Q- Person/Mindset

Person-level factors are thoughts, emotions, sensations, level of interest, level of motivation.

Maybe you are thinking of something you saw on the news, feeling worried about an upcoming
exam, are experiencing a headache or other bodily pain, preoccupied with a family responsibility
you have. Maybe you have low interest and motivation to engage with a specific task. All of these
can draw our flashlight away from a particular task.

Strategies

Energy
Management

It’s important to remind yourself that you are not a robot, working for long
periods of time is not sustainable.

Here are some reflective questions to help you understand your capacity
throughout each day and how that impacts your energy.
e What times of day do you focus the best?
¢ What do you notice about your days when you have
a busy class schedule?
¢ Do you have more energy or less? Or are you more
productive?

Managing
Expectations

When you’re experiencing challenges with focus (on top of other things
happening in your life), you’ll need to adjust your expectations around the
quality of your work or the approach to the work.

Some ways to help reset expectations include having an ideal outcome
(getting 85%) paired with a realistic outcome (passing the course).

Self-Compassion
Practices

E.g., building mantras to remind yourself. For example, recognizing
“good enough is good enough” or “any progress is progress” if you are
experiencing instances of perfectionism affecting your focus.
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Strategies

Self-Acceptance

Work within the focusing capabilities you have. Even if only 10 minutes is

Practices available, it’s best to utilize that time than not.
Mindfulness Try grounding yourself by doing a “Body Scan” where you slowly focus on
Strategies physical sensations in your body or a “5 Senses Scan”, where you notice
sights, sounds, smells, tastes, or touch.

Breathing Help regulate stress and support focus by breathing intentionally,
Exercises with techniques like:

e The 4-7-8 Technique

e Belly Breathing

e The 5-Finger Breathing Technique
Mental Setting aside time in your schedule (perhaps at the end of the day) to

Accountability
or Rehearsal

mentally process and visualize what your day will be like before you live
it. This can help reduce the emotional impacts of the work if you separate
the time to think about it before you begin to work on it.

Physical Exercise

Exercise is a great way to reduce the stress that can affect our focus.

Recognize Become self-aware as a learner, by recognizing and naming actions or
and Name it behaviours that can impact your focus. For example, starting a Wikipedia
search at 11pm might not be the best activity before bed, recognizing
and naming what will happen if you do and what would be the better
option for you at this time: “If | open Instagram, I'll scroll for hours,
and | don’t want to lose sleep before my test tomorrow”.
Visualize, Use this technique to initiate a task. Start by writing down in steps the
Verbalize, academic task you want to complete. Next, mouth or speak aloud the steps
and Feel slowly, to make them feel more tangible. Finally, imagine the positive

feelings associated with completing the task — really try to feel them.

Name, Reframe,
and Start

If you are feeling discomfort when initiating an academic task, name the
feeling — e.g., “I'm feeling overwhelmed.” Then practice self- compassion
and reframe your perspective — e.g., “l don’t have to finish it all right
now.” Then take one small action to break through inertia.
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Strategies

Manage the
Rabbit Hole

If you notice intrusive thoughts or sudden curiosity distracting while
you’re completing a task, don't ignore them. Set a specific, limited time
(e.g., 10 minutes) to explore the thought or idea.

When the timer goes off, practice a quick mindfulness technique, like
focusing on your breathing, then reset your focus and try to return to your
original task.

Hack Your
Emotions (or
Hack Dopamine)

Add novelty to a task — e.g., write it out by hand or talk out an assignment.
Listen to energetic music before starting a task you're avoiding. Try to
add a little movement — say a quick walk or even jumping jacks — before
you start a task.

Activate
Motivation with a
5-Minute Timer

Instead of waiting for motivation to kick in, activate it by attempting a
task for 5 minutes. If you can continue past that, great. If not, take a
short break and try to attempt the task again but increase the time to
10 minutes. Build up your capacity to accomplish the task.
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»’| Task
Task-level factors are details of the activity we’re engaging in that can contribute to attention

challenges. For example, what are the demands of the task? Is the task complex with multiple
steps? What are the components of the task and how many are there?

Strategies

First Steps,
Getting Started

Ask yourself, “what is the first step | need to take to start working on
this?” E.g., to start this assignment, | need to review the instructions and
breakdown the steps | need to take. To help with breaking down tasks,
try tools like Magic-To-Do (goblin.tools) or the U of T Assignment Planner
(uoft.me/assignmentplanner).

Social
Accountability

Working alongside others or in spaces that provide more accountability.
You can join a Study Hub session to work with others. uoft.me/studyhubs

Printing Your
Materials

Are there certain tasks that can be taken “offline”, especially if the
computer is a source of distraction.

Technological
Accountability

E.g., Using timers, notifications. When using timers and notifications,
finding the right interval can take some trial and error.

Task Tracking Tracking the amount of time each task takes. Useful when you are unsure
how much time is required for a task.
Including Develop a standard buffer time to add to all tasks — e.g., if something
Buffer Time takes me an hour, I'll add an hour of buffer in case | go overtime.
Overestimate the task, not yourself.
Pomodoro Using short intervals of time to work on a task, followed by a short break.
Technique This is repeated for a certain length of time.
The traditional approach is 25 minutes of working time with a 5-minute
break, repeated for a block of time (e.g., 2 hours). You can adapt this to
your own preference, e.g., 45 minutes of work with a 2-minute break, etc.
Worst First Start with the “worst” task (i.e., the most challenging or the most
Strategy complex) first to get it out of the way.

Rewards-based
systems

Break down the task and identify a reward for completing it. These
rewards could be something you find relaxing or that gives you joy. Or it
could also be another academic task that you have more motivation for.
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Strategies

Task Cheat It can be challenging to utilize the smaller pockets of time in a day,

Sheet especially if you only have 1 hour available in between classes. Identify
what tasks can be started (or completed) when you have under 2 hours of
available time. For example:

Write an email

Read an article

Review assignment instructions
Plan your week

Parking Lot A parking lot is where you can document distracting thoughts. When
studying or working on an assignment, you might find that other things
come to mind — like doing the laundry or another academic task that
needs to be completed. Jot these down. It may not be something you
need to revisit, but it's good to park these so you can return to the task

at hand.
Altering Time For some people, it helps if they think of time in minutes vs. hours or
Interval even seconds. For example, for some it may be better to think about

the number of hours you have available to complete a task, rather than
thinking about the number of days available.

Mind Maps Mind mapping is a helpful strategy that can be used for planning,
breaking tasks down, building to-do lists, note-taking, outlining, etc. Mind
maps are a helpful way to plan if the traditional linear format of building a
plan is too structured or restrictive to your thought process.

Connect with a Make tasks easier to manage by talking through steps with a peer mentor,
Peer Mentor many are available through the Centre for Learning Strategy Support,
Accessibility Services, and Health & Wellness, plus others at your home
College or Faculty. (uoft.me/mentorshipdatabase)
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R
2 Environment

Environment-level factors are things like visual and audio stimuli, other humans or animals around
you, the physical environment like a library/lecture hall or subway, technology. Maybe you are in a
loud and busy café trying to study, someone is coughing in an exam hall, your phone notifications

for TikTok are going off.

Strategies

Distraction- What causes distraction?
Limited Spaces °

Space too loud/quiet

¢ Too many visual

e distractions (e.g., posters, foot traffic) or other
visual stimulation (e.g., lighting)

e Too cold/warm

e Too many people | know go to that location

Make a list of the spaces you find you work best in and the spaces that
impact your attention the most.

Changing Change your environment for different tasks — e.g., one task might be
Up Your better for a coffee shop and another better for the library. Changing
Environment environments or libraries for different subjects can also help your learning

by supporting context-dependent memories.

Fidget Toys Particularly helpful if you find your phone is a distractor and you find
yourself aimlessly scrolling.

Preferential Unless your class has assigned seating, try to sit in a location that will
Seating in Class support your attention.

Background Use background noise (white noise, brown noise, or music)
Noise or Music

Notetaking When possible, arrange a notetaking partner so you and a classmate can
Partner exchange notes and help fill in any gaps. This can reduce the pressure if
you struggle with focusing in class.

Body Doubling Sometimes having someone else around helps us feel more motivated to
work. You can try body doubling by having another person in the room,
having another person with you online, or even having a pet around.
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Strategies

Create a Delay/ Put a delay between you and a distraction — turn off your phone and put it
Time Barrier away in your bag, delete the most distracting social media account, use a
(20- seconds or web blocking app or program.

more)

Establish It can be difficult to stay focused when you share your space with others.
Boundaries Consider discussing with your family, partner, or roommates when you're

in “focus mode” - use a sign on your door or share a set schedule.

Establish a It can help to develop a ritual that transforms your space into a focused
Focus Ritual zone. Try tidying your desk, adjusting your lighting, getting your materials
ready to make it clear that you're ready for studying.

Limit the Phone When notifications go off and there are more exciting apps than working
on an assignment, it’s easy to be distracted. Try:

e Putting your phone in a different room

¢ Turning off all notifications; have it on “do not disturb”/silent
e Limiting your screen time

e Deleting distracting apps
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