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Welcome to the Task Initiation Training Course! 
 

Many students struggle with procrastination and find it difficult to start study tasks (such as revising 

for a test or writing a report). They often feel bad about this, and can end up getting stressed: one 

way or another they can’t stop thinking about it, but that doesn’t produce a study result. 

To help students start study tasks more quickly and more effectively, and therefore study more 

efficiently and feel less stressed, the ‘Now Get To Work!’ training course was developed by the Hanze 

UAS living lab Supported Education, in collaboration with Hanze Student Support. 

In this workbook, we’re going to roll up our sleeves and help you get down to work more effectively. 

One of the following statements will probably sound familiar to you: 

 

‘I put off study tasks and/or household tasks until the last minute.’ 
 
‘I find it hard to stop doing fun activities when I have to study.’  
 
‘I often have to be reminded to start tasks for school.’ 
 

 

This workbook was created for students who are enrolled in a study programme, who have trouble 

starting tasks and who experience distractions which prevent them from studying. 

The workbook sets out the skills, strategies and tools you need to improve your attention, 

concentration, memory, planning and organisation. 

Some of these skills, strategies and tools may sound familiar, while others will probably be new. As a 

student, you can immediately apply these new skills and strategies in your learning environment to 

help you achieve your learning objectives. 

Studying is a ‘primary task’: your brain is continuously active. You’ve probably already heard people 

compare your brain to a computer. A computer has to be connected to a power source; its battery 

must be charged. The right programs must be open, and you only have a limited amount of working 

memory. If too many programs are open the computer will be slow, and there’s a high chance it 

might crash. 

It’s the same with our brains. If you’ve got no charge (you’re too tired, or have too little energy), 

you’ll struggle to study. You have to be able to concentrate, and perform tasks one by one. And if lots 

of things are ‘open’ in your brain and you have to switch between them too often, or you’re thinking 

about too many things at the same time, things will go wrong. 

In this training course we will try to improve your cognitive skills, and we’ll share some strategies and 

tools to help you continue your study programme and complete it with greater success and 

satisfaction. 

 

The material was developed for ‘face-to-face’ training with direct contact between a student and 

trainer literally sitting at the same desk. 
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There are a number of essential conditions: 

• The workbook with information and exercises is supplied as a Word document, so the 

student can fill it in digitally.  

• Depending on preference, students may also complete the exercises using a paper version 

issued to them.  

• The completed exercises will be shared with the trainer. 

• It is expressly not our intention to disseminate the material or to use it in any other way. 

Please note that the material will be studied, and is the property of the Rehabilitation 

Professorship at Hanze UAS. 

The training course consists of six 90-minute sessions. During the sessions we will discuss and do 

exercises on topics such as ‘organising your work’, ‘concentration and reducing distractions’ and ‘task 

management’.  

In the Gronings dialect, ‘kop d’r veur’, but because not everyone understands Gronings: Move a 

Head!  

 

Good luck, 
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Session 1 – Procrastination – Causes and Circumstances 
Two videos for you to watch before the first session; we will discuss them during the session: 

 

https://youtu.be/v8z3M65Ox9c 

(‘I can put it off till later’ video) 

 

 
Inside the mind of a master procrastinator | Tim Urban - YouTube 
 
(Procrastinating video) 

 

 

 

Information 

Task initiation 

is the ability to begin a task efficiently and without stalling. 

Students who have problems with task initiation find it difficult to start homework and/or 

assignments, among other things. You might recognise the problem, you might know you need to 

study or to write a report, but you can’t manage to get started. For whatever reason, you put it off. 

Sometimes you occupy yourself with other, less important tasks. But … one way or another, you can’t 

stop thinking about it. Constantly thinking about a task you’re putting off takes a lot of mental energy 

and doesn’t produce a study result. Postponing tasks that you actually want to do and have to do, 

when you know that postponing might lead to extra stress, is called ‘procrastination’.  

Another situation you might recognise is that when you do finally get to work on your study task, it 

actually isn’t that bad. You wonder why you put it off for so long. You could draw a parallel with a 

stationary car; it has a working engine, but the starter motor keeps failing.  

To apply the right skills and strategies, it’s important to first identify the main reason why you don’t 

get round to starting. 

Different measures are required, depending on whether the reason you don’t get started is because: 

- you don’t have a clear overview; 

- you’re dreading it because it’s too much work or because you don’t understand what you 

have to do; 

- other things are more important, or appear to be; 

- you’re distracted; 

- the space is not inviting; or 

- you don’t see the point of the task.  

This list shows that task initiation is not a purely cognitive skill. However, there are a number 

of skills and strategies that can help you start your study tasks more quickly and effectively. 

Good to know 

Starting a task more quickly and effectively helps you study more efficiently and uses less mental 

energy. 

https://youtu.be/v8z3M65Ox9c
https://eur01.safelinks.protection.outlook.com/?url=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.youtube.com%2Fwatch%3Fv%3Darj7oStGLkU&data=04%7C01%7Ce.d.haak%40pl.hanze.nl%7Cabcd1bf295c44699948a08d8ec5532e2%7Ca3b390147adc48faa11437c2434dbd69%7C0%7C0%7C637519197954498102%7CUnknown%7CTWFpbGZsb3d8eyJWIjoiMC4wLjAwMDAiLCJQIjoiV2luMzIiLCJBTiI6Ik1haWwiLCJXVCI6Mn0%3D%7C1000&sdata=4DOWa6bZHhtkg5UDNVWEcCWwiASQHLDBnH2rftw7CHo%3D&reserved=0
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Exercise 1 Your own experience of procrastination 

Describe an example from your own life 

A moment when you put off a task that you had to do or wanted to do for your study programme.  

 

1. What were you supposed to be doing? 

 

2. What did you actually do, instead of working on your task? 

 

3. Why? 

 

4. What were the circumstances, what kind of environment were you in? At home, with friends, in 

your bedroom ...? 

 

5. Were you alone? If not, who were you with at that moment? 
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Exercise 2 Causes of procrastination 
Which cause plays a role for you? 

Scale: 1 – 5 (1 = Never or rarely plays a role / I don’t identify with the statement; 5 = Definitely plays a 

big role for me / I identify with the statement) 

The 8 ‘U’s 

The 8 Possible 
cause/obstacle 
‘U’s 

How do you recognise this 
in practice? 
Student statement: 

Reason Possible skills/strategies 

Unaware 
 

I have no idea what I’m 
supposed to do, I didn’t 
write down the homework, I 
don’t know when I have to 
finish it by. 
I don’t know how much time 
it will take me. 

Lack of knowledge Use of Agenda 
Time management 
Task management 
Planning 

Unable 
 

I can’t start the homework 
because I actually can’t do it. 

Unable to study 
(f.e: you can’t give an oral 
presentation because your 
vocal chords aren’t working) 

Organise help 
learn compensating skill 
Include others  

Unskilled 
 

I can’t start the homework 
because I don’t understand 
it, I’ve never done it before. 

Lack of skills Taks management 
Organise resources for 
explanation or 
demonstration 
Practice with instruction 

Unused to it 
 

I can’t start the homework 
because it’s a long time since 
I’ve done any homework. It’s 
not part of my routine. 

Out of practice Task management 
time management 
Use of agenda 
planning 
choose different 
circumstances  
Choose for extra 
resources 

Uncertain 
 

I can’t do homework 
because I’m afraid that  
it will be too much or 
too difficult. 

Lack of self-confidence Task management 
planning 
develop success 
experiences/reward 

Unprepared / 
unthinking  
 

I don’t know exactly what I 
have to do, or what I need in 
order to do it. 
 
 

Lack of preparation Organising 
use of Agenda 
task management 
Planning 

Unhelpful 
environment  

I’m often distracted by 
things around me that 
demand my attention. 
 

No conscious choice for a less-
distracting environment 

Concentrate > reduce 
distraction 
choose study places 
and/or companions 
consciously 

Unwilling I don’t see the point of the 
task and would rather do 
other things. 

Unaware of the purpose Discuss the learning goal 
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Exercise 3 What I want to improve 

 
What skills or strategies do you want to focus on in order to improve your task initiation? 

1.  Skill or strategy _____________________________________________ 

 

2.  Skill or strategy _____________________________________________ 

 

3.  Skill or strategy _____________________________________________ 

 

4.  Skill or strategy _____________________________________________ 
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Improving your environment  

Where you are, who you’re with and what’s going when you want to study can have a pretty big 

effect on how effective your efforts are. This effect can be either positive or negative. But you are 

not a victim of circumstance if you make conscious decisions. 

Where? Consciously choose a good location for studying 

1. Somewhere other than your home 

You can choose to go somewhere else to study, if that’s possible. For example, you could go to 

someone else’s house (such as a friend’s house or your parents’ house). You could also find a place in 

the Forum, or in the department running your programme. 

2. Studying at home 

 People who work effectively at home say that it’s important to do the following: 

• Create a quiet, uncluttered space.  

• Sit somewhere other than where you sit to relax.  

• Dress differently, don’t be dishevelled or in your pyjamas. 

• Reduce distractions from noises, visual images and social media.  

• Lower the threshold by setting an alarm clock (or app). For example, you could start by 

working for half an hour before class.  

With who? Consciously choose to study alone, or pick the right study buddy 

3. A serious classmate 

If you decide to study with someone else, consciously choose a person who will help you study 

effectively. You can of course study together online. Name a person and describe how they could 

help you work on your study tasks. Be specific.  

• Do you want to study together so you can spend your breaks together? 

• Do you want help and extra explanations from the person you’re studying with? 

• Do you want a police officer – someone who will encourage you to stick with it and maybe 
check that you’ve completed your tasks? 

4. Studying in a group 

There are sometimes study associations, homework classes or groups that study together. This could 

be literally in the same room or through a digital environment. The goal is always to support each 

other in starting – and completing – study tasks. You can always put out a call and start your own 

study group. 

5. A person you support as a ‘body double’ 

‘Body double’ is a term from the world of film and theatre. The person acts as a stand-in, or a stunt 

man or woman. Kind of like a shadow. In education, it means you can choose to work with someone 

in the same environment. It could be your boyfriend or girlfriend, or someone else who you think is 

supportive. It’s not important for the other person to be working on the same task, as long as they’re 

working in a way that won’t distract you. For example, while you’re sitting at the kitchen table doing 

homework, your flatmate might be ironing shirts. The body double could also be someone who 

comes to ‘fetch’ you online so you can both work on the same study task. Peer pressure makes you 

keep working because you’ll stand out if you’re not doing anything or if you start doing something 

else.  
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Exercise to do at home 
Starting a task 

Work for half an hour on a task for your study programme. 

• Look at your diary and choose a task you understand. 

• Set an alarm for 30 minutes. 

• Be prepared; gather everything you need: study guide, textbook, ppt, notes, and school 

laptop or computer. 

• Find a quiet place. 

• Reduce distractions. Turn off your phone, or set an app to make sure you won’t be disturbed. 

• Relax. Pay attention to your breathing, place a glass of water within reach and check your 

posture. 

• Start studying. Stop when the alarm goes off. 

• Discuss your experience during the next session with your trainer. 

 

➢ If you’re still not clear on why you find it hard to start tasks, over the next week take note of 

which tasks you wanted to do or had to do, and what you did instead. 

 

➢ Try to start a task before school three times this week, spending about 30 to 45 minutes on 

it.  
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Session 2 – Organising and dividing up tasks 
Discussing the exercise you did at home 
Did you successfully spend 30 minutes working on a study task? Only once, or several times? 

What went well/what helped? Good preparation, gathering everything you needed, finding a 

quiet place, setting an alarm, reducing distractions, relaxing? 

 

Information 
Students who find it difficult to get organised often have trouble seeing the wood for the 

trees. They frequently forget things or have trouble finding things, and often have a messy 

workspace. Assignments or work that is handed in might also look untidy. But organisation 

also involves separating the main ideas from secondary ideas in textbooks and/or 

unstructured notes. 

Organisation 

is the skill of structuring or ordering things according to a certain system. 

Good to know 

Better organisation saves you energy, time and frustration. You don’t have to worry about 

where you left things and can get to work straight away. It boosts your productivity. 

Current situation 

Write about how organised you are in relation to your studies.  

At the moment, where do you keep personal belongings such as your keys, bag, wallet, 

mobile phone and diary? 

 

 

 

Where do you keep materials you need for your studies? This includes your laptop or 

computer, your textbooks, exercise books, notes, pens and other materials and equipment. 

 

 

 

Where do you keep the digital files you need for your studies? Do you use a folder structure? 

How do you save your digital notes? Do you make backups? 

 

How might organising help you achieve your learning objectives? 

 
__________________________________________________________________________________ 
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Demonstration 

Discuss examples of organised environments. These could include a library, the shelves in a shop, or 

examples of students you know who have organised their environment. 

Remember that an environment that looks cluttered can sometimes be very well organised for the 

person themselves. They can effortlessly find everything because they have chosen a particular 

method of arranging things. This method isn’t always clear to other people, and it can be very hard 

for someone else to find things in such an environment. 

Also discuss the importance of a well-organised digital environment. 

 

Exercise 1 A home for your belongings 
 

a) Create a home for your most important personal belongings  

One organising strategy is to create a home for your most important personal belongings. If 

you don’t currently have a home for these belongings, this is your next exercise to do at 

home.  

Choose an object that you can use as a permanent place. 

For example: a shelf, a large bowl, a box, a school bag, a tin or a hook. 

If you choose a school bag, use one section of your bag for personal items only. 

 

Decide where in your house the permanent place will be. 

For example: on a table beside the front door, on a shelf in the kitchen or in the bowl on the 

table. It must be a suitable place which you walk past every day when you come home, so 

that using the permanent place becomes an easy habit. 

 

b) Create a home for items related to your studies  

As well as your personal items, it’s important that you can find the things you need for your 

studies without having to look for them. You should create a permanent home for these 

things too, if you don’t already have one. These items might include your laptop, textbooks, 

exercise books, pens, folders and notes.  

Choose an object/specific space that you can use as a permanent place. 

This might be a shelf, a box or crate, or a drawer under your bed. A desk, a corner of your 

bedroom, a space in a cupboard. 

Discuss in pairs where you could create these places. The place must be big enough to store 

all your things and let you find them easily. 

c) Create a digital home for files related to your studies  

For digital files, the same rule applies as for physical items; store them in such a way that 

you can easily find them. Discuss and look together at what your folder structure looks like 
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on your laptop or computer. A logical format is to have a folder for every course, and sub-

folders for each specific component of a course.  

 

Information 
Several tasks for your study programme are recorded in your diary. For example: write a 

report for course X, study for a test for course Y, or prepare to give a presentation for course 

Z. A task can be so huge that you don’t know where to start, and you lose sight of the big 

picture. Particularly if these tasks have to be completed within a couple of weeks. Task 

management is a skill you can use to regain that sense of the overall picture and get a clear 

idea of where to start.  

Task management can help you become a more effective student. There are two main ways 

to go about task management: dividing up tasks (this session) and making to-do lists (next 

session). 

Dividing up tasks 

means splitting large projects into smaller components 

Good to know 

Many students find that dividing up large projects reduces feelings of anxiety and stress. This 

is because you take something that appears overwhelmingly large and make it manageable 

by splitting it up into smaller steps. It’s easier to get started, because you’re lowering the 

psychological threshold. 

 

Current situation 
Have you ever split up a large project into smaller tasks? If so, give an example. 

___________________________________________________________________________ 

___________________________________________________________________________ 

How might dividing up tasks help you achieve your learning objectives? 

___________________________________________________________________________ 
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Exercise 2 Meeting a deadline 
On the 1st of June, you and your flatmates are having a party. 

It’s now the end of April. 

We’ve already worked out the steps for you. 

Put them in order, write how long they will take and assign a date. 

 

Order Step Timetable 

Duration Date 

 Send digital invitations   
 
 

 

 Make a list of email addresses of people 
we want to invite 

 
 
 

 

 Meet with flatmates to decide on a 
theme for the party, what we’re going to 
do and how many people to invite 

 
 
 
 

 

 Design the invitations  
 
 

 

 Decorate the house, make snacks, get 
drinks ready  

 
 
 

 

 Do the shopping  
 
 

 

 Check how much everyone spent and 
settle the costs 

 
 
 

 

 Identify how many guests we’re actually 
expecting to turn up 
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Exercise 3 Dividing up a large project into smaller components  
Do this for your own course/project  

Pick one of your study guides for a course you’re working on at the moment. Have a think 

about it, then describe how you could divide it up into smaller components. 

Large project:            

 

Smaller components: 

Order Steps/components Timetable 

Duration Date 
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Exercise to do at home 
Pick a study guide for a different course or project to the one you worked on during the 

session. Think about the tasks and describe how you could divide them up into smaller 

components. 

Large project:            

 

Smaller components: 

Order Steps/components Timetable 

Duration Date 
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Session 3 – Time and task management 
Discussing the exercise you did at home 

 

Which objects got a new home? 

Who organised their materials/files for the study programme in a different way, and what 

was it?  

Did you succeed in breaking up a large project into smaller tasks, and if so, what was the 

result? 

 

Information 
The number of different tasks you have to do on any given day is often higher than ten. It’s 

entirely possible that this could make you feel stressed, lose sight of the big picture, and not 

know where to begin. 

Time management 

is the ability to estimate how much time you have and know how to divide it up and how to 

stick to time limits and deadlines.  

Time management is when you estimate the amount of time you need, or have available, to 

work on a task, while at the same time keeping enough time for other tasks. 

As a student, you often have more on your plate than just your studies; you have many 

obligations, such as your flat (particularly if you live alone), your student job and your social 

commitments. All of these tasks have to be done at some point. Your time is limited, so you 

have to make decisions about what to spend your time on. ‘Time is precious’ is an important 

statement in this context. Using a diary is the main strategy for time management. 

Students who struggle with time management find it difficult to estimate how much time 

they have available and how long certain tasks will take. 

 

Tips  

Many lecturers create a homework schedule for their course. However, this schedule isn’t 

laid out in a nice grid that you can collect from your department. Ultimately, you have to 

decide for yourself when to do your homework and how long to spend on it. Adopting a pre-

made schedule requires extra time and effort. 

 

There are guidelines for how long it should take to read books and articles. As a rough 

guide: 5 pages per hour if you have to learn something, and 10 pages per hour if you only 

have to read it. Of course, this doesn’t take into account dyslexia, page size, font type, and 

whether the text is written in Dutch or English. 
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Information 
Task management is a skill that can help you become a ‘more effective’ student. As well as 

dividing up tasks (Session 2), a second skill that task management encourages is making and 

using to-do lists. 

Tasks that have to be done on a certain day should be written in your diary on the right day, 

at the right time. These include timetabled classes, tests, and activities at fixed times for 

your job or hobby. Other tasks, which aren’t restricted to a particular date or time, can be 

written in your to-do list. If you make a to-do list, it’s important to think about when you 

have to do these things (not the exact day, but the timeframe). Only then will the list help 

you to set priorities. 

 

Making and using to-do lists means identifying what you still have to do – things that are 

not tied to a particular day and time – then ranking them in order of priority and recording 

them in a clear list. 

Good to know 

With time management, keeping your diary up to date is essential. If you clearly record your 

exams, project work and other assignments for a study period, your diary will give you an 

overview of what your days, weeks and months look like.  

 

By consciously giving certain tasks priority, you can work more effectively on your study 

programme. Besides school work, you should record other work (such as your job) and the 

time you spend on your hobbies and social contacts.  

By writing down in a to-do list all of the various tasks and activities that pop into your head, 

you will have a better grasp of the big picture and you’ll free up more ‘space’ in your head. 

Because you’ve written it down, you can concentrate on performing another task. Your 

working memory won’t get overloaded. 

Current situation 

Do you already use a diary and/or to-do list? If so, which? 

___________________________________________________________________________ 

If not, would you prefer a paper or electronic version? 

___________________________________________________________________________ 

Where would be the best place for you to keep a diary and a to-do list? Choose a place you 

will see and check regularly. 

___________________________________________________________________________ 

 

If you use a digital diary and to-do list, how can you make sure they are frequently displayed 

on your phone? 

___________________________________________________________________________ 

How might ‘making and using to-do lists’ help you achieve your learning objectives? 
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___________________________________________________________________________ 

 

Demonstration 

The ‘Urgency and Importance Matrix’ 

You can use this matrix as a strategy to schedule certain tasks. The matrix can also be used 

to obtain insights into your time management, by filling it in retrospectively.  

During a week/month/semester, there are lots of tasks you have to complete in order to be 

successful. Some tasks are important, some are urgent, some are both and some are neither. 

What do these terms mean? 

Important tasks 

are tasks that are critically important to achieving your goal. 

Urgent tasks 

are tasks that have to happen quickly; they involve time constraints.  

It’s realistic that your time will be filled with a range of tasks involving varying degrees of 

urgency and importance. The aim is to not place all of the activities in the first quadrant. 

 
 
 
 
 
More important 

1. 
Crucial activities 
 
 
Examples 
Tasks with a deadline, crisis 
situations, solving immediate 
problems 
 

2. 
Important goals 
 
 
Examples 
Preventing problems, long-term 
projects/assignments, career 
planning, planning the rest of your 
studies 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
Less important 

3.  
Interruptions 
 
 
Examples 
Phone calls, emails, meetings, 
certain urgent things 
 
 

4. 
Distractions 
 
 
Examples 
Wasting time, chatting, surfing the 
net, sitting around, etc. 
 

  
Urgent 

 

 
Less urgent 
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However, it’s important to leave enough time to do things that are important to you in the 

long term; your personal goals, such as passing your study programme. 

TIP 

Relaxation is as important as effort. You can’t concentrate continuously on your studies. It 

helps to schedule some relaxation time. Particularly if you’re the kind of student who spends 

a lot of time studying and thinks they’re never finished. And keep room in your diary for 

unexpected things (your washing machine breaks down, you have to take the dog to the vet, 

or you want to help a friend move to a new flat). 

 

Exercise 1 Where does your time go? 
 

Write down all of the activities you did yesterday (or on another school day). 

Include both big and small tasks and activities related to your study programme, your job, 

your hobbies and your private life. 

1.             

2.             

3.             

4.             

5.             

6.             

7.             

8.             

9.             

10.             

11.             

12.             

Place these activities in the right quadrants in the blank matrix below.  
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Urgency and Importance Matrix 

 

  

 
 
 
 
 
More important 

1. 
Crucial activities 
 
 
 

2. 
Important goals 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
Less important 

3.  
Interruptions 
 
 
 
 

4. 
Distractions 
 
 
 

  
Urgent 

 

 
Less urgent 
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Exercise 2 Setting priorities 
Make your own to-do list (or check a to-do list you’ve already created). Use the blank list on 

the next page. 

Write down all of the things you have to do, or want to do, over the next week. Next, divide 

them into categories, depending on how important they are. You might like to use the 

‘Suggested to-do list items’ on the next page.  

Category When it must be done by 

High priority (H) Today or tomorrow 

Medium priority (M) Within a week or so 

Low priority (L) Within a month or so 

 

To-do list 

Priority level 
H - M - L 

Task 
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Suggested to-do list items 

(You can also keep this in your diary!) 

GENERAL HOUSEWORK 

  

Make a schedule Do the washing 

Exercise Clean the kitchen 

Make plans for the holidays Put out/drop off the rubbish 

Make phone calls Mow the lawn 

Reply to emails Clean the bathroom 

 Change your sheets 

TRANSPORT Sweep the floor 

 Tidy your desk 

Repair a puncture Pay bills 

Load money on your public transport card Sort, deal with and file mail 

Change oil Look after your pet 

  

SCHOOL SHOPPING 

  

Buy books Withdraw cash 

Read a chapter of a textbook Buy clothing 

Apply for a scholarship Buy a present  

Return books to the library Supermarket 

Voluntary work for after-school programme  

Buy a USB stick SOCIAL 

Make an appointment with a lecturer Arrange to meet friends/fellow students 

Study for an exam Family birthday 

Write a report Organise a party 

Talk with a fellow student/lecturer  

Prepare a presentation  

Do an assignment   
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Eat that frog! 

Another time management method is to start every day by ‘eating a frog’. That means that 

the first thing you do from your to-do list is the thing you’ve been dreading the most, or the 

thing you’re most reluctant to do.  

If you start by eating the frog, you’ll gain new energy, because you’ll suddenly have more 

space in your head and in your schedule. It might feel unpleasant at the time, but afterwards 

it’s very liberating! If you start with the most difficult thing on your list, the rest of the day 

will look very different!  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Exercise to do at home  
➢ If you’re not using a diary yet, create a diary for the next month and put all your 

commitments into it: deadlines and assessments from your current courses (check 

the study guide), such as projects, reading, reports, tests and final products. 

➢ If you’re not using a to-do list yet, create a to-do list for the next week and the next 

month. 

➢ Decide whether to use a paper or digital version. Rank the activities using three levels 

of priority. For example, you can use post-it notes in three different colours, or create 

three digital lists with different formatting. 

➢ Choose a place to keep your to-do list. 

➢ If you’ve already made a to-do list but you’re not actively using it, look at whether 

you can improve the way you use it. 

 

Exercise to do at home  
➢ Track how you spend your time over the course of a day.  

➢ Think about how you can spend more time on Quadrant 2 activities. 
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Session 4 – Concentrating on a task (staying focused) 
Discussing the exercise you did at home 

How did it go, using your diary and to-do lists? Do you have a better understanding of which 

quadrant (urgency/importance) you spend most of your time on? Have you thought about 

how you can spend more time on activities in Quadrant 2? 

 

Information 
You can spend hours working on study tasks. In higher professional education, it is expected 

that you will spend approximately 40 hours per week on your studies. This includes 

attending lectures and working in groups. On average, this works out to around 20 hours of 

independent study per week. It can be very tiring to concentrate for long periods of time. 

You become easily distracted. Distractions can come from you, from your own head (when 

your thoughts wander) or from your surroundings.  

Strategies 

There are two main strategies that can help you to stay focused: 

a) Self-talk  

b) Take breaks. 

 

a) Self-talk 

means talking to yourself (in your head or out loud) while you’re doing a task. 

 

That might sound weird, and in the beginning it can take a while to get used to talking to 

yourself while you’re doing a task, but you’ll notice that the more often you do it, the more 

natural it becomes and the better it works. You repeat to yourself the steps of the activity 

you’re doing, while you're doing it. For example: Packing textbooks, opening a software 

program, writing an email to Person X. 

 

Good to know 

By using self-talk, you can keep your attention on tasks that you want to perform one after 

another. 

 

Demonstration 

The trainer will demonstrate self-talk for a task. The trainer will talk to themselves about the 

progress of a task and name the sub-tasks.  

Current situation 

When do you use self-talk in your everyday life? These times might be related to your 

studies, but they don’t have to be. 
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___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________ 

If you’re not used to using self-talk, try to think of study-related situations in which you think 

self-talk could help you. Think about people you know who use self-talk. 

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________ 

How might self-talk (concentrating during a task) help you achieve your learning objectives? 

___________________________________________________________________________ 

 

b) Taking a break 

is a temporary interruption of an action, with the intention of having a rest then picking up 

where you left off with fresh determination. 

A second strategy to help you concentrate on your task is to take a break. Anyone who has 

to concentrate for a long time experiences times when their attention drifts. When this 

happens, you might find you have to read something three times before the meaning 

penetrates your brain, or you notice that your pace of work slows down. Taking regular 

breaks sounds logical, but consistently taking breaks and using them to relax is a real 

challenge for most busy people. Particularly if there’s time pressure, you often think that you 

can’t spare the time to take a break. 

Good to know 

Taking a break helps you keep your energy levels up and has a direct effect on your 

productivity. For big projects that you’re working on for a long time, the idea is that after a 

break you go back to working on the project. For smaller tasks, take a break after you 

complete the task, and start a new task after the break. 

Current situation 

Do you take breaks while working on tasks for your study programme? 

___________________________________________________________________________ 

How often? How long? 

___________________________________________________________________________ 

What do you do during these breaks? 

___________________________________________________________________________ 

What effect does taking a break have on your concentration? 

___________________________________________________________________________ 
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How might taking a break (concentrating during a task) help you achieve your learning 

objectives? 

___________________________________________________________________________ 

Exercise Self-talk and taking breaks 
During the next two exercises, try using self-talk and take breaks when necessary. The 

exercises are not hard, but you have to concentrate on them. Exercises (a) and (b) are 

intended to be done one after the other. You can decide for yourself whether to take a 

break, when to take one, and what to do during your break. You will find the exercises in 

Appendix 1. 

a) Putting items in order 

Determine whether the steps described are in the right order. Tick ‘Yes’ or ‘No’. If you tick 

‘No’, indicate what you think the correct order of the steps is. NB: If there are multiple 

options for the correct order, describe all of them and explain your reasons. 

b) Wordfind 

At the bottom of the page is a list of words. All of the words can be found in the grid. They 

are scrambled, and may be printed horizontally, vertically or diagonally. Find the words and 

draw a line through them. 

 

TIPS 

Below, we list a number of strategies that work in practice. 

Only you can decide when you need to take a break, how long the break should be, and what 

you’d like to do during the break. 

1. Do physical exercise for 30 seconds  

o Do exercises for 30 seconds to loosen your neck 

o Walk around for 30 seconds 

o Massage your neck 

o Close your eyes and count to 30 

o Stretch your legs, stretch your arms 

o Rest your head on your knees  

o Shake your hands, flap your hands, wave your arms in circles 

o Do 10 squats 

 

2. Leave your work area 

Walk into a different space, head to the cafeteria or another classroom. Literally let go of 

your work. You associate the place where you work with work, so by physically leaving that 

place you can come back to your work with fresh eyes.  

3. Take a power nap 

If you feel really drowsy, a short nap can really help you recharge. Research shows than 20 

minutes is effective. https://timemanagement.nl/slaaptekort-inhalen/ 

https://timemanagement.nl/slaaptekort-inhalen/
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4. Go for a ten-minute walk outside. Fresh air and time in green surroundings can help you 

relax and change your mindset. What works for primary school children – walking a mile (= 

1.6 km) outside each day – works for young people and adults too (study: 

https://thedailymile.nl/onderzoek/). 

5. Eat something healthy or drink some water. 

Studying takes energy. People with low energy can’t think clearly. Food that is known to 

boost productivity includes: Fish, nuts, seeds, chocolate, avocado, blueberries, wholegrain 

products and raw carrots. 

 

Exercise to do at home 
Consciously apply the strategy of self-talk as a tool, for example if you have to learn 

something by heart or if you have to collect some things to take with you. 

Try to take regular breaks. Over the next week, track how you take breaks and what form of 

break appeals to you the most. 

  

https://thedailymile.nl/onderzoek/
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Session 5 – Reducing distractions 
Discussing the exercise you did at home 
Did you apply self-talk strategies? If so, in what situation(s)? 

Did you take regular breaks, and if so, what form did they take? 

 

Information 

Reducing distractions 

means limiting activities that might direct your thoughts towards something else (that is less 

important at that moment). 

While you’re studying, you often have to keep your attention on a task for a long time. It can 

be very tiring to concentrate for long periods of time. Many students are easily distracted 

while performing tasks. Distractions can be external or internal.  

 

An external distraction is where you are distracted by other people and/or your 

environment. For example, a flatmate who comes in and starts talking to you, listening to 

noises outside, or responding to social media. If you let yourself get distracted by an app or 

an email, it could be at least 20 minutes before you return to the mental state required to 

complete a difficult task, such as writing a report, programming, or creating a spreadsheet.  

 

With an internal distraction, you are distracted by yourself and your own thoughts, with no 

external stimulus. You might be thinking about how you still have to do the washing, or how 

you wish you were doing something else, but you might also become distracted by niggling, 

repetitive thoughts, or wanting to finish on time, or because you’re seriously worried about 

a personal matter. Of course, it’s also possible for your thoughts to wander (internal 

distraction) due to external stimuli. These days, reducing distractions caused by social media 

is an essential skill for students. 

 

Current situation 

 

Do you manage to concentrate while doing tasks for your study programme? 

If so, what are you doing when it works? 

___________________________________________________________________________ 

If not, what happens? 

___________________________________________________________________________ 

Do you keep your phone turned on while working on tasks for your study programme? Do 

you go on social media while you’re studying? 

___________________________________________________________________________ 

If so, why?  
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___________________________________________________________________________ 

If not, why not? 

___________________________________________________________________________ 

 

Do you wear headphones? When? For what purpose? 

___________________________________________________________________________ 

What programs are open when you’re working on your laptop? 

___________________________________________________________________________ 

Where do you sit while you’re working on study tasks? 

___________________________________________________________________________ 

How might reducing distractions help you achieve your learning objectives? 

___________________________________________________________________________ 

 

Exercise 1 – Analysis of strengths and weaknesses 
 

Strategy – applying skills – using resources   

I consciously choose a suitable place to work   

I indicate that I don’t want to be disturbed   

I use my headphones to block out ambient noise   

I turn off my email/Internet   

I put my phone to one side or block functions/delete apps   

I install apps that measure my distractions   

I use ‘active learning’: I write things down, I walk around, I 
read aloud, etc. 

  

I consciously choose one or more other people to study with   

I consciously choose a ‘body double’: someone near me who’s 
also working on a task, regardless of whether it is the same 
task  

  

I take regular breaks   

   

   

 

Demonstration 

Watch this video and discuss it with your trainer. What happens in your brain when you get 

distracted by social media: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=ZydDp-JD-VM 

Exercise 2 Summarise a text 
1. Summarise a text while being regularly distracted. 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=ZydDp-JD-VM
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Read the text in Appendix 2 of this workbook and start writing a summary. You will be given 

10 minutes for this task. Place your phone on the desk and make sure you can be reached via 

social media. 

Every two minutes, you will be distracted; either by the actions of your trainer or by your 

own social media. 

 

2. Summarise a text without external distractions. 

Pick up where you left off. Finish reading, or start summarising the text. You will have a 

further 10 minutes for this task. Place your phone where you can’t see or hear it, and make 

sure you can’t be reached via social media. Put headphones on if possible. 

Discuss the differences with your trainer. 

 

Exercise to do at home 
➢ Over the next week, while performing various educational tasks (such as attending a 

lecture, working on an assignment or reading an article), keep track of whether you 

get distracted and by what. 

 

➢ Find and describe at least five online tools you can install to prevent social media 

distractions. 

 

➢ From the strategies below, select a few that you think might help you and try them 

out for a week. 

 

Strategies for when you’re struggling with external distractions 

• Choose a suitable place to work. 

• Indicate that you don’t want to be disturbed. 

Think about how you can indicate this – who you should tell and how. 

Let them know why you don’t want to be disturbed, and for how long! 

• Wearing headphones protects you from ambient noise, but it also sends a signal that you 

don’t want to be disturbed. 

• Reduce distractions: turn off your email/Internet, put your phone away, lock your phone, 

remove or temporarily block distracting apps. 
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Strategies for when you’re struggling with internal distractions 

Internal distractions are often harder to avoid or eliminate. Of course, you can’t turn off your 

own thoughts; they just keep ‘popping up’. With internal distractions, it’s important to 

identify the cause. Possible causes include: 

• Frustration 

• Fatigue 

• Obstacles 

• Repetitive negative thoughts 

 

Frustration 

If a task is difficult and you don’t understand it or it’s not working, this can give rise to 

frustration. Frustration can lead to repetitive negative thoughts and/or increased 

susceptibility to distraction. If this happens to you often, it’s important to identify the source 

of the frustration. Is the task too difficult? 

→If so, who can you contact to help you understand it? (Lecturer, student, knowledge, 

stranger on the Internet) 

→Do you not understand what you have to do? Where can you find an explanation? 

(Textbook, study guide, presentations, Internet) 

Fatigue 

If you’ve been working for too long, you often can’t think clearly anymore. Take regular 

breaks. Go and do something else: go for a 10-minute walk, have something to drink or have 

a brief chat with someone about a completely different topic. 

Obstacles 

Sometimes you’re working well on a task but you run into a section that doesn’t work 

straight away or that will take more time. That’s often when you start to think “maybe I’ll 

just do something else for a bit, like have a look at my social media”. This situation requires 

perseverance. You can develop perseverance by continuing with the difficult task for a little 

bit longer (for an extra 10 minutes) and rewarding yourself if you overcome obstacles. 

Repetitive negative thoughts 

You could be distracted by repetitive negative thoughts, such as “after this, I’ll still have lots 

of other tasks to complete” or “I’ll never get this finished”. These thoughts can seriously 

distract you from the task you’re trying to work on. One possible strategy is to have a piece 

of paper beside you, and to write down the repetitive negative thoughts on it. Studies show 

that when you write these thoughts down, your brain no longer has the urge to frantically 

hold on to them. Writing them down is a way of getting them out of you. When you’ve 

finished your study task, pick up the sheet of paper and deal with the things you wrote 

down. 

If you frequently have repetitive thoughts because you’re worried about situations in which 

you feel powerless, it’s important to talk about it with someone you trust, and potentially 

seek help. 
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Session 6 – Making a plan 
Discussing the exercise you did at home 
Did you keep track of when you got distracted over the past week? 

Did you find any online tools that might help you? 
Have you tried any strategies? What helped? 

 

Exercise: Action plan  
Make a plan to stop procrastinating! 

1. Describe the main cause of your procrastination (refer back to the 8 ‘U’s) 
 

 

 

 

 

2. Describe what you want to achieve with your plan (refer back to your learning objectives from 
Session 1) 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
3. Describe which of the skills / resources / strategies might help you achieve your objectives (use 

everything you’ve learned and the tips from Appendix 3) 
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4. Describe as specifically as possible what you will do, and when and how you will do it – or what 
you will experiment with 

 

What When How Where With who 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

    

 

 
5. Discuss it with someone who can support you with it, so that you know that you will evaluate 

your plan. 
 

I have asked ………………………………………………. to discuss it with me on ……………………………………………. 

(date).  
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Appendix 1 – Self-talk and taking breaks exercises 
Exercise A: Putting items in order 

 1) Studying for a test 6) Changing a light bulb 
 1. Gather your study materials  1. Check that you’ve switched the light off 
 2. Study the study materials  2. Screw in a new bulb 
 3. Sit the test   3. Unscrew the old light bulb from the fitting 
    4. Test the new light bulb 

 

  Yes  No   Yes  No 

 

 2) Hanging a painting 7) Sending a birthday card 
 1. Hammer the nail into the wall  1. Write a message in the card 
 2. Find a place for the painting   2. Select a card 
 3. Hang the painting on the wall  3. Seal the envelope 
    4. Put the envelope in the post box 

 

  Yes  No   Yes  No 

 

 3) Making your breakfast 8) Borrowing a book from the library 
 1. Get a bowl  1. Go to the library 
 2. Pour muesli into the bowl  2. Search through the shelves of books 
 3. Pour milk over the muesli  3. Pick up the book you want 
 4. Eat with a spoon  4. Get the book scanned 

 

  Yes  No   Yes  No 

 

 4) Drinking a cup of coffee 9) Calling a friend 
 1. Order your coffee  1. Pick up your phone 
 2. Pay for the coffee  2. Key in the number 
 3. Go to a café  3. Wait until your friend picks up 
 4. Drink the coffee  4. Say hello 

 

  Yes  No   Yes  No 

 

 5) Ordering a pizza 10) Buying an ebook on Bol.com 
 1. Call a pizza delivery service  1. Go to bol.com 
 2. Tell them your order  2. Select the book 
 3. Look up the phone number of a 

pizza delivery service 
 3. 

4. 
Put the ebook version in your shopping 
basket 
Pay for your purchase 

 4. Wait for your pizza to be 
delivered 

  
 

  Yes  No   Yes  No 

 

  



40 
 

 11) Washing the dishes 16) Baking biscuits 
 1. Put the dirty dishes in the 

dishwasher 
 1. Select a recipe 

 2. Close the dishwasher door  2. Make the dough 
 3. Add the dishwasher tablet  3. Bake in the oven 
 4. Press the start button  4. Get the ingredients out 

  Yes  No   Yes  No 

 

 12) Setting your alarm clock 17) Doing an assignment 
 1. Set the time for the alarm  1. Read the study guide 
 2. Decide when you want to get up  2. Fill in the answer 
 3. Slide the alarm button to ‘on’  3. Read the course materials 
 4. Go to sleep  4. Check the answer book 

 

  Yes  No   Yes  No 

 

 13) Enrolling for a study programme 18) Looking up a phone number online 
 1. Decide what course you want to 

take 
 1. Search for the site where you can look up 

phone numbers 
 2. Look at the options for courses you 

can take 
 2. Type the name and address of the person 

you’re looking for 
 3. Check the enrolment confirmation   3. Write down the right number 
 4. Enrol for the course  4. Start up your computer 

 

  Yes  No   Yes  No 

 

 14) Painting your bedroom 19) Mowing the lawn 
 1. Choose a colour  1. Get out the lawnmower 
 2. Buy the paint  2. Walk across the lawn with the lawnmower 
 3. Paint the walls  3. Start the motor of the lawnmower 
 4. Let the paint dry  4. Empty the grass catcher 

 

  Yes  No   Yes  No 

 

 15) Brushing your teeth 20) Picking up medicine 
 1. Rinse your mouth  1. Ask your doctor for a prescription 
 2. Pick up your toothbrush  2. Give the prescription to the chemist 
 3. Squeeze the toothpaste  3. Go to the pharmacy 
 4. Brush your teeth  4. Pay for the prescription 

 

  Yes  No   Yes  No 
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 21) Applying for admission to a study programme 26) Going to the beach 
 1. Gather information about possible study 

programmes 
 1. Pack a beach bag 

 2. Request an application form  2. Put up a sun umbrella 
 3. Fill in the application form  3. Drive to the beach 
 4. Send in the application form   4. Apply sunscreen 
 5. Select a study programme  5. Drive home 

 

  Yes  No   Yes  No 

 

 22) Going to a restaurant 27) Doing your grocery shopping 
 1. Order a meal  1. Go into the shop 
 2. Read the menu  2. Select your products 
 3. Go to the restaurant  3. Get a shopping trolley 
 4. Eat your meal  4. Take your groceries to the 

checkout 
 5. Pay the bill  5. Load the groceries into your car 

 

  Yes  No   Yes  No 

 

 23) Writing a letter 28) Going to the doctor 
 1. Take a sheet of paper  1. Make an appointment 
 2. Write the letter  2. Go to your family doctor 
 3. Sign the letter  3. Report to reception 
 4. Put the letter in the post box  4. Go and sit in the waiting room 
 5. Seal the envelope  5. Speak with your doctor 

 

  Yes  No   Yes  No 

 

 24) Planning a party 29) Writing a research report 
 1. Pick a date for the party  1. Search for research articles 
 2. Buy invitation cards  2. Create a structure 
 3. Send invitations  3. Write the report 
 4. Get snacks ready  4. Read research articles 
 5. Welcome your guests  5. Hand in the report 

 

  Yes  No   Yes  No 

 

 25) Going to a football match 30) Driving a car 
 1. Travel to the stadium  1. Open the car door 
 2. Buy a ticket  2. Get into the car 
 3. Go into the stadium  3. Start the car 
 4. Find your seats  4. Change gear 
 5. Watch the match  5. Press down on the accelerator 

pedal 
 

  Yes  No   Yes  No 
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 31) Playing a song 36) Making a smoothie 
 1. Think of what you’d like to listen to  1. Get out the blender 
 2. Open Spotify  2. Start the blender 
 3. Select a song  3. Put fruit/vegetables in the 

blender 
 4. Press ‘play’  4. Pour into a glass 
 5. Listen to the song  5. Drink the smoothie 

 

  Yes  No   Yes  No 

 

 32) Filling up your car with petrol (pay at pump) 37) Going to a birthday party 
 1. Drive away  1. Receive an invitation 
 2. Insert the nozzle in the tank  2. Buy a present 
 3. Pump the petrol  3. Go to the birthday party 
 4. Hang up the nozzle  4. Wrap the present 
 5. Enter your PIN on the automated payment 

machine 
 5. Give the present to your friend 

 

  Yes  No   Yes  No 

 

 33) Renting a room 38) Baking a cake 
 1. Look for available rooms  1. Get the ingredients out 
 2. Work out what your needs are  2. Make the batter 
 3. View the rooms  3. Choose a recipe 
 4. Select the one you like  4. Bake in the oven 
 5. Sign the lease  5. Ice the cake  

 

  Yes  No   Yes  No 

 

 34) Having a picnic  39) Going to class in the morning 
 1. Pack the picnic basket  1. Wake up 
 2. Drive to the park  2. Get dressed 
 3. Spread out a picnic rug  3. Have a shower 
 4. Eat your picnic food  4. Drive to the university 
 5. Drive home  5. Leave your flat 

 

  Yes  No   Yes  No 

 

 35) Going through the McDonald’s Drive-thru 40) Making toast 
 1. Drive up to the speaker  1. Take a slice of bread 
 2. Look at the menu  2. Place the slice in the toaster 
 3. Order your food  3. Push the lever down 
 4. Pay for your food  4. Wait for the toast 
 5. Drive away  5. Remove the bread  

 

  Yes  No   Yes  No 
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Exercise B: Self-talk and taking breaks – Wordfind 

Wordfind 1 

 

 

DIARY 

COGNITION 

MEMORY 

LINKING 

PROGRAMME 

PARAPHRASE 

SKILL 

JUMP 

STUDIES 

VERBAL 

VISUAL 

QUESTIONS 

SELF-TALK 

Q U E S T I O N S M E 

P A R A P H R A S E G 

C N E Y R O M E M M N 

O E M M A R G O R P P 

L C Y R A     I D A R R M 

L I N K I N G I R S U 

E S E L F T A L K T J 

G C O G N I T I O N S 

E V E R B A L L I T F 

V I S U A L L L P N S 

S T U D I E S O E S D 
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Wordfind 2 
 

 

ATTENTION LISTEN STUDIES 
DIARY PROGRAMME VERBAL 

COGNITION PARAPHRASE VISUAL 
MEMORY SKILL QUESTIONS 

CONNECTING JUMP SELF-TALK 
 

 

E C L L E T A T T E N T I O N 

R S D L L G Z J O L N S C B G 

S B A I A I K I A J O E O G K 

S T R R A U S H U M I L N K O 

K Y U F H R S T K Z T F N N N 

I Q Y D E P Y I E D I T E T E 

L Z Q T I K A A V N N A C I Y 

L V T P A E L R R R G L T S R 

V E R B A L S L A L O K I Z O 

Q U E S T I O N S P C T N U M 

E E M M A R G O R P D J G R E 

T S J U M P G E G Y E A I M M 
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Appendix 2 – Reading and summarising a text – See Session 5 
Source: Intermediair, 20 December 2016 
What was I doing again? Social media destroys your ability to concentrate 

Bas Hakker 

Does social media have a negative effect on our ability to concentrate? Existing research suggests it 
does. 

Social media is devouring an increasingly large slice of our time. On average, we spend one or two 
hours a day on the Internet; young people can even spend three hours. In 2012, 65 percent of all 
Dutch people used social media for personal use; two years later, that percentage had already risen 
to 81 percent. The flood of ultra-short messages on Facebook, WhatsApp and Twitter demands 
constant attention. In one-and-a-half sentences and an emoticon we can explain where we need to 
meet for a family dinner, but how many people still read books with 400 pages? Has the use of social 
media really reduced concentration spans? 

Balance 

To investigate that question, let’s start with the brain. How exactly does attention work in our heads? 

Heleen Slagter, Associate Professor in the Brain and Cognition Department of the Master of 

Psychology at the University of Amsterdam, explains that our attention is regulated by three 

networks: 

1.  We use the focus network when we concentrate on reading a book or when we watch the 
road while driving. This network is important for directing our attention and suppressing 
distracting information. 
 

2.  The reflex network enables us to respond to unexpected events that could be important. As 
Slagter says, ‘If a dog runs onto the road, obviously we have to be able to react. The focus 
part of our brains is interrupted so we can shift our attention to the new stimulus.’ 

3.  The default network regulates attention. ‘This network is important for internal attention. 
It plays a role in daydreams, recalling personal memories and thinking about the future.’ 

 

 

 

 

 

The balance between these networks determines our ability to concentrate. Slagter says, ‘If one 

network is active, the functioning of the other network is automatically affected. You can’t 

Negative impact Nearly half of all young people think social media has a negative impact on one or more 
aspects of their lives. Almost a quarter of young women can’t live without WhatsApp, Facebook or Instagram. 
These findings are from a Statistics Netherlands study of four thousand people between 12 and 25 years of age. 
Nearly all young people use social media; 51 percent are active for one to three hours per day, while 8 percent 
use it for five or more hours each day. Peter Kerkhof, Professor of Social Media at VU Amsterdam, spoke to 
NRC about this study: ‘If you use your phone while learning or doing homework, that has a negative effect on 
your performance.’ 
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simultaneously keep a proper eye on traffic while switching your attention to a dog. When one 

network comes into the picture, the other network functions less. 

Not parallel 

Jan Theeuwes, Professor of Cognitive Psychology at VU Amsterdam and Director of the Institute for 

Brain and Behaviour, confirms that our goals during a task that requires concentration (the focus 

network) always fade into the background when interruption signals disrupt things (the reflex 

network). In his view, it is impossible for both of these processes to run at the same time. ‘Our brains 

work in series, not in parallel. There’s a good reason for that: the world is so complex that it would be 

impossible for us to process it all at once.’ 

Stress consultant Theo Compernolle, author of the book Unchain Your Brain, gives a similar analysis. 

He says it’s a big problem that we’re always connected, because interruptions mean the brain has to 

switch focus. ‘If I call you on the phone, all the information I want to share with you is in my working 

memory, but it can only contain one subject at a time. So if my flatmate starts talking to me, I won’t 

hear what you’re saying.’ 

According to Compernolle, our brains aren’t made for multitasking; we also spend far too much time 

using technology, and not enough time sleeping. ‘The brain needs sleep too. Look, technology is 

great, I don’t want to go back to the days when I had to wait two weeks for an article, but it’s too 

much all at once.’ On top of that, according to Compernolle an immense industry is doing everything 

it can to get us addicted. ‘In the book Hooked (see box), marketers explain all the methods they use 

to do that.’ 

Addicted 
The hooked loop from the book Hooked – How to Build Habit-Forming Products by Nir Eyal is a guide 
to attracting attention via social media: 

• The ‘triggers’ and the ‘action’. Impulses to attract your attention; that could be through 
email, or through promotional texts on Facebook and Twitter. 

• A reward that responds to a need, for example to be part of a group or to attain a certain 
level of prestige. This releases dopamine into your brain, the substance that can make you 
addicted. 

• Investment. Something is asked of you, such as making friends and responding to messages, 
which means the offered product or service will become yours just a little bit. 

Research 

For Compernolle, it’s clear that constant distractions have a negative effect on our ability to 

concentrate. Other researchers agree, although they are perhaps a little more cautious about making 

firm conclusions. Slagter says there’s certainly evidence of the negative impact of Internet use on our 

ability to concentrate, but only at a behavioural level. ‘In this kind of study, groups that spend a lot of 

time online are often compared with groups that hardly ever go online, but then you leave open the 

possibility that people who like distractions go online more often, so that group would score more 

poorly on concentration tasks anyway, for that very reason.’ 

According to Slagter, no good studies have yet been done into the long-term effects of social media 

use, or into what exactly happens in our brains. But she expects that the impact of intensive Internet 

use on the ability to concentrate would be negative, particularly for children. ‘I think that spending 

three hours a day on your phone would have a real effect on how the three networks are formed. 

Especially if you look at how social media is designed. Constant distractions are encouraged, so 

https://www.managementboek.nl/boek/9780241184837/hooked-how-to-build-habit-forming-products-engels-nir-eyal?affiliate=3894
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you’re permanently at the reflex level. You’re always tempted to just have a look and see if there’s a 

message, with unexpected rewards. Then you spend less time working on a task that requires deep 

concentration. Unexpected rewards are actually the biggest factor in the development of an Internet 

addiction.’ 

The problem is clear to Theeuwes as well. ‘Our ability to concentrate has decreased, not because of 

our brains, but because we permit increasing levels of disruption.’ Doesn’t he sometimes feel like a 

bit of an old grouch? Aren’t there also claims that young people are becoming more social because 

they have so much contact with each other through social media? He laughs. ‘But that has nothing to 

do with deep attention. Children do their homework together through social media and that’s great, 

but if you have to learn something by heart, you can’t let yourself get distracted.’ Might it be good 

for their language skills? ‘Well, I’ve read a lot of theses, and there’s no evidence of that.’ 

Compernolle believes there’s only one effective method of halting the decline in our ability to 

concentrate. ‘You have to work in blocks, because otherwise it can really mess up your thinking.’ 
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Appendix 3 – General study skills 
Information 
To be able to study effectively, use additional strategies aimed at organisation, preparation and 

having the right mindset. 

A number of the skills and strategies described below were probably covered during the training 

course. Others may not have come up. Discuss them with your trainer. 

 

Be well prepared 
Good preparation is half the battle. The most important strategy is to make sure you have the right 

learning materials to hand. In other words:  

• Make a list of what you have to study and/or achieve. 

• Make sure you have the right supplies handy, and that they’re up to date. 

• Make recordings of lessons during the semester and note down the times in the recording 

where you need to pay extra close attention. 

• Ask other people for notes from lessons you’ve missed. 

 

Get organised before you start working  

Consciously choose a place to work and get it organised. Organise yourself, too. Think about the 

following key points: 

• Choose a good workspace – At school, in the library, in your flat or in your bedroom. If you’re 

going to sit at the kitchen table with everyone coming and going around you, you run the risk 

of blurring the boundaries between ‘working for your study programme’ and ‘chilling out 

together’.  

• Keep your workspace clean and free of clutter. 

• Organise your materials, place your textbook and notes on the right and your laptop on the 

left. Work digitally with multiple screens, or split your screen between your digital learning 

materials and your notes. 

• If you’re working at home or in a home environment, organise ‘yourself’ to ensure you have 

the right mindset. This includes tidying yourself up as if you were heading out to class. For 

example: have a shower, change your clothes, put on shoes.  

• Reduce possible distractions. Having good music and your favourite snack close by seems like 

a good idea, but it can also be too tempting. 

• Reduce social digital distractions. Mute your phone or turn on apps that will make sure 

you’re not disturbed. Put on headphones. Give your phone to someone else to look after. 

• Schedule short breaks to allow yourself to recharge. How long you can concentrate for differs 

from one person to the next, but taking a short break (one to two minutes) every twenty 

minutes will help you stay focused on your task.  
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Engage in active study  

Remember: ‘study’ is a verb. You don’t have to sit still, ‘hunched over a book’ or staring at your 

laptop screen. You can walk around, talk out loud, write, draw, or make, listen to and repeat 

recordings. 

• Read through your notes at least once within an hour after your class. Although this is often 

not possible in practice, in principle this works really well. In any event, try to do it as soon as 

possible after the class. 

• Write your notes out again. Turn your notes into diagrams. 

• Supplement your notes with things you learn from listening to your recordings of your 

classes. 

• Make and use flash cards. 

• Talk with someone about the material, or even better, explain the material to someone else. 

• Record yourself reading your notes aloud, and listen back to the recordings. 

• In your head, make a video of the materials you need to study. 

• Hang up a list of things you need to learn by heart, in a place you go often (beside the couch, 

in the toilet). 

 

Build in routines 

Organising your environment and daily routines helps you get started on study tasks and makes it 

easier to remember what you’re supposed to be doing and where you can find the materials and 

equipment you need. 

• Stick to a structured timetable. Work out your daily routine, and schedule the tasks you want 

to do but don’t have the discipline for or that you often forget to do, such as reading your 

study materials over and over, getting exercise, and tidying your room. 

• Use ‘automatic places’ for things: places in your environment where you always keep certain 

items, so that you always know where to find them. 

• Create automatic places for: 

o Textbooks and notes 

o Your laptop 

o Important documents 

o Important telephone numbers 

o Your diary / mobile phone / iPad, etc. 

o Your keys 

The more you use these strategies, the more productive your learning sessions will be. 
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Appendix 4 – Feedback on the training course 
Which topics were the most helpful?  

__________________________________________________________________________ 

_________________________________________________________________________ 

Which concepts or exercises were too easy or too hard? 

__________________________________________________________________________ 

__________________________________________________________________________ 

What other topics would you have liked to see covered? 

___________________________________________________________________________ 

___________________________________________________________________________ 

Do you have any other comments or suggestions? 

___________________________________________________________________________ 

 

 

 


