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Preview 

 
Where you are This is the fifth of seven (7) units 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 (<< You are here) 
6. Manage Motivation and Improve Self Talk 
7. Test-Taking Strategies 

 

The goal of this unit is to help you accomplish more in less time.  
 

 
Why this unit is 
important 

Preparing your mind and your study environment will ensure that you focus 
your energy on learning the material rather than on the many distractions 
that can slow your progress.  
 

You will be surprised to find how much more pleasant studying can be once 
you address the seven (7) factors in this unit. And, above all, these 
strategies will help you learn more in less time! 

 
What will I 
learn? 

This unit will help you:  
 

• Have the energy to study. 
• Look forward to mastering the material. 
• Eliminate distractions in your study environment. 
• Diminish your internal distractions. 
• Set a fast work pace. 
• Study for extended periods of time. 
• Create cues and rituals that make it easier to begin studying. 

Continued on next page 
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Preview, Continued

What you’ll 
need 

To work through this unit, you’ll need: 

• a timer (or app)
• paper, pen or pencil, and index cards (or a flashcard app such as Quizlet or

Anki), and 
• study materials from your current courses.

Notes: 
• Check the online portion of this unit, if you’d like to (optionally) download

a PDF of the Concentration Assessment – you can jump back to the lesson 
here. 

• You can use it to assess yourself across all of the focus factors at once.
Some students like to start this way – by getting the big picture of how 
they’re doing across the factors. 

How this works Step 1: Start each focus factor by completing a self-assessment, in the each 
of the Unit 1 lessons (online), to identify which lessons to work. 

Step 2: Then, you’ll work through the lessons related to those factors. 

Note: Time permitting, you have the option of working through all seven (7) 
factors – to maximize your ability to focus. 

In this unit This unit contains the following topics: 

Factor Topic See Page 
1 Awake and Alert 3 
2 Mood Control 7 
3 External Distractions 10 
4 Internal Distractions 13 
5 Pace 15 
6 Endurance 18 
7 Cues and Rituals 22 
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Factor 1: Awake and Alert 

 
Where you are This is the first and most important lesson in Develop Focus and 

Concentration. 
 
When you’re awake and alert, you learn more in less time. If you are sleepy, 
hungry, or restless, it’s hard to concentrate and learn.  
 
Adequate sleep, nutrition, and exercise are the foundations to effective 
study. Your posture also signals your body that it is either time for sleep or 
time for other activities such as studying. 

 
Here’s how 
(preview) 

Use these tactics when your score on this factor is 50% or lower – or 
anytime you want to improve further.  

How to become awake and alert 

Step Action 
1 Energize yourself: 

• Sleep at least 7 hours on school nights. 
• Get extra sleep on weekends. 
• Eat 3-5 balanced meals and healthful snacks every day. 
• Hydrate with water. 
• Exercise regularly (schedule it – then do it when scheduled). 
• Study at a desk with the materials directly in front of you. 
• Sit up straight with your feet flat on the floor and your hands   

ready to turn pages, make notes, or use the keyboard. 
 

Continued on next page 
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Factor 1: Awake and Alert, Continued 

 
Here’s how 
(preview) 
(continued) 

Step Action 
2 Use these tactics, which are used by the best students: 

 

a. Set a timer for ten-minute intervals. When the beeper 
sounds, check your posture. 

b. Prepare easy-to-eat snacks in advance. Suggestions: 
- Vegetable sticks, fruits, and/or nuts 
- Cheese and crackers 
- Protein bars 

c. When you notice your attention beginning to lag, switch 
study activities. For example: 
- Pre-read for the next day’s lecture 
- Review or self-test over material you’ve already studied 

d. Take a 10-minute break each hour to exercise. Suggestions: 
- Do some toe touches or jumping jacks. 
- Do some push-ups or squats. 
- Stretch. 
- Turn on some music and dance! 
- It’s to get away from the desk or screen and MOVE. 

  

 
Scale your 
breaks 

We just mentioned taking 10-minute breaks per hour of study time… but 
you may be studying for a different amount of time.  
 

Here’s what we recommend, based on study times: 
 

If your study period is… Then take a break for… 
30 minutes 5 minutes 
60 minutes 10 minutes 
90 minutes 15 minutes 

120 minutes 20 minutes 
 

Continued on next page 
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Factor 1: Awake and Alert, Continued 

 
What about 
caffeine? 

Caffeine has benefits in moderation – up to about 50mg/hour benefits 
alertness, without negative side effects – but individual reactions can vary 
widely. 
 

According to the Mayo Clinic, excessive caffeine intake (>300-400 mg/day), 
can actually decrease your ability to focus by causing a number of issues – 
such as anxiety and fatigue – and even lead to health issues. 
 
Recommendations: 
• If you have an excessive caffeine habit, gradually cut back to reasonable 

amounts. Transition to 50mg/hour (or less) and see how that works for 
you. 

• Since caffeine has a half-life of about six (6) hours, adjust your timing so 
your caffeine intake doesn’t affect your sleep. Stopping at lunch, or early 
afternoon, is about right. 

Continued on next page 
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Factor 1: Awake and Alert, Continued

Your Turn Complete the following exercises. 

Exercise A: Name at least three (3) techniques (from the previous pages) on 
how to be physically prepared (energized) for studying: 

Exercise B: Name three (3) things you can do when your attention lags 

Exercise C: Name 3 healthful snacks you can have on-hand for your next 
study session: 

Continued on next page 
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Factor 1: Awake and Alert, Continued 

 
How did you 
do? 

Here is what we would’ve said. You may have said something different. 
 
A. Get at least seven (7) hours of sleep every night, exercise, eat 3-5 

balanced meals and/or snacks a day, study with the correct posture. 
B. Pre-read for the next day’s lecture, self-test on materials you have 

already studied, take a 10-minute break to exercise, or have a snack. 
C. Carrots, celery, sunflower seeds, cheese, nuts, avocados, hummus, 

protein bars 
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Factor 2: Mood Control 

 
Where you are This is the second factor in the Develop Focus and Concentration unit.  

 
You may not always feel like studying, we get it. But the good news is that 
you can learn to encourage yourself.  
 
We'll go into this much more deeply in the Motivation and Self-Talk unit – 
but we'll introduce you to strategies that you can begin applying 
immediately. 

 
Here’s how 
(preview) 

Use these tactics when your score on this factor is 50% or lower – or 
anytime you want to improve further.  

Cultivate a productive attitude with a tactic used by the best students 

When you realize you are thinking thoughts that get in the way of 
productive study, immediately say to yourself, “Stop!” and then 
deliberately shift to productive, useful thoughts.  
 
Suggestion: Tell yourself that your studies are (pick one): 
 

• Useful because… 
• Helping you achieve your goals by… 
• Interesting because… 

 
Your turn Think of the course that you like the least, and using what you just learned, 

answer the following statements about that course: 
 
This course is (or will be) useful to me because:  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Continued on next page 
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Factor 2: Mood Control, Continued 

 
Your turn 
(continued) 

This course will help me achieve the following short-term or long-term 
goals: 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
This course could be interesting to me because:  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Continued on next page 
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Factor 2: Mood Control, Continued 

 
How did you 
do? 

What you wrote will be unique to you and to the course that you selected. 
Nevertheless, if you apply the suggestions when you think of your 
coursework, you should notice a difference in your mood before too long. 
 
You may have written something like: 
 
• This course is useful because I have to know this information in order to 

get good grades and graduate. 
• I’ll also need to know this information for licensing exams. 
• The information is interesting, even if the presentation style is sometimes 

boring. 
• Some people dedicate their entire careers to learning about this topic. I 

wonder what they find so fascinating about it? 
 
Keep in mind that mood control is like any other skill – it improves with 
practice. The next time you study materials from a difficult course, begin by 
reviewing the things that you wrote on the previous page. 
 
With practice, you may find yourself feeling better about the course. You’ll 
know that your mood has changed by observing your behaviors as well as 
your feelings. You will procrastinate less, and the time will pass faster. 
 
And you may end up with better grades. 
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Factor 3: External Distractions 

 
Where you are You’ve just learned how to use productive self-talk. However, you must also 

free yourself from external distractions to be effective. This lesson will help 
you do that. 

 
Before you 
begin 

Some students claim that listening to music helps them study. However, 
research clearly shows that multi-tasking slows you down and increases the 
chances of making mistakes in your work.  
 
If you choose to listen to music, then it should:  
 
 

• be instrumental (i.e., has never had lyrics) 
• play in the background (NOT through ear buds) 
 
Note: The physical stimulation from earbuds make it harder to concentrate. 

 
Here’s how 
(preview) 

Use these tactics when your score on this factor is 50% or lower – or 
anytime you want to improve further.  

Eliminate external distractions. (Things you can see, hear or feel.) 

a. Turn off the TV and other devices. 
Exception: If you have been diagnosed with ADHD, it may be helpful to 
listen to instrumental music (no lyrics). When listening to music, play it 
in the background, not through earbuds. 

b. Place your desk / worktable so it faces a blank wall away from windows. 
c. If possible, select a “low traffic” area 
d. Remove all distractions – such as photos or textbooks/materials from 

other classes – from your field of view: 
 

Turn your phone off (or to DND) while you study.  
 

If you can’t eliminate a distraction, try to minimize it. For example, use 
earplugs to muffle sound or put your phone in another room. 
 

Place a desk lamp to illuminate your printed study materials. Make sure the 
computer monitor is clean and at an angle that makes it easy to read. 
Consider closing the door and the blinds and turning off all lights except the 
desk lamp or computer screen. 

Continued on next page 
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Factor 3: External Distractions, Continued 

 
Your turn Think about the place where you most often study. Name 3-5 of the 

external distractions you find in that environment, and what action(s) you 
will take to remove or minimize them: 
 

External Distraction Action(s) to Remove or Minimize 

 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 

 

Continued on next page 
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Factor 3: External Distractions , Continued 

 
How did you 
do? 

What you wrote will be unique to you and to your current study setting.  
 
However, if you remove or minimize your distractions, you should notice 
your ability to concentrate better and to get more out of your study time 
almost immediately.  

 



Develop Focus and Concentration  Student Workbook 

© 2021 Karista Press 14  Vital Study Skills Workshop 
www.vitalstudyskills.com    Kathleen Straker 

Factor 4: Internal Distractions 

 
Where you are You just learned about external distractions, now let’s turn to internal ones.  

 
We all have relationship, family, academic or financial concerns. In addition, 
sometimes we daydream about things we’d rather be doing. These are all 
internal distractions that will interfere with your learning. 

 
Here’s how 
(preview) 

Use these tactics when your score on this factor is 50% or lower – or 
anytime you want to improve further.  

Eliminate internal distractions. 
a. Record your distracting thoughts as you have them. Is there a pattern? 

• Are there cues in your study area that trigger these thoughts? Move 
those items out of sight 

• Is there is a pattern of worry about things within your control? If so, 
schedule a time to deal with the problem 

• Is there is a pattern of worry about things outside of your control? If 
so, schedule a time to worry about it (Yes, really!) 

b. If you tend to daydream, wear a rubber band around your wrist. When 
you catch your mind wandering, snap your wrist with the rubber band 
(but, not too hard!). 

c. When you catch your mind drifting: 
1. Put your study materials aside and take out a sheet of paper. 
2. Write down what you were thinking as your mind drifted. 
3. Then, either write down all the reasons why you should not be doing 

that, including all the reasons you should be studying, or argue with 
yourself out loud. If the distracting thought is something within your 
control, schedule a time to take care of it. 

4. Return to studying after you have regained control of your thoughts 
and are ready to concentrate on your studies. 

 
Hint: Keep a journal or list of distracting thoughts as you have them. If you 
see a pattern, schedule a time to worry about or deal with the issue. 
Knowing that you have set aside time for the issue will allow you to focus 
on your studies. If you find you can’t worry on schedule, you’ll have learned 
that it is pointless to worry about things you can’t control 

Continued on next page 
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Factor 4: Internal Distractions, Continued 

 
Your turn Complete these steps:  

 
1. List 3-5 internal distractions you’ve had during the workshop and/or 

while completing these exercises: 
 

# Internal Distraction Control (Y/N)? 

1  
 

 

2  
 

 

3  
 

 

4  
 

 

5  
 

 

  
2. Determine whether you have control over it and mark that item either 

“Yes” (I have control over this) or “No” (I don’t have control over this).  
3. Get out your personal calendar.  
4. For each distraction over which you do have control, schedule time to 

deal with the distraction.  
5. For each item over which you don’t have control (marked “no”), try 

scheduling time to worry about it (to help dissipate the thought). 

 
How did you 
do? 

While your answers will be unique to you, common internal distractions 
include relationships, finances, frustrations, and daydreaming. Scheduling 
time to take action will free your mind from having to “remind” you to deal 
with them. 
 
For those items over which you do not have control, you may find it difficult 
to worry “on schedule” and not be any worse off for it!  
 
For persistent worries, you might find it helpful to talk with a trained 
counseling professional. Most schools have counselors on staff who offer 
free or low-cost services to students. 
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Factor 5: Pace 

  
Where you are You’ve just learned about internal and external distractions. In this lesson, 

you’ll learn about another influence on concentration, your work pace. 

  
Before you 
begin 

It may sound counter-intuitive but keeping up a quick pace while you study 
helps your concentration. Working quickly focuses attention on the task 
and does not permit straying thoughts. 
 

Urgency can make the work more exciting. It’s almost impossible to feel 
bored when you’re working as fast as you can. 

 
Here’s what to 
do 

Use these tactics when your score on this factor is 50% or lower – or 
anytime you want to improve further.  

Work at a fast pace. 
a. As you begin your study session, decide how quickly you want to do 

each task 
• Pre-reading is typically 10 minutes - never more than 15 minutes 
• Subtract pre-reading time from the total number of minutes you’ve 

allotted for study 
• Time yourself as you read the first page of your assignment 
• Multiply that time by 2 to get the approximate time it will take you to 

read and make notes (per page) 
• Divide that number into the remaining number of minutes to 

determine how many pages you will be able to complete in the time 
allotted (your goal) 

b. If you find yourself reading the same lines repeatedly, you may want to 
try using a ruler, index card or piece of paper to cover lines you’ve 
already read – to prevent re-reading 

c. Check the timer from time to time to be sure you are on pace to 
complete the reading in the time allotted. 

It’s amazing how much a deadline focuses attention on your work! 

 Continued on next page 
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Factor 5: Pace, Continued 

 
Your turn Imagine that you have 3 hours to study.  

 
You need to pre-read for tomorrow morning’s lecture in Immunology. In 
addition, you have to read and make notes for today’s lecture in Genetics. 
 
You’ve read the first page of the Genetics assignment and determined that 
it takes you 4 minutes to read a page. You estimate it will take 8 minutes 
per page to read and make notes.  
 
Given that you’ll complete your pre-reading in 10 minutes, what will your 
reading and note-making goal be? Note: Use the blank space at the bottom 
of the page to do calculations if it helps. 
 
Question: How many pages can you read and make notes on in the time 
allotted for your study session?  
 
Hint: Use the formula (previous page) and the information provided above.  
 
Your answer: __________________________________________________ 
 
Space for calculations (if needed): 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Continued on next page 
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Factor 5: Pace, Continued 

 
How did you 
do?  

Answer: You should be able to read approximately 21 pages in the 3-hour 
study period. However, this did not include time for breaks, so you may 
have answered 18, 19 or 20 pages, which would also be correct. Here’s how 
we arrived at this figure: 
 
First, we calculated how much time we had for reading and note making: 
 
   180 minutes total study time - 10 minutes pre-reading = 170 minutes 
 
Second, we calculated how many minutes, on average, that it would take to 
read one page while making notes: 
 
  4 minutes per page (reading) x 2 (note making factor) = 8 minutes per page 
 
Third, we calculated our goal for the time allotted (for the number of pages 
for which we could read and make notes): 
 
  170 minutes ÷ 8 minutes per page = 21.25 pages 

Note: If you have been assigned more than 21 pages to read and make 
notes on, you’ll have to do one or more of the following: 
 

• Focus your reading (read only those pages/topics that your pre-reading 
indicated will be the most useful). 

• Read faster. 
• Read longer. 
 
Note: Reading speeds depend on the number of factors and vary greatly. 
The example above is only to show how to make the calculations. 
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Factor 6: Endurance 

  
Where you are You just learned about pace and how it helps concentration. Now you will 

learn to increase the length of time you can concentrate – what we’re 
calling “study endurance.” 

  
Before you 
begin 

When you were in high school or college, you may have thought an hour 
was a long time for a study session. Graduate and professional students 
must be able to focus their attention for about 1½ to 2 hours at a time – for 
several study sessions in a row (with breaks between). 
 

Endurance for concentrating on study materials is a learned ability and 
improves with practice. You may have to build up to it.  

 
Here’s how 
(preview) 

Use these tactics when your score on this factor is 50% or lower – or 
anytime you want to improve further.  

Develop your ability to study for extended periods. 
a. Time yourself to determine your current level of endurance. (The 

number of minutes of continuous concentration before you find it 
difficult to focus and take in new information). 

b. Add 10% to your study time each week until you can study for 90 to 120 
minutes before you need a 10 to 20-minute break. 

c. Reward yourself for any improvement in the length of time you can 
concentrate. Be creative! Ideas for rewards:  
• Breaks for exercise 
• Healthy snacks 
• Switching to an easier topic to study 

d. Celebrate when you reach your goal! 

Continued on next page 
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Factor 6: Endurance, Continued 

   
Your turn 
 

(Complete this 
during your next 
study session.) 

Before you begin – a definition 
“Distraction” means any of the following: 
 

• Getting up for any reason 
• Reading (or watching) anything other than your chosen study materials  
• Daydreaming or a loss of concentration 
• Doing anything other than studying   

 Do the exercise below during your next actual study session. 

 
Follow these directions to establish a baseline for your ability to 
concentrate: 
 

1. Use the stopwatch function on a timer (or on your phone). 
2. Select a chapter in one of your course textbooks, or an assigned video. 
3. Record the time you begin reading. 
4. When you find you are distracted, record how long (how many minutes) 

you were able to concentrate up until that point. 
5. Repeat steps 3 and 4 three times.  
6. Cross out the two shortest times. 
7. Take a screenshot of (or write down) the longest time. 
8. Save the photo to refer to later. 

 
How did you 
do? 

You may be surprised to find that you cannot fully concentrate for more 
than a few minutes when you first try this exercise. Don’t worry; practice 
will improve your mental endurance.  
 
Save the record of your concentration time and repeat the exercise during 
one (1) study period every day for the next week.  
 
You will use the time you recorded during this exercise as the baseline for 
expanding your study time between breaks – adding 10% per week – as 
described outlined in Step b of Factor 6, Endurance (on the previous page). 
 
Before you know it, you’ll be able to study for extended periods without a 
break in concentration. You’ll be an endurance champion! 

 Continued on next page 
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Factor 6: Endurance, Continued 

 
Here’s how to 
take a break 

You can also increase your endurance by the proper use of breaks. When 
you take a break from studying it is best to: 
 

• Leave the room where you have been studying. 
• Choose a break activity that is unlike studying (not seated). 
• Use different physical and mental muscles than are required for studying. 
• Set a timer to remind you when your break is over. 
 
Note: Anything using a screen or involving reading may not be a good break 
from your studies. Choose something that is very different from studying 
and will refresh / reset you. For instance, going outside for a few minutes. 

 
Your turn Use the space below to list some activities that would be short, refreshing 

breaks from studying: 
 

Potential Break Activities 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

Continued on next page 



Develop Focus and Concentration  Student Workbook 

© 2021 Karista Press 22  Vital Study Skills Workshop 
www.vitalstudyskills.com    Kathleen Straker 

Factor 6: Endurance, Continued 

 
How did you 
do? 

Your answers are very specific to you. What is important is that you follow 
the guidelines laid out above. 
 

Potential Break Activities 
Listen to 10 minutes of my favorite music. 

Have a snack. 

Walk around, or up and down a flight of stairs. 

Do an exercise (such as squats) that uses large muscle groups. 
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Factor 7: Cues and Rituals 

  
Where you are This is the last section in this unit. You have learned several techniques for 

improving your focus. Now we will look at getting started.  

  
Before you 
begin 

External factors influence our behaviors and feelings. We call one type of 
those factors a “cue” (or signal, or trigger). Cues are learned. Any place, 
time, activity or object can become a cue. 
 
For example, many children who have a history of getting an injection at 
the doctor’s office become anxious and fearful the minute they enter the 
waiting room. 
 
In much the same way, beds and sofas are cues for relaxing and becoming 
sleepy, which is exactly what you do not want to do when you are studying. 
 
Activities can act as cues as to what will follow. For example, many people 
have a “getting ready for bed” routine that cues sleepiness and sleep.  
 
Cues can be very powerful. You can take advantage of cues to put you in 
the mood and to get you started on a study task.  

Continued on next page 
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Factor 7: Cues and Rituals, Continued 

 
Here’s how 
(preview) 

Use these tactics when your score on this factor is 50% or lower – or 
anytime you want to improve further.  
 
Here’s how to create cues and rituals that prompt you to begin studying: 
 

•  Select a specific place to study at home and at school. 
•  Do nothing else at this special place but study. 
•  Try to study near the same times. 
•  Combine both place and time to create a very strong cue. 
•  Develop a “time to study” ritual.  
 
Here’s an example of a student’s “time to study” ritual: 
 

Step Action 
1 Clear your study area. 
2 Get out and position your study materials. 
3 Turn on your desk lamp. 
4 Sit quietly and breathe deeply for 1-2 minutes. 
5 Tell yourself, “I’ve got this.” 
6 Begin. 

 

Continued on next page 
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Factor 7: Cues and Rituals, Continued 

 
Your turn Choose and write down two (2) specific locations to study. You might have 

one at home and one at school – or other locations. Be specific. Visualize 
the chair, table, sights and sounds at the locations: 
 
Location A: ____________________________________________________ 
 
Location B: ____________________________________________________ 
 
Now identify when you’ll use those locations for study: 
 
 Location A time: _______________________________________________ 
 
Location B time: ________________________________________________ 
 

 
Your turn 
(continued) 

Describe the “time to study” ritual you already use – or create one. 
 

Step Action 
 

 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

  

Continued on next page 
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Factor 7: Cues and Rituals, Continued 

 
Check your 
understanding 

Your place and time answers will be unique to you. Nevertheless, we hope 
you kept the suggestions in the Here’s how section (page 24) in mind when 
you selected your places and times. 
 

Sample ritual for study preparation: 
 

Step Action 
1 Prepare a snack. 

2 Listen to an inspiring song. 

3 Read an affirmation or inspiring quotation. 

4 Close the door. 

5 Turn off your phone. 

6 Clear desk of all objects except for study materials and lamp. 

7 Turn on the desk lamp. 

8 Set a timer for a break in 60-90 minutes. 
 

 

Note: Yours will not necessarily be this long. Create one that helps you get 
into a productive frame of mind, and into studying, quickly. 
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What to Do Next 

 
Where you are Congratulations for completing the Develop Focus and Concentration unit! 

 
You now have a solid grounding in how to improve your focus and 
concentration. It’s a great start. Commit to applying the strategies to 
accelerate your learning. 
 
And this is an area where you can continue to improve over time and 
achieve even greater results.  
 
If you have a standing weekly appointment to update your schedule and 
study plan, consider checking in with yourself weekly then by asking, “How 
focused have I been this week?” 

 
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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