking habits just as you can change any other habit. 

• Attitudes are learned. You can change attitudes, too. 

Continued on next page 
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Recognize Unproductive Thoughts, Continued 

 
What’s possible 
(continued) 

The following chart outlines seven (7) types of unproductive thoughts that 
can increase your anxiety, hurt your focus, encourage you to procrastinate, 
or even quit – any of which can get in the way of your studying and test 
performance. 
 

Learn to recognize, challenge and replace them. (Some may sound familiar.) 
 

# Unproductive Thought 
1 If I’m not perfect, I’m a total loser.  

2 I’m helpless to do anything about my situation. I’m no good at 
______________ (fill in the blank). 

3 I’m not good enough. I will never succeed. I don’t belong here. 
4 Other people are bad. All of my problems are someone else’s fault. 

“They” are out to get me. 
5 I can’t stand it. It is awful. It is unbearable.  
6 If only…I had lots of money… I had a better memory… I was smarter 

(etc.), things would go better. I shouldn’t have to work so hard. 

7 I am doomed. I never catch a break. Nothing goes right for me. I’ll 
never succeed at becoming a medical professional. 

 

 
Productive vs. 
positive 

You may have noticed that we’re using the terms, “productive” and 
“unproductive” thinking – and not “positive” and “negative” thinking. 
 
Here’s why… 
 
Sometimes it’s productive to be negative (but realistic). For instance, if you 
didn’t do well on a test, it can be productive to admit, “I didn’t study 
enough for that test.” (if that’s the case) – and make a decision to study 
more next time.  
 
On the other hand, if you’re going into a test for which you’re not prepared, 
telling yourself, “I’m gonna do great!” (positive thinking) will probably not 
be that helpful.  

Continued on next page 
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Recognize Unproductive Thoughts, Continued 

  
Your turn Label each of the following thoughts as Productive (P) or Unproductive (U):   

 

# Thoughts P/U 

1 “My plan was to study 2 hours – but my pace is 12 pages an 
hour and I have 45 pages to read. I’ll revise my plan to 
closer to 4 hours.” 

 

2 “How can anyone memorize the names of all these 
organelles?”  

 

3 “My friends finished studying hours ago, why am I still 
here?” 

 

4 “If I get this chapter done by 9 p.m., I’ll reward myself by 
watching an episode of my favorite show.”  

 

5 “I wish I was on spring break.”   

6 “WHY do all my assignments come due at the same time? 
Don’t these professors ever coordinate with each other?” 

 

 

Continued on next page 
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Recognize Unproductive Thoughts, Continued 

 
How did you 
do? 

Here’s what we would have said: 
 

# Thoughts P/U 

1 “My plan was to study 2 hours – but my pace is 12 pages an 
hour and I have 45 pages to read. I’ll revise my plan to 
closer to 4 hours.” 

P 

2 “How can anyone memorize the names of all these 
organelles?”  

U 

3 “My friends finished studying hours ago, why am I still 
here?” 

U 

4 “If I get this chapter done by 9 p.m., I will allow myself to 
watch an episode of my favorite show.”  

P 

5 “I wish I was on spring break.”  U 

6 “WHY do all my assignments come due at the same time? 
Don’t these professors ever coordinate with each other?” 

U 
 

 
Here’s how 
(preview) 

Here are the general steps to recognize unproductive thinking: 
 
1. Identify the situation or activating event (e.g., taking a test) in which the 

unproductive occurs. 
 

2. Identify the underlying beliefs or thoughts (e.g., “I’m going to fail”). 
Note: This may be new to you, but it gets easier with practice. 

 
3. Notice the consequences of your unproductives (for instance, you may 

you lose concentration, be tempted to go do something else, begin to 
sweat or feel anxious). 

Continued on next page 
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Recognize Unproductive Thoughts, Continued

Vocabulary Here are some terms we’ll use in the rest of the unit: 

• Activating Event: Whatever comes before a behavior that acts as a signal
to begin the behavior (Also called, “antecedent”) 

• Behavior (or Belief/Thought): What you begin thinking when you are put
in a situation that has become an activating event for you 

• Consequence: The emotional, physical or behavioral reaction you have to
the belief or thought 

Hint: Remember this by remembering your ABCs (Activating event, 
Behavior/Belief/Thought, and Consequence). 

Your turn In each of the following scenarios, we’ve identified activating event (A) for 
you, as well as the emotional or behavioral consequence (C) of the 
unproductive. 

Your task is to write an unproductive thought or belief (B) in the blank that 
logically fits in that sequence. 

Scenario 1 

Activating Event: Sal is sitting in lecture when the student sitting in the next 
seat turns with a smile and asks, “Are you ready for the test tomorrow?” 

Belief/Thought: What unproductive thoughts might Sal have? 

Consequence: Sal squirms, tenses, swallows hard, looks away and takes a 
long time to respond. 

Continued on next page 
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Recognize Unproductive Thoughts, Continued 

 
Your turn 
(continued) 

Scenario 2 
Activating Event: Carol is sitting at a desk at home preparing for a major 
test.  
 

Belief/Thought: What unproductive thoughts might Carol have? 
 
 
 
 
 
Consequence:  Carol begins to cry.  

 

Scenario 3 
Activating Event: During a final examination, Chris keeps looking around 
the room at other students industriously answering test questions.  
 
Belief/Thought: What unproductive thoughts might Chris have? 
 
 
 
 
 
Consequence:  Chris goes blank and starts to sweat.  

Continued on next page 
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Recognize Unproductive Thoughts, Continued 

 
How did you 
do?  

Here are some unproductive thoughts that came to us. You may have said 
something different. 
 
Scenario 1: “I promised myself I would start studying early enough this time 
but, I did what I always do, I put it off and forgot the test was tomorrow. I’ll 
NEVER be able to change my habits.”  
 
Scenario 2: “This test covers too much information. I can’t learn all this – 
even if I had a full year. Why did I ever think I could do this?” 
 
Scenario 3: “Everyone here seems to ‘get it’ but me! I must not be very 
smart; I can’t even answer this next question…” 
 
Of course, your answers were personal to you. What’s important is that you 
continue to gain skill in identifying your own unproductive thoughts – so 
you can learn to replace them. 
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Replace Unproductive Thoughts 

 
Where you are You have just learned to identify unproductive thoughts and consequences 

that can result from them. Now we’ll cover how you can replace them. 
 
Replacing unproductive thoughts with productive thoughts will help make 
you calmer, more motivated and more confident. 

 
Criteria for 
productive 
thoughts 

Let’s go a little deeper into what makes for a productive thought. To be 
productive, a thought must meet all three of the following criteria: 
 

Criteria Related Question 
True Is the thought true? 

 

Notes:  
• Most generalization are not true.  
• You can tell you’re generalizing when you say, “I 

never…” or “I always…,” for instance.  
• A quick way to challenge this is just to ask yourself, 

“Always?” “Never?”  
Useful Is the thought useful? 
Goal-oriented Is the thought help move you towards your goals? 

 
Note: It may help to remember these by asking yourself if a particular 
thought TUGs you towards your goals. (True, Useful, Goal-oriented) 

Continued on next page 
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Replace Unproductive Thoughts, Continued 

 
Here’s how 
(preview) 

Do this when you recognize that you think you may be using unproductive 
self-talk: 
 

Step Action 
1 Evaluate whether the thought is productive or unproductive. 

Is it true, useful and goal-oriented?  
 

• If yes, then it’s productive. 
• If no, it’s not. 
 

2 Decide what to do. 
 

If the thought is… Then… 
Productive Decide what you’ll do different – or 

schedule time to take action. 
Unproductive Go to Step 3. 

  

3 Make your unproductive thoughts productive by identifying 
when, or under what circumstances, the unproductive 
thought tends to occur – the activating event (A). 
 

Example:  Taking a test (A) might trigger the thought, “I’m 
going to fail,” or “I’m not prepared!” 
 

Note: If this is new to you (and it is to most of us), it may be 
difficult to do at first. However, it gets easier with practice. 

4 Notice the consequences (C) of your unproductive thought. 
 

Example: You lose your focus, start sweating, or begin making 
careless errors. 

5 Dispute the unproductive thought – and replace it with a 
more productive one.  

 

Continued on next page 
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Replace Unproductive Thoughts, Continued 

 
Your turn Step 1: In the left-hand column, quickly write down at least two (2) or three 

(3) unproductive statements you’ve made to yourself in the last few weeks.  
 
Step 2: In the right-hand column, write a productive replacement thought 
for each unproductive statement. 
 

Unproductive Thoughts Productive Thoughts 

  

  

  

  

  

  

  
  

 
How did you 
do? 

Here’s what we would have said. You probably said something different. 
That’s okay as long as you satisfied the TUG (true, useful and goal-oriented) 
criteria. 
 

Unproductive Thought Productive Thoughts 

There is no way I will complete all 
the things I need to do. 

If I plan well, I can complete the 
most important things. 

My friends are upset with me. My friends will understand because 
they want me to do well. 

It takes me too long to understand 
this material. 

With practice, I’ll get better (and 
faster) at it. 

 

 Continued on next page 
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Replace Unproductive Thoughts, Continued 

 
Your turn Follow the steps below to replace an unproductive thought with a more 

productive one: 
 

Step Action 
1 Pick an unproductive thought you identified in the previous 

exercise – then use the “Replacing Unproductive Thoughts” 
worksheet (on the next page) to complete this exercise. 

2 Identify a situation in which your unproductive occurs. Write it 
in the “A. Activating Event…” space on the worksheet. 

3 Write your unproductive thought under “B. Belief or 
bothersome thought…” on the worksheet. 

4 Think about how you feel or act whenever you have that 
thought, record that under “C. Consequences.” 

5 Now, use the “D: Dispute and Decide” space on the worksheet 
to test the belief – whether it’s true, useful, and helps you 
achieve your goals. 

6 Is the belief unproductive? 
 

• If yes, write a productive replacement thought on the last 
blank “E” (and plan to repeat it when the unproductive 
thought occurs). 

• If no, it’s a productive thought. Pick another thought from the 
previous exercises and run it through the worksheet.  

  
Notes:  
 

• Unproductive thinking patterns are habits, and repetition is required to 
change them, so make challenging them a habit. Consider scheduling a 
few minutes (maybe 5-10) on your calendar daily or weekly.   

• The stress of preparing for a test may elicit your “favorite” (go-to) 
unproductive thought. If so, practice this preceding your next test. 
(Schedule it.) 

• For more in-depth help with unproductive thoughts, find a counselor or 
advisor who uses cognitive-behavioral therapy (CBT) methods like these.  

Continued on next page 
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Replace Unproductive Thoughts, Continued 

 
Worksheet Use this worksheet to challenge and replace unproductive thoughts: 

 
Replacing Unproductive Thoughts 

A: Activating event (the situation in which the thought occurs): 
 
 
 

B: Belief or bothersome thought in that situation: 
 
 
 
 
 

C: Consequences (can be emotional, physical, behavioral, combination): 
 
 
 
 
 

D: Dispute and decide (is the belief true, useful, and supports your 
goals?): 
 
 
 
 
 

E: Replacement thought/belief (that is more true, useful, and supportive 
of your goals): 
 
 
 
 
 

 

 
How’d you do? Were you able to identify at least one A-B-C sequence, then dispute – and if 

appropriate – replace the unproductive thought or belief? 
 
If not, keep at it. It will become easier with practice – and can really help if 
you have unproductive thoughts that interfere with your studies.  
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Shift Your Thinking About Stress 

 
Where you are You’ve done the hard work in this unit. Time to sit back and enjoy a video! 

 

Well, it’s not just entertaining (although we hope you enjoy it). You’ll be 
learning about how a Stanford-trained psychologist shifted her thinking 
about stress – and how you can, too. 

 
What to do Answer the questions below, as you watch this 14-minute TED Talk: 

 

URL: https://bit.ly/McGonigalTEDStress 
 

# Question 
1 Complete this quote: 

 
“This is my __________, helping me to rise to the __________.” 

2 Share your reaction(s) to, “How you think about stress matters.” 
 
 
 
 
 

3 Dr. McGonigal describes the finding of a study of 1,000 adults – 
that major stressful life experiences have a strong correlation with 
increased mortality – except in people who… 
 
 
 
Hint: “Caring creates resilience.” 

4 Do you have a favorite quote from the video that you can use 
when you feel stressed? 
 
 
   

Continued on next page 
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Shift Your Thinking About Stress, Continued 

 
How did you 
do? 

Check your work against this: 
 

# Question 
1 “This is my body, helping me to rise to the challenge.” 

2 Your reactions to, “How you think about stress matters” are your 
own, of course, but we hope this video (and unit) helps you be 
more intentional about how you choose to think about stress. 

3 Dr. McGonigal describes the finding of a study of 1,000 adults – 
that major stressful life experiences have a strong correlation with 
increased mortality – except in people who spend time caring for 
others.  
 

Hint: “Caring creates resilience.” 

4 Your favorite quote for when you feel stressed is of your own 
choosing, of course.  
 

(We like “This is my body, helping me to rise to the challenge.”) 
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What to Do Next 

 
Where you are Congratulations for completing the Manage Motivation and Self-Talk unit. 

 
If you sometimes struggle with unproductive thoughts, using these 
methods can make a huge difference in your focus and motivation.  
 
An easy way to do more of this, is to follow these steps when you update 
your weekly study plan / schedule: 
 

Step Action 
1 Review your week and note (on paper) if you noticed any: 

  

• specific times that you struggled with focus or motivation, or 
• troublesome beliefs or thoughts. 

2 If yes, quickly run one (1) or more of those situations and/or 
beliefs through the p. 16 worksheet to replace any unproductive 
thoughts or beliefs. 
 

Note: As you practice this technique, you’ll start to notice 
yourself doing it naturally, as thoughts come up to challenge. 

   

 
What to do next Please complete these steps: 

 
Step Action ✓ 

1 Check your work, and complete any open checkboxes, form 
fields or assignments. ☐ 

2 Decide what questions, comments and/or insights to post 
in the community and/or discuss in the next live training 
session. 

☐ 

3 Congratulate yourself for your hard work! ☐ 
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