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Where	are	we	all	from	?	

•  High quality connections 
•  Connect with the other person’s 

 past, present & future 
•  Find things in common 
•  Can you help them? 
•  Express your wish that they succeed with 

their goals for the future 
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Get Ready for Learning 

•  Cognitively Ready 
– Translation technique 
– Generate questions 
– Try to answer your questions 

•  Emotionally Ready  
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Plan  

•  Part 1 Active concentration and 
attention - “Boost brain power”  

•  Past 2 Passive concentration and 
attention - “Mindfulness”  
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Part 1 Boost your Brain Power   
1. Kindness exercise 
2. Neuroscience of attention, 

concentration & mental focus  
3. Strategies & techniques to boost 

your brain’s ability to focus & 
concentrate 

4. Brain training exercise 
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Exercise		



Self	awareness	

•  To maximise your brain’s ability to 
learning you need self awareness 

•  Key aspect of self awareness is 
awareness of our feelings 
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Personal	dashboard	



Posi?ve	feelings	&	cogni?ve	
performance	
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Psych	info	search	
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When	you	feel	good		

•  Easier to concentrate 
•  Easier to memorise 
•  Easier to problem solve &  be creative,   
•  Easier to be motivated and energised 
•  Easier to use stress & anxiety to become 

more (rather than less) productive 
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Thinking kind & compassionate 
thoughts is a reliable & quick way 

to increase positive affect 
	

Acting on those kind thoughts 
further increases positive affect 
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Exercise part 1 

Think of someone you know towards whom 
it is easy for you to be kind e.g a child or pet 
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Exercise part 1 

Think of somone you know towards whom it 
is easy for you to be kind 
 
Imagine being kind to them  
 
How does that feel? 
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Exercise part 2 

Think of something kind to say to people 
either side of you 
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Exercise	part	2-thing	you	might	say	
•  We	haven’t	met	before,	it	is	really	great	to	meet	you		
•  I	want	you	to	know	that	I	really	appreciate	you	
being	my	friend	

•  I	hope	that	you	do	really	well	in	your	next	essay	
•  I	wish	you	have	a	really	great	day	tomorrow	
•  I	hope	that	you	get	a	good	night’s	sleep	and	that	
you	wake	up	feeling	really	refreshed	tomorrow	

•  I	really	like	the	way	you	make	me	and	others	laugh	
•  Is	there	anything	I	could	possibly	help	you	with	
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Kindness	leads	to		

• Oxytocin	
• Serotonin		
• Dopamine	
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Oxytocin	

•  Neuropep?de/hormone	does	many	things	
including	

•  Calm	nervous	system	
•  Anxiety	↓	
•  ↑	PFC	func?oning	=	↑	understanding	&	
memorisa?on.		

•  ↑	resiliency	
•  ↑	heart	efficiency	
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Serotonin	

•  Neurotransmitter involved in many 
systems –play  a role in: 

•  ↑ Positive feeling  
•  ↑ Memory & learning   
•  ↑ Sleep quality  
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Dopamine  

•  Neurotransmitter involved in many 
systems –play  a role in: 

•  ↑	posi?ve	feeling		

• ↑	AWen?on,	concentra?on,	mental	focus		
due	to		

•  ↑	ac?vity	in		(dopamine	reliant)	execu?ve	
aWen?onal	network		
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Thinking kind thoughts & acting 
kindly enhances positive feelings, 

which prepare your brain for 
optimal learning 
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Neuroscience of attention, 
concentration & mental focus 



Defini?ons	
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•  ATTENTION	=	Focusing	on	thing	whilst	
ignoring		other	things	

•  CONCENTRATION=same	as	above	but	with	
intensity	

•  MENTAL	FOCUS	
– Constant	mental	focus	
– Shicing	mental	focus	

	



Defini?ons	
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•  EFFORT	&	ENERGY		required	for	constant	
mental	focus,	concentra?on	require	

•  BRAIN	POWER=	capacity	for	mental	effort	&	
energy.	NB	not	scien?fic	term.	

	



Defini?ons	
	

Everyone	knows	what	a>en?on	is.	It	is	the	
taking	possession	of	the	mind,	in	clear	and	vivid	
form,	of	one	out	of	what	seem	several	
simultaneously	possible	objects	of	trains	of	
though.	Focaliza?on,	concentra?on	of	
consciousness	are	of	its	essence.	It	implies	
withdrawal	from	something	things	in	order	to	
deal	effec?vely	with	others,	and	is	a	condi?on	
which	has	areal	opposite	in	the	confused	,	dazed,	
sca>erbrain	state	(William	James	1890)	
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Neural	networks	

•  Different	ac?vi?es/tasks	requires	excita?on	of	
nerve	cells	in	many	separate	areas	of	the	brain	

•  Areas	are	connected	up	via	networks	of	nerve	
cells.	

•  Many	different		
				networks	in	your	brain	
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Neuroplas?city		

•  Networks	can	be	modified	&	grow	
1.  New	nerve	cells	(in	certain	parts	only)	
2.  New	connec?ons		
3.  Improved	exis?ng	connec?ons	
4.  Connec?on	and	cells	can	weaken	&	die	

•  Repeated	ac?va?on	of	a	network	
– network	growth	
–  improved	task	performance	
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How	your	brain	controls	aWen?on	&	
mental	focus	

•  Brain	can	only	aWend	to	limited	amount	of	
informa?on	at	any	one	?me	

•  AWen?onal	spotlight		
•  3	networks	control	what	you	aWend	to	

I.  Execu?ve	aWen?onal	network	
II.  Orien?ng	aWen?onal	network	
III.  Aler?ng	aWen?onal	network	
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Execu&ve	network	
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•  You	control	
•  Stronger	=	beWer	able	to	concentrate	&	keep	
mental	focus		

•  Pre	frontal	cortex,	PFC	



Orien&ng	network	
•  Works	with	the	execu?ve	network	
•  ”the	manager/personal	assistant”	
•  Ac?vates	other	relevant	networks	for	specific	
task	

•  Moves	the	aWen?onal	spotlight		
•  ACC	

– anterior	cingulate	cortex	
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Aler&ng	network	

•  Constantly	monitor	income	data	
•  Knock	out	the	execu?ve	&	orien?ng	networks	
•  You	are	not	in	control-reflexive	
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Executive  Orienting 

Alerting  
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Executive  Orienting 

A l e r t i n g 

Compe&&on		
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Strategies	to	enhance	aWen?on	&	
concentra?on	



What	things	to	you	already	to	enhance	
your	aWen?on,	concentra?on	and	

mental	focus	and	avoid	distrac?ons?	
	

As	a	group	decide	what	are		
•  Your	top	4	brain	boos?ng/concentra?on	bos?ng	
things?	

•  4	things	that	most	weaken	brain	power	&	shic	
you	aWen?on	away	from	work	

•  Draw	out	results	of	your	discussion	on	the	tables	
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Strategies	to	enhance	aWen?on	&	
concentra?on	

•  Guiding	principle	for	strategies	to	enhance	
aWen?on	&	concentra?on	is	

	
•  ↓	ac?va?on	of	Aler?ng	network	↓	

•  ↑	ac?va?on	of	Execu?ve	&	Orien?ng	network↑	
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↓	Ac?va?on	of	Aler?ng	Network	↓	
	
	•  ↓	Distrac?on	E.g.		

•  Switch	off		mobile	phone	
•  Log	out	of	social	media	sites	
•  Log	out	of	email	programme		
•  Some	people	work	beWer	w	background	
noise/others	work	beWer	without	

•  Earplugs	
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•  ↓	Distrac?on	E.g.		
•  Switch	off		mobile	phone	
•  Log	out	of	social	media	sites	
•  Log	out	of	email	programme		
•  Some	people	work	beWer	w	background	
noise/others	work	beWer	without	

•  Earplugs	



↓	Ac?va?on	of	Aler?ng	network	↓	

•  ↓	internal	distrac?ons	
•  Emo?onal	distrac?ons	
I.  Label	
II.  Express	
III.  Decide	
IV.  Ac?on	
LEDA		
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	Suppor?ng	the		Orien?ng	Network	

•  Look	for	the	details	technique	
•  Ask	ques?ons	(again)	
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	Suppor?ng	the	Execu?ve	Network	

•  Eat	Well		
•  Sleep	and	Rest	and	take	breaks	
•  Do	Exercise	
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Look	acer	brain	&	body-Eat	well	
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Look	acer	brain	&	body-	Hydrate	
frequently	
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Look	acer	brain	&	body-Exercise	
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Look	acer	brain	&	body-Exercise	
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Look	acer	brain	&	body-Exercise	

Exercise	is	important	because		
Ø Healthy	cardiovascular	system		is	important	
for	mental	performance	and	mental	stamina.		

Ø 	it	reduces	stress.		
Ø It		helps	you	to	sleep	well	
Ø 	it	helps		maintain		concentra?on	and	focus	
when	studying.		
	

Ø Healthy	cardiovascular	system	required	for	op&mal	
	mental	performance	and	mental	stamina	

		
Ø Reduces	stress	

Ø Makes	you	feel	good	

Ø Helps	to	maintain	focus	and	concentra&on	whilst	
studying	

Ø Helps	you	to	sleep	well	
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Look	acer	your	brain	&	body-Sleep		
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Look	acer	your	brain	&	body-Sleep		

Ø Sleep	8	hours	night			
Ø it	is	during	sleep	that	new	memorise	are	
consolidated.		

Ø Sleep	prepares	you	brain	for	effec&ve	
learning	the	following	day-.	

Ø Sleep	helps	your	brain	to	make	connec&on	
between	new	informa&on	learnt	previous	
day.		

Ø sleep	makes	you		less	emo&onal	&	stressed		
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Look	acer	you	brain	&	body-	
Manage	Stress		

1.  Prac?cal	approach:	implement	all	of	the	
above	

2.  Psychological	approach:	
Ø  Express	your	worries:	write	them	out	
Ø  Argue	against	nega?ve	thoughts	
Ø  Visualise	success	&	visualise	overcoming	

difficul?es	successfully		
Ø  Use	posi?ve	affirma?ons	
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Posi&ve	Affirma&ons	
	I’m enjoying the challenge of preparing 

myself to do well in my exams! 
 

I know that staying cool and calm 
makes me a more effective learner. 

  
I love studying my subject and 

developing excellent exam technique! 
 

I’m focussed and calm now and at all 
time. 
 

I’m going to ace these exams!  
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Video	on	the	Neuroscience	behind	
AWen?on	

hWps://www.youtube.com/watch?
v=Ig0k2QfU5ME	
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Everyday	object	exercise	

•  Take	an	everyday	object		
•  Ask	ques?ons	about	it	and	just	think	about	
the	object	and	nothing	else	

•  Every?me	your	mind	gets	distract	bring	it	back	
to	the	object	

•  Do	this	everyday	for	5	minutes	
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Part 2 

• Passive	concentra?on		
• Mindfulness		
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First or Distinction 

(Desire x Belief)  x (Effort) Time 

 x (Resources x Knowledge x Skills)   

= SUCCESS 
Study 
Skills  

Success on your course 



E.G. 
 
 
 

CONCENTRATION 

                       
SELF-AWARENESS 

 

Study Skills  
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Core Success Skills 

Academic  
Success 

 E.G.  

 

DISCIPLINE 
 

QUESTIONING 



                 Self-awareness leads to  
– better stress management  
– better physical and emotional health 
– better well-being and happiness 
– better performance and productivity 
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Mindfulness = Self-awareness 
Mindfulness means turning your attention inwards 

and observing what is going on for you in the 
present moment with an attitude of acceptance, 

curiosity and non-judgment 
	



Mindfulness Changes the Brain 
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•  Strengthens executive and orienting 
attentional networks (Dorgee 2014) 

•  ↑ ability to concentrate, sustain attention and 
select relevant information ( Tang 2007, Jha et al 2007, 
Jensen et al 2012) 

 



Video	on	the	Neuroscience	behind	
Mindfulness	

•  hWps://www.youtube.com/watch?
v=QrUasFwjcvk	
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Your brain has 2 thinking/
experiencing modes 	
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Actively thinking 
Direct experience 

Not pursuing 
thoughts in 
focussed way 
Mind wandering 



Default narrative network 
•  Some thought patterns, 

ruminations, worries, 
interpretation, negative 
self-talk  

	
contribute to  
•  Stress 
•  Anxiety 
•  Low self-worth 
•  Self-criticism 
•  Depression 
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Mindfulness	
Disengages us from  & 
↓activation in default 
narrative network  
(Brewer et al 2011) 

 

↑	Activation in networks for 
active thinking  & self 
awareness  
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Mindfulness Impact Studies 
•  Robust evidence ↓depression, ↓anxiety &  ↓ 

pain (Goyal et al 2014) 

•  Strong evidence of +ve correlation with well-
being & -ve correlation with stress (Dorjee 2014) 

•  Evidence of ↑ attention, concentration, self 
awareness, emotional control, compassion, 
reasoning, decision making, short term memory, 
reaction times, mental & physical stamina,  
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How to do it 
1)  Sit upright 
2)  Focus on the sensations  
of the body briefly 
3) Focus on sensation of  
Breathing 
4) Count the out-breath 1-10 
5) Observe, notice with attitude of acceptance, 
curiosity & kindness what comes up. It is not 
about quieting the mind, it is bout listening-in & 
not responding. 
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Good Luck ! 
Sebastian Bóo Copyright 2017 
These slides are for the sole use of students on the 
Cambridge Reach programme 2017 and are not to be 
used, shared, posted online or distributed  in any other way 
beyond this current year’s students Sebastian Boo retain 
right ownership over this content. Please contact me if you 
have any queries 
sebastianjmboo@gmail.com  
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Books you may find useful 
Adren, J.,B. 2010 Rewire Your Brain. John Wiley & Sons. 
Hoboken.  
   
Brown. J., Fenske. M., Neporent.L., 2010. The Winner’s 
Brain. De Capo Press. Cambridge MA.  
  
Fox, E., 2013. Rainy brain, sunny brain: the new science of 
optimism and pessimism. Arrow Book, London. 
  
Fredrickson, B., 2011. Positivity. Oneworld, Oxford 
 
Markman.A. 2012 Smart Thinking. How to Think Big, 
Innovate and Outperform Your Rivals. Piatkus. London.  
 
  
•  		
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Books you may find useful 
  

McGonigal. K. 2012 Maximum Willpower. How to Master 
the New Science of Self-Control   MacMillian. London. 
  
Medina, J.J., 2009. Brain Rules. 12 principles for surviving 
and thriving at work, home and school. Pear Press, Seattle. 
  
Rock, D., 2009. Your brain at work: strategies for 
overcoming distraction, regaining focus, and working 
smarter all day long. Harper Business, New York. 
  
Sinfield., S., Burns.T., 2012 Essential study skills: the 
complete guide to success at university,. SAGE, London. 
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