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Imagine you have a job to do. You have several options for the tools to choose for the job. Some tools are efficient. Some tools are  

not. If you choose the wrong tool the job will take a lot longer than it needs to. If you select a tool that is twice as efficient as  

another, the job gets done in half the time as it would with the less efficient tool.

The strategies we discuss in these lessons are proven tips to be more productive with studying. We point out ways to study and  

complete homework in far less time, to study less but get better grades. We show the right “tools” for the job called schoolwork.

The best students in the world aren't necessarily smarter than other students. They've just developed habits that led to success,  

again and again. This Ebook explains those habits so students can overcome their own issues and begin getting much better  

grades.

This Ebook is divided into several “lessons.” Each lesson shows a specific technique, habit, approach, or strategy that top students  

consistently do with their schoolwork. The tips we share in this Ebook are not made up. They are not unique. They are proven  

methods that really do work and can transform mediocre students into high-performing students. This Ebook compiles research 

from education experts and productivity gurus. While this Ebook was primarily written this for parents of middle school or high 

school students, the lessons apply to any students, at any age.

With that, let's begin the first lesson.
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Lesson 1 of 7: The Power of Practice Exams
The first lesson in this Ebook is a tip that could increase studying productivity 

by 7.5 times! In other words, a student could learn as much in one hour with 

this method as they could in seven and a half hours with other study 

methods that students often use. The habit to develop is to take practice 

exams; lots of practice exams!

Students study in many ways. Unfortunately, most of the methods are 

ineffective. Taking notes, rewriting notes, reading chapters, and highlighting 

are common, yet very ineffective, ways to study. They don't work well.  

However, taking practice exams is a studying strategy that consistently leads 

to high test and quiz scores.

Consider the cost of using an effective learning method to study. Students 

only have so much time to devote to study. If a student spends that time 

using a low-quality method, then there is little time available for another 

method. When students devote their time to the highest-quality methods 

their grades will reflect it.

Why is taking practice exams so effective?

Why does this one study-method help students so much more than other ways of studying, like highlighting, reading, or rewriting 

notes? Here are several of the reasons that taking practice exams is so effective:

Reduces test anxiety: Timed tests add anxiety to the test-taking experience. The more a student can practice taking exams that  

are similar to a real exam, the more anxiety decreases. It's similar to how airline pilots practice maneuvers in simulators. By  

repeating maneuvers over and over, airline pilots are prepared for the real thing so they can be calm when a serious event happens.  

The same phenomenon happens to students who take practice exams.

Effective Preparation: Taking practice exams first requires creating practice exams. Unfortunately, this is a deterrent that prevents  

many students from taking practice exams. But creating a practice exam isn't wasted time. Students are actually studying while  

they create their own practice exams because the act of creating practice exam forces them to think like teachers, to anticipate  

questions, and to engage in critical thinking. Compared to highlighting, rewriting notes, or any of the other ineffective study 

methods, creating a practice exam prepares a student for actual test questions.

Improves Recall: For students, recall is simply the ability to bring a fact, event, or situation into a student's mind so it can be  

explained or written on a test. In a timed test, if recall is slow then the student wastes time and may not finish the test. No other  

method of studying will increase recall speed the way taking practice exams will. A 2006 study resulted in a paper being written  

called, Test-Enhanced Learning. That paper states that, “Testing is a powerful means of improving learning, not just assessing it.” It  
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showed that students who take lots of practice exams before the actual exams did far better and had superior recall to students  

who studied in other ways.

Allows Students to Measure Results: If students study by highlighting, rewriting notes, or passively reading textbooks, there is no 

way to know how useful the study session was. There isn't a “grade” to evaluate whether a student understood the material.  

However, practice exams truly reveal what students know, allowing them to focus their remaining time on learning what they do not  

yet know. 

Reduces wasted time: Consider how much time is wasted by passively reading text. Passive reading means that students read  

without examining the purpose of the material. They glaze over pages of text without questions in mind, and they do not reflect  

upon what was read. Passive reading gives people the illusion that 

they are learning, when in fact they are not learning much at all.  

Passively reading text has retention rates of only around 10%. 

Consider that. If you passively read ten pages you will probably only 

remember one page. That's a terrible way to study. And highlighting 

or rewriting notes are almost as bad.

Taking practice exams, on the other hand, increases retention to over 

75%. And doing three practice exams helps to get that number close 

to 100% because each iteration focuses on the difficult questions.

How to create practice exams

One of the reasons students study by using ineffective study methods is they do not like putting in the work to create practice  

exams in the first place. It's easier just to jump in and begin reading or highlighting text. Yet, if students spent only two hours on  

creating and taking practice exams, it would be the retention-equivalent of 15 hours of reading or highlighting. It's well worth the 

effort. 

Here are a few strategies students can use to create practice exams.

Imagine being the teacher: Teachers create their tests using the same information available to students. They use textbooks and  

class notes, and then they rewrite the format in the form of test questions. There is no reason students cannot do the same.  Instead  

of passively reading textbooks, students should read textbooks with the intention of making a practice test. They should pull out all  

text that stands out as “test-worthy” and then rewrite that text into the form of questions and answers. For example, the following 

excerpt comes from a 7th Grade History Textbook:

Historians and archaeologists study fossils, artifacts, and written records to learn about the past. 

Here are a couple of ways this text could be rewritten into Q and A format:
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Q: What do historians and archaeologists study?

A: Fossils, artifacts, and written records to learn about the past. 

Q: Name three things that historians and archaeologists study:

A: 1) Fossils, 2) Artifacts, 3) Written Records

Q: Fossils, artifacts, and written records are used by what two professions to learn about the past?

A: 1) Historians and 2)  Archaeologists

So when we say to avoid passively reading, we are not saying to avoid reading. We are saying students should read and make a  

practice test at the same time.

Use a quiz app: Quizlet and Quizizz are two apps that allow students to create practice exams. They are excellent ways to study for  

many types of tests. To increase productivity students can collaborate and share quizzes they create. For example, a student could  

work with three or four other students, each producing one quiz. Then they share them so they each have four or five practice  

exams to to take.

Take notes with questions in mind:  When you jot down notes in class, some notes should stand out as possible test questions.  

Students can mark excerpts that are good for test question with a Q so they can quickly identify them and rewrite them for practice  

exams. An alternative is to write actual questions in the margins, rather than just a Q.

Use Cornell Notes: Cornell Notes offer a way of taking notes in class that spur better retention. Part of the Cornell Note Taking 

Method is generating practice exam questions, so Cornell Notes are a fantastic technique to learn. We've created a video that 

quickly explains how to take effective Cornell Notes.

Ask the teacher: Teachers may be willing to give practice exams to students. It never hurts to ask. They may have tests from prior  

years that they'd be willing to share. If not, they could probably guide students about the format of the test, letting them know if the  

questions will be multiple choice, short answer, essay, etc.

Use homework and textbook questions: Homework is not just busy-work. It's meant to introduce or practice things that the class 

is designed to teach. Many questions can be derived from homework. For classes like math, the textbook and worksheets given out  

in class are great sources for creating practice exams. Many textbooks have online websites with practice exams available, so see if  

that's a possibility.

Repeat the same tests: After some time elapses, students should try retaking the practice test to see if they improve.They should  

attempt to narrow down the questions to only those that give them trouble. Each time a student takes a practice exam they should  

put a mark next to the ones they feel they know well enough not to study again. Then, when they retake the practice exam, they  

should only focus on the questions without the marks. This means the number of questions to study continually decreases with  

each practice exam taken.  Students should also test their speed, which should improve, as well.
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Lesson 2 of 7: How study less and get better grades!
What to be more productive? Do less.

You read that correctly. In Tim Ferriss’s book, The Four Hour Work 

Week, he discusses the difference between being active and being 

productive. What Tim is referring to is how people work without 

working effectively. This applies to students. If a student stares at a 

page in their textbook for half an hour but does not comprehend it 

because he is mentally fatigued, is he productive? Being active and 

being productive are two entirely different conditions.

There have been numerous studies on how our minds work while 

being mentally strained. When a student sits down to study, the level  

of comprehension she undergoes declines over time. Two fascinating 

facts accompany the issue of mental acuity declining when the mind is strained. One is how quickly mental acuity declines. The  

other fascinating fact is how little it takes to recover mental acuity.

Consider studying for a test. In the graph below notice that the green color fades with time. Think of the green color as a student's  

mental acuity. The darker the green, the more "charged" the student's mind is. Over time, they get burned out, and they become  

less effective. This is the situation when students find themselves mindlessly staring at a page in a textbook and not processing  

anything at all.

 

What is the key to studying effectively?

The key to studying effectively is simple: avoid the light green! When students study too long in a single-sitting they  become 

ineffective. How long is too long? For most students, it is only about 25 to 30 minutes.
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In other words, after about 25 to 30 minutes, students are not grasping the material they are attempting to study anywhere near  

their peak potential. Their level of concentration is at a minimum. But the amazing thing is how little time it takes to recover. To  

recover, all a student needs to do is take a short break, just 5 to 10 minutes spent doing something enjoyable, before he resumes  

studying again. Students can listen to music, play guitar, lift weights, watch a quick Youtube video, walk around the house, or do  

anything it takes clear their mind. After the break, the mind is ready for another 25-minute study session.

The human brain is like a battery. It can concentrate, or run, for about 25 minutes before it needs to be recharged. The short break 

recharges a student's mental battery, giving her a fresh charge for another 25 minute study session. And when she begins to study  

this way, her study sessions look like this.

That's a lot more effective study time!

The video you see below is from Dr. Marty Lobdell. Dr. Lobdell points out several key concepts with regard to studying effectively.  

During the video he discusses this exact point. This isn't original, but it's extremely important to understand for students who want  

to improve how they study. The video is a classic, timeless lecture that every parent and student should watch, which is why we  

wanted to share it here.
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Introducing the Pomodoro Technique

The Pomodoro technique is simply this idea, 25-minute studying-sessions with short breaks, with a funny name. Before smart  

phones, a Pomodoro was a mechanical timer that looked like a tomato. The technique was named after the timer. But the name isn't  

important. The technique is.

We already discussed why it works — because it prevents you from attempting to work with a nearly dead mental battery. But how  

do you actually apply the Pomodoro Technique.

It is simply a matter of a student timing himself while doing schoolwork. He must turn off all distractions during the short work 

period, and he should take the appropriate breaks when his concentration level nearly depleted.

Start of Cycle One

25 minutes: Study or do school work

https://www.gradeleap.com/
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5 minutes: Take a quick break and do something fun

Start of Cycle Two

● 25 minutes: Study or do school work

● 5 minutes: Take a quick break and do something fun

Start of Cycle Three

● 25 minutes: Study or do school work

● 5 minutes: Take a quick break and do something fun

Start of Cycle Four

● 25 minutes: Study or do school work

● 15 to 30 minutes: Take a longer break and do something fun

The Pomodoro Technique has students repeat this pattern until all tasks for the project or assignments are completed.

Note that 25 minutes is an average. It isn’t set in stone. As students become a more effective with this habit, that time may increase.  

Also, working on something that students find very interesting will not drain their mental battery as fast, so students may find they  

can work longer on tasks they enjoy than they can on tasks that are not as enjoyable.

That’s it for this post. In our next post we want to introduce you to a time-

saving tip that will allow you to simply cut out a significant amount of work 

so you don’t even have to waste time on it.
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Lesson 3 of 7: Planning for better schoolwork productivity
When students have a lot of things to do, it is easy for them to feel 

overwhelmed. They become paralyzed by the enormous list in front of them. 

This mental roadblock needs to be confronted. Students cannot let the size 

of the obstacle prevent them from attacking their schoolwork agenda. 

Too much schoolwork to do

In essence, students are eating an elephant. It’s an old cliche, but it is useful when thinking about a long list of things that need to  

get done. 

How do you eat an elephant? One bite at a time.
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The first bite: Getting started with organizing your schoolwork

Where students often go wrong in time-management, is working without a plan. Planning is perhaps the most important step in 

time-management because proper planning helps you avoid working on things that just don’t matter. A good plan should meet the 

following three criteria:

1. The plan should be simple

2. The plan should allow you to prioritize your schoolwork

3. The plan should eliminate unnecessary work

Hopefully you are writing down your assignments in a notebook planner or an online schoolwork planner like the one on GradeLeap.  

If you are not writing down when the assignments are due, you cannot possibly plan a strategy to get your homework done 

efficiently.

Let’s imagine a typical student’s to-do list. Suppose you have the following things do:

1. Math homework due tomorrow

2. Science homework due tomorrow

3. Science test in two days

4. History test in two days

5. A paper in English due in two days

6. A math test in three days

7. A required reading in History in four days
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When you look at your list of things to do, think about what needs to be completed soon. Then think about what can wait.  

Additionally, consider the overall amount of energy and time each task or project will take.

1. Math homework due tomorrow (30 minutes)

2. Science homework due tomorrow (60 minutes)

3. Science test in two days (4 hours)

4. History test in two days (2 hours)

5. A paper in English due in two days (4 hours)

6. A math test in three days (4 hours)

7. A required reading in History in four days (4 hours)

Adding that up, you have 19 hours and 30 minutes worth of homework to get done in 

four days. That’s a good bit! But with proper planning, you can get it done. First, we can ignore 8 hours worth of work by not  

worrying about the last three assignments that are due in three to four days. We can focus immediately on the other items, which  

changes our list to:

1. Math homework due tomorrow (30 minutes)

2. Science homework due tomorrow (60 minutes)

3. Science test in two days (4 hours)

4. History test in two days (2 hours)

5. A paper in English due in two days (4 hours)

That is 11 hours and 30 minutes of work due in two days. Two assignments are due tomorrow. We need to do those today, and that  

will take us 90 minutes to complete. But if we stop there, we also leave ourselves 10 hours of work to do tomorrow, and that’s too  

much!

We need to do more today. Because there is science homework due tomorrow, why not also start studying for the science test  

today, since some of the material is fresh in your head from doing the homework. The Science test is a four-hour task. If you study  

three hours for the science test today, you would only have one hour left to study for it before test-time.

That would be 4 hours and 30 minutes today, and 7 hours tomorrow. Still too much tomorrow.

A possible solution is to work for about 2 hours writing the English paper today. By working for a bit on the English paper, you will  

complete about half of that assignment and give your brain a rest from the studying you did for the Science test.

That would be 6 hours 30 minutes today and 5 hours tomorrow. This approach allows you to get most of it done today and not be 

completely overwhelmed if more assignments are given tomorrow. Not easy, but manageable. And by planning it, you now have a  
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mental picture of the amount of time the work is going to take you. But even more important, you can see what you need to work on  

first.

The benefits of proper planning

Here’s the great benefit of planning your schoolwork strategy. When you get good at it, you learn to stay ahead of the assignments  

in front of you because you are aware of how much work lay ahead. You then typically don’t run into situations where you have 11  

hours and 30 minutes worth of work in two days. You are more likely to have much of it finished in advance.

In the next section, we’ll cover one of my favorite time management concepts — The Pomodoro Technique — which will save you a  

ton of time and frustration in your studies if you make it a habit. I guarantee it!

https://www.gradeleap.com/


Visit GradeLeap: Track, manage, and organize an entire family's schoolwork assignments in one place.

Lesson 4 of 7: How to get rid of unnecessary schoolwork!

One of the best ways you can save time is simple. Don’t spend time on tasks that do not matter. Such a simple idea, yet most of us  

do just the opposite. We waste huge amounts of time on tasks that have very little importance on whatever results we are hoping to  

achieve. In this post, I want to introduce you to one of the most important time-saving concepts you will ever learn. It is something  

that will not only help you save time on your schoolwork, but on every project that you get involved in for the rest of your life!

Some of you may be familiar with Pareto’s Law. But for those who are not, Pareto's Law — also called the 80-20 principle — states  

that roughly 80% of the effects come from 20% of the causes. This has all sorts of implications, such as:

● 80% of your problems in school come from about 20% of your classes or teachers.

● 20% of the clothes you own are worn 80% of the time.

● 20% of the food you eat causes 80% of the problems you may experience with gaining weight.

● 20% of the people in your life are responsible for 80% of your headaches!

The 80/20 principle applies to so much in life, it is almost scary. And yes, you can use the 80/20 principle to weed out schoolwork  

that is not important, too.

Before we describe how to apply the 80/20 principle to your schoolwork, let’s point out the obvious differences between studying  

for a test, working on a research paper, and doing assigned homework. The 80/20 principle can help you reduce the time you spend  

studying for a test or writing a research paper, more than it can help with doing assigned homework problems. That is because you  

cannot really weed our 80% of the homework problems you were asked to do and expect to get a good grade. That isn’t how it  

works. But for certain projects or assignments like studying for a test and writing an essay or paper, it can be a huge time-saver.
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For example, suppose you have a test in Science. And you study and study. You take the test, only to find out that 80% of what was  

on the test was covered by 20% of what you actually studied. Wow! If you just focused on that 20% of material, you would have  

nailed 80% of the test questions. That isn’t to say you should ignore the other 80% of the material. It simply means that you should  

allocate more time to the 20% that matters most. Of course you cannot always know the exact questions a teacher will ask on a  

test, but you can probably do a better job than you are doing now in knowing what is important and what is not, just by having an  

understanding of what types of questions your teacher is likely to ask. Often teachers will tell a class what is important and what  

isn’t. If they mention in class that something is important, consider that to be part of the 20% of the material that you should focus  

on.

Now, you might be saying to yourself, “I don’t want to just get an 80 on a test. I want to get a 100.” And you should. But to get the  

100, you don’t need to study all of the material equally. Your grade will be higher, and you will save considerable time, if you focus  

more attention on the 20% of the material that is really important and then quickly review the remaining 80% of the material that is  

less important.

Suppose you are going to allocate 4 hours studying for your Science test. Assume the green bar below represents all of the material  

that you covered that could possibly be on the test.

Now assume that the teacher pointed out several things that will be on the test. Also assume that the teacher mentioned that it will  

be mostly multiple choice questions with 3 or 4 writing questions. Lastly, assume you took good notes from the class lectures and 

homework given. Using these clues, you can determine what is most important to study. You can then break down your studying  

material like this:
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Since you allotted 4 hours to study, spend more than 3 hours on the most important material and less than 1 hour on the least  

important material.

The most important material consists of:

● The things your teacher specifically mentioned will be on the test

● Questions you can derive from your notes

● Questions you can derive from your homework

The less important material consists of:

● Everything else!

The 80/20 principle is about elimination, reducing and focusing. Eliminate or reduce the the things that do not matter as much, so  

you can focus on the few things that do matter most.

Let’s apply Pareto’s Law to a research paper. Suppose you decide to write a paper on Abraham Lincoln. First, you need to weed  

down the scope of the paper. This is far too broad. Hundreds of books have been written on Abraham Lincoln, so you cannot  

expect to cover him entirely. But you can focus on one aspect about him that could fit into a paper. You might, for example, write a  

paper about:

● How Abraham Lincoln dealt with personal tragedy during his Presidency

● How Abraham Lincoln helped to end slavery in the United States

● Why Abraham Lincoln violated the Constitution to preserve the union

Once you have an idea about the paper’s focus, you can then weed out, using the 80/20 principle, things that are not that important.  

In each of those topics, you wouldn’t write a lot about Abraham Lincoln’s childhood. You wouldn’t write much about his time prior to 

becoming President. You want to focus most of your effort on the little bit that matters. Assuming you chose to write about the first  

topic: How Abraham Lincoln dealt with personal tragedy during his Presidency, you could do a google search about Abraham 

Lincoln tragedies. You would find that:

● His oldest son, Robert, had a distant relationship with his father, in part because during his formative years, Abraham  

Lincoln spent months on the judicial circuit.

● His son, Edward (Eddie) Baker Lincoln, was born March 10, 1846, and died before his 4th birthday from pulmonary  

tuberculosis.

● The union dissolved when he became president.

● The union lost battle-after-battle during the war.

● On February 20, 1862, his son Willie died in the White House, probably of typhoid fever.
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● Lincoln was vilified by the press during most of his time in office.

● The Battle of Gettysburg was won by the Union, but 53,000 people were killed in that battle. This tragedy led to the  

Gettysburg Address, which solidified the union cause of the war.

● Roughly 2% of the population, an estimated 620,000 men, lost their lives in the line of duty during the Civil War.

● He was assassinated within days of the end of the Civil War.

● The tragedy didn’t end after his death. His youngest son, Tad, died in 1871 at the age of 18. His wife Mary went insane.

● With these facts, you can begin the process of writing your paper and avoid writing about a lot of things that should not  

be included.

To learn more about the 80/20 principle, here are a few great links about it on the web.

➢ Understanding Pareto Principle  

➢ The 80/20 Rule of Productivity  

➢ Raising your grades using the 80/20 Rule  

There is another hugely important law of nature that will help you save time, but we’ll cover that in the next post.
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Lesson 5 of 7: Why rushing can be good for your grades!

Is it good to have a lot of time to finish a project? Is being rushed, bad? Most would say, “Yes!” But what if I told you that one of the  

best time-management skills involves putting yourself into a “rushed” situation. In this post I am going to discuss a popular law of  

nature, that if understood, can be used by you to get things done much faster than you do now.

Parkinson's Law is the adage that "work expands so as to fill the time available for its completion”. What this means is that if you  

have a task to complete, say a school project, that has two weeks allotted to complete it, you will tend to fill the entire two weeks  

working here-and-there on the project. For example, if it is a book report, you will likely do about a week or more of researching and 

getting ideas before really writing the report, then you will play around with different ways of writing it. You will probably edit it 

several times, and at the end of the two-weeks, turn it in. But what if you only had a day to complete the book report? Well, in that  

case, you’d quickly do a little bit of research and write the paper as quickly as you can; you’d adjust the things you put into the  

report to fit the very short timeframe.

Parkinson’s Law can applied in a way to help you with your schoolwork, so you don’t expand work more than is necessary.

Before I continue, let me tell you what I am not suggesting. I am not suggesting that you wait until the very last minute to do your  

work. While that would certainly create the “rushed” state of mind that would cause you to condense the project, it does not do it in  

way that is organized or forgiving. If you wait until the last minute, then something comes up that prevents you from working on the 

project at that last minute, the assignment doesn’t get done. Not good.

Applying Parkinson’s Law to your life is about doing four things, really:

1. Considering how much time you should allot to a given task, and making that time short enough so that you are not filling 

the time up with unimportant activity.

2. Give yourself a deadline that you will stick to.

3. Timing yourself so the tasks get done in that allowed time and writing down how much time you are spending on the tasks 

(e.gg.timer).

4. Doing the tasks before they need to be done (7 habits, quadrant 2).
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Chunk your long-term assignments up into short tasks

When a teacher assigns work that is due in two-weeks, it doesn’t mean 

that the assignment needs to take two-weeks to complete. Consider the 

assignment as a whole. Break down the assignment into sub-tasks, and 

consider how long each sub-task should take so you can estimate the 

time the entire assignment should take.

Give yourself a deadline that you will stick to

The two-week due date is, of course, a deadline. But it doesn’t have to be 

your deadline. Your personal deadline can, and should, be much earlier.  

Assume you determined the entire assignment will take 8 hours of actually 

work. Look at your agenda and determine where you can and will fit in that 

8 hours of work, so the entire project is done early.

A personal deadline is just that. Personal. It is up to you to make it imperative. If you skip it, no one will be the wiser. Except you.  

You will know that you have failed to accomplish what you said you could in the time you intended. And you need to develop the  

habit of making your personal deadlines imperative. Otherwise, they have no meaning.

Time your tasks

This goes back the Pomodoro Technique. By timing yourself for short-bursts of work and eliminating distractions while working, you 

can work at maximum focus for very little time and get a ton of work done. Contrast that with working on something with the TV on, 

engaging in social media chatter, texting, and being subject to other distractions. The result of all of that distraction is a lot of time to  

complete something that ends up being low-quality.

People are horrible at multi-tasking. When someone appears to be an expert at multi-tasking, they are really single-tasking in a very  

organized way. Eliminate the distractions and work in short-bursts. You’ll find that you can have way more free time in the end, and  

your grades will improve dramatically.

Do tasks before they need to be done

One of my favorite books is a classic in the business and productivity world. The Seven Habits of Highly Successful People by  

Steven Covey hit so many good points about how to manage life from a different perspective, I won’t bother trying to repeat much  

of it. Just read it for yourself someday. But I will let you in a little part of it that applies to this post.

Consider the things you do. Anything. You can define anything you do using two characteristics:

● Important or Not Important

● Urgent or Not Urgent

Steven Covey used these characteristics to categorize the things you do in life, into four different buckets (or quadrants).
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Without getting too deep into it, think of what could go into each quadrant. For example, something in quadrant 1 might be an 

assignment that you put off until the last minute. It is important and urgent. Quadrant 4 might be something like watching TV or 

checking out the latest things your friends posted on Facebook. Quadrant 3 might be something like your friend bothering your for  

something trivial.

But pay attention to quadrant 2. That is the quadrant that Steven Covey points out as where successful people spend most of their  

time. They spend time on things that are not urgent, but are important. So, considering your school assignment, it is important. If  

you don’t do it, you get an “F”. But it is due in two weeks, so it is not urgent. If wait to work on it until the last minute, it will slide to  

quadrant 1. But for now, it is quadrant 2. And if you want to be successful in anything, you need to develop the habit of working in  

quadrant 2. Get it done early!

Hopefully this post has helped change your perspective a bit about how not to allow yourself to expand work to the time allotted. In  

the next post, I want to jump into your environment, and show you how where you work is as important as how you work.
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Lesson 6 of 7: Choosing your study environment wisely!

Where do you study or do schoolwork? Do you have a designated place, or do you hunt around and search for the best place at the  

time that you decide to do work? How much time is wasted just looking for the place to study and getting it set up to begin with? In  

this post I want to talk about creating your perfect study environments so you can save time and study much more effectively.

In his classic video lecture called Study Less Study Smart, Marty Lobdell discusses several important tips about creating your  

perfect study environment. In the Youtube video below, he talks about this point at 10:20 into the video, but I definitely recommend  

watching the full hour. It’s chalk full of great points.

Dr. Lobdell points out 3 bad places to study, which chances are, most people actually are guilty of. The three bad places to study  

are:

1. Your bedroom

2. Your kitchen

3. Your family room (or living room)

People are affected by environmental cues. That means their surroundings can drive behavior, and the primary function of a  

particular place will drive you to want to do what is supposed to happen in that location. It’s way the hardest part of working out is  

just getting to the gym. Have you ever gone to a gym and NOT worked out?
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Why studying in your bedroom is bad

The primary function of a bedroom is to sleep. And because of that, people who study in their  

bedroom tend to get tired while studying — especially if you attempt to study while laying down in 

your bed.

Why studying in your kitchen is bad

The primary function of a kitchen is to eat. This means you will find yourself more tempted 

to get up and snack while working. Not only is this a distraction, but it is also a source of 

unnecessary weight gain. In addition, a kitchen is room shared by the family, so chances  

are other members of the family will be coming and going while you are attempting to 

concentrate.

Why studying in your living room is bad

Similar to a kitchen, a living room is shared by the entire family. As such, it is inundated with 

distractions as people pass through.
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So what is the ideal study location?

Rather than explaining exactly what the perfect study environment is, I want to give general concepts that will help you shape your  

own personal study spaces.

Have you ever worked on something that you just got into? Have you ever experienced a time where you were working and lost  

track of time, only to find out you’d been working for much longer than you thought. That is getting into a zone. When your 

environment is set up correctly, getting into a zone is possible. When it is filled with distractions such as people interrupting 

andtemptations like food, games, social medial, or texting, it is nearly impossible to get into a zone.

Students’ top distractions

The top distractions that can rob a student of time include:

● Your phone

● Your computer

● Your friends

● Your family

● Your physical needs

● Clutter and disorganization

● Music (Depending on the type of music.)

● Television (Avoid completely!)

● Things you would rather be doing

The solution to eliminating these distractions is somewhat 

personal. For example, I love working with music. But it the music is too loud, I am thinking about the music and not about what I  

am working on. And depending on what I am working on, the music may just need to be turned off. As for TV, it is ALWAYS a  

horrible idea to have it on while trying to work.

There are also things I would rather be doing than working on something. But once I decide a task is important and needs to be  

finished, I know I will save a lot more time be eliminating the distractions while working than I would if I allow them to infect my 

work-time.
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Creating your perfect study environments

I say environments — plural — because you can have more than 

one study environment. But each one needs to be well thought out 

in order to make it work for you. After you’ve created your study 

environment, test it out. Does it seem to work? Do you find yourself 

getting bored or tired? Does it prevent distractions?

My unusual favorite work environment

One of the best places I have personally found to work is something that some of you might be able to incorporate. My work day  

typically involved a lot of sitting, and as such, I was subjecting myself to potential health issues. So I built a treadmill desk. You can  

buy these, but I built mine for about $50. I already had a treadmill, so I just needed to build the desk around it. I’m sharing the plans  

for it at the bottom of this post, but let me describe the benefits of working or studying on a treadmill desk before I continue.

Better concentration

When I am working on a treadmill desk, I typically walk at about 2.5 to 3 mph and I put it at an 2% incline to introduce a slight hill.  

The walking keeps me much more alert than sitting does, and I find I can plug away at tasks for a lot longer than I can if I were  

sitting, without getting bored. Maybe it is the blood flow. I really don’t know, but I definitely see a huge difference in my personal  

productivity while working on the treadmill desk.

Killing two birds with one stone

I am able to get significant exercise in while getting work done. 

Just 2 hours of work on the treadmill desk is more than a 5 mile 

walk. It is one of the best time-savers I have ever found when it  

comes to fitting exercise into my day, while still getting done 

what I need to.

Keeps you fit

When you struggle with fitness or weight control, everything gets 

more difficult, including studying. By staying fitter, you are able to 

focus and perform better on just about anything. And believe me 

when I say walking makes you fitter. Consider 2 hours per day for 

200 days per year, walking on the treadmill desk. That equates to 

1000 miles per year walked! And while different people will have 

different results, for myself in terms of calories and pounds of fat, that is about 100,000 calories and 28 pounds of fat! Every year!  

It’s really an amazing lifestyle change that I hope some of you will incorporate into your own lives.
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Your study or homework area should have the following attributes:

1. No distractions

2. Easy to find and access the materials you need

3. Should be well lighted

4. Should put you in a studying mood when there

We’ll cover organizing your study area in another course, because it is a huge discussion, but do put some thought into where your  

study area will be. And don’t think it can just be anywhere if you want to get the most productivity out of your study time.
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Lesson 7 of 7: Putting it all together!

From Lesson 1

Taking practice exams is the single-most effective way for students to study for tests. It can increase retention by as much as 7.5 times the  

retention levels associated with other study techniques, like passive reading, highlighting, or rewriting notes.

Don't just take one practice exam to study for a test. Take a lot. Repeat the practice exams until the information is easily known. This will  

increase recall so students can get the correct answers faster, which allows them to increase their chances of finishing their tests.

From Lesson 2

Don't study for very long periods of time.

People cannot focus on a mentally challenging subject for a long time. 

About 25 to 30 minutes is the average amount of time a person can 

concentrate on something before their mind begins to wonder. But studies 

consistently show that if you take a 5 to 10 minute break, you will be able 

to concentrate near your peak again.

Time your work using the Pomodoro Technique

The Pomodoro Technique is a systematic approach to studying in a short 

burst and recovering with a break. During that break, and do something 

you enjoy — something that takes your mind off of studying and allows you to recover.

From Lesson 3 

Plan your school work, but not too much.

In lesson 1 we discussed planning your work. When planning, avoid precise details that are more than a day away. It’s like a weather  

forecast. The forecast is more accurate the closer it is to the current time. Planning specific tasks several days out is just as  

inaccurate. Rather, have a list of things that are important to do. From that list, pull out the tasks that should be done sooner rather  

than later. A week or so is generally a good timeframe to have your list for. Then, either the night before or the morning of, plan your  

day. Don’t plan more than a day. Just plan the one day, and use the time-blocking techniques we discussed.

Keep notes portable to make use of spare time.

You might be able to use spare time to knock out a considerable amount of work in time that would have otherwise been wasted.  

For example, suppose you have 15 minutes to wait for something. You might be able to use that time reading, studying from some 
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index cards, or doing a few math problems. To do that, it is necessary to have your notes accessable. You can have them on a  

mobile device, index cards, notepad, or whatever works for you. Making use of little breaks you have throughout the day will  

significantly reduce your workload later. Take advantage of them.

From Lesson 4

Eliminate work before you begin it.

Applying the 80/20 rule to your studying will save you a tremendous amount of time, and help you get better grades — if you apply  

it correctly. Applying the 80/20 rule incorrectly could backfire. You want to eliminate the unimportant things — not things that 

actually do matter.

For example, suppose you are going to have a test on chapter 3 in your science book. Your teacher probably discussed the chapter  

with you during lectures. He or she probably assigned homework and reading for the chapter. By focusing most of your attention on  

those assignments and notes from the lectures, you can avoid studying things that will not matter.

Become a smart note-taker.

It is common when taking notes to try to write down everything being said. The problem with this is simple — you cannot write as 

fast as the teacher speaks. If you are constantly writing during lectures, you are probably not processing what the teacher is saying.  

But not taking notes is a mistake, as well.

So where is the balance? The key to note taking is to jot down main ideas and questions that make sense to you. For example,  

suppose the teacher is discussing the solar system and says during a lecture:

The sun is the center of the solar system. The 4 inner planets are the rocky planets. These are Mercury, Venus, Earth and Mars. The  

outer 4 planets are the gas giants. These are Jupiter, Saturn, Uranus and Neptune. The farther a planet is from the sun, the slower it  

travels around the sun. Also, the farther the planet is, the greater the circumference of its orbit. For both of these reasons, a year is  

longer for planets farther from the sun.

You are better off writing down questions and general ideas, rather than trying to write all of that down, verbatim.

You could write:

● sun = center solar system

● Inner planets = rocky

● What are 4 inner planets? M, V, E, M

● How many planets in solar system? 4 inner + 4 outer = 8 

total

● What are the 4 outer planets? J, S, U, N
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● Outer planets = gas giants

● Asteroid belt after Mars

● far planets = slow

● far planets = big circumference

● both reasons mean long years for far planets

Think of the immediate time after class as an opportunity to cement the information you just received into your head. You only have  

a little bit of time to do this. Don't waste it, because if you wait, the information in your head will diminish when you get distracted by  

other classes. Take a few minutes to turn the notes you just took into meaningful questions, immediately after the class ends and  

before you get distracted. For example, from your notes you can write the following possible test questions:

● What is the center of the solar system? A: the sun

● What are the inner planets called? A: rocky planets

● What are the outer planets called? A: gas giants

● How many inner planets are there, and what are they in order? A: 4. Mercury, Venus, Earth and Mars

● How many outer planets are there, and what are they in order? A: 4. Jupiter, Saturn, Uranus and Neptune

● Which has a faster orbital velocity — planets closer to the sun or planets farther from the sun? A: Planets closer to the  

sun are faster.

● Which has a longer year Jupiter or Saturn? Why? A: Saturn, because it is farther from the sun.

● Provide 2 reasons that a year is longer for a planet if it is farther from the sun. A: 1) Orbits faster, and 2) Orbit has bigger  

circumference.

By doing this, you could likely wipe out hours and hours of studying during the year and get much better grades!

From Lesson 5

Use Parkinson’s Law to prevent wasted time.

Parkinson's Law is the adage that "work expands 

so as to fill the time available for its completion.” 

The more time you give yourself to complete a task, 

the more time that task will take. We generally don’t 

like being rushed. However, when we have too 

much time, we are likely to waste most of it in ways 

that just don’t matter. To prevent that, don’t allow a 
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project or task to take up the entire allotted time. Think about the project and each sub-task that makes it up. Then think about how 

much time each sub-task should take. That sum of those sub-tasks defines how much time the entire project will take — if you are  

able to stick to those times.
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Build solid study habits.

It takes a time and commitment to turn behavior into habit. Think 

of a habit is a behavior that will happen without thinking about it. 

Habits are essential to human survival. Imagine the mental energy 

required to do normal, day-to-day activities, if those activities 

were not habits. As a young child, the act getting dressed requires 

a lot of conscious thought. Which shoe goes on which foot? How 

to get the buttons buttoned and zippers zipped is a chore for a 

young child. But after enough practice, it is a habit. It takes no 

mental energy to get dressed. It’s automatic.

If you can turn schoolwork-related tasks into habits, they will 

eventually become just as automatic as getting dressed in the morning. Building habits isn’t easy, at first. At first, you might be  

motivated to change your behavior, and that motivation will help you. This might last a few days or weeks. But the motivation will  

drop off, and this is where most people fail to build a new habit. The phase after the motivation drops off is what is important. Your  

old, bad habits are trying to creep back in. You have to resist them and continue to fight through. If you do this and win these  

personal battles against your old, bad habits, you will succeed in developing the good habits that you desire.

It will not be easy, but it will be much easier to build solid habits, than to not have a set routine to get schoolwork done. Building  

solid study habits will take a commitment and strength upfront, but the payoffs over the rest of your life are enormous. Better  

grades, less work, a better career, more money, and a happier life are in store for those who commit to developing solid study  

habits.

From Lesson 6

Create your ideal study space(s).

Yes, you can have more than one (e.g. Library, a designated place in the home, a  

local cafe). Your study space is critical to your ability to study effectively. If you 

can't concentrate, you certainly can't expect to learn very well. This does not  

necessarily mean that you have to find a place that's completely silent, but it  

does mean you should find someplace to study that fits your specific personality 

and learning style.

Avoid places that are likely to psychologically hinder you, like your bedroom or 

the kitchen. Your ideal study space should minimize distraction and maximize 

focus. If you have a treadmill desk, great! It's one of my favorite places to focus because it keeps me engaged — and I get good  

exercise, too.
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New Information (not in the previous lessons)

Batch similar tasks.

Batching refers to working on the similar tasks in a given period of time in order to minimize the setup time for the tasks. Consider if  

you have 30 math problems to do this week, split up into different 3 assignments. Assume one assignment is due tomorrow. The  

second is due in 3 days, and the third is due in 5 days. You have a choice. You could work on each the day before they are due, or  

you could employ batching — do all 30 problems today.

The key to batching is that the tasks must be similar. In the math problem example, chances are that each homework set is related  

to the one before it. That is they way math works. Batching works great for tasks like that.

Consider the picture below. Think of the darker green as a task. There are 4 separate tasks displayed. The lighter green shown  

between the red lines is the spool up time and spool down time for each task. Batching is about reducing the time spooling up and  

spooling down.

Suppose tasks 1 and 3 are similar and tasks 2 and 4 are similar. If you batch them, you would have something that looks like this:

 

You can see how batching can save a lot of time overall.
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It generally takes 15 minutes to switch from one task to another. In addition, every distraction can rob you of about 15 minutes in  

time. Four distractions can easily waste an hour of time. Batching tasks and choosing a suitable work environment that prevents  

distraction is essential for students who want to get more done in less time.

Organization.

We haven't discussed organization much in the previous 6 days, and the truth is it is such a big topic, we are going to create  

another course for it. Organization includes:

● Organizing your locker

● Organizing your desk (or study area)

● Organizing your binder (or binders)

● Organizing your book bag

● Organizing your locker

● Organizing your notes

● Organizing your schedule

But let’s briefly talk about a few things. First, organization is one of the biggest (if not the biggest) obstacles that students have to 

getting good grades. Forgotten homework, lost assignments, lost papers, and poor schedule planning can ruin the grades that even  

the smartest students could achieve.
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