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What we will learn…

Do you ever find yourself:
• Feeling confused?

• Feeling disconnected from yourself and the world around you?

• Finding it hard to concentrate?

We will focus on…
• Understanding how mindfulness may be of use in everyday student life.

• Developing an awareness of how to overcome study problems by applying mindfulness.

• Overcoming negative thoughts for more positive mindfulness.
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Activity 1
The Big Picture: Focus, Think, Finish 

Watch the Introductory Lecture on the topic Focus, Think, Finish: How being mindful can improve 
academic success

• An introduction to mindfulness

• Living in the present

• Why mindfulness makes us happier

• The benefits of being mindful when you study

• Mindfulness is a skill that requires practice

• Common negative thoughts that get in the way of mindfulness

• Overcoming destructive negative thinking

• Introducing the idea of self-compassion

Below is the lecture content and some space to take notes while you watch the lecture.
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Lecture 6 

The Big Picture: Focus, Think, Finish 
How	being	mindful	can	improve	academic	success	
•  An	introduction	to	mindfulness	
•  Living	in	the	present	
•  Why	mindfulness	makes	us	happier	
•  The	benefits	of	being	mindful	when	you	study	
•  Mindfulness	is	a	skill	that	requires	practice	
•  Common	negative	thoughts	that	get	in	the	way	of	mindfulness	
•  Overcoming	destructive	negative	thinking	
•  Introducing	the	idea	of	self-compassion	

An introduction to mindfulness 
‘The	practice	of	maintaining	a	nonjudgmental	state	of	heightened	or		
complete	awareness	of	one’s	thoughts,	emotions,	or	experiences	on	a		
moment-to-moment	basis.’																																																								Merriam-Webster	Dictionary	

•  Nonjudgmental		–	without	judgement	or	reaction	–	being	aware	without		
being	critical.	

•  Thoughts	–	emotions	–	experiences	–	being	aware	of	what	is	in	our	minds	as	
we	experience	life.	

•  Moment-to-moment	basis	–	a	constant	state	of	mindfulness	is	hard	to	achieve,	
but	with	practice,	you	can	improve	how	mindful	you	are	in	every	day	situations,	
moment	to	moment.	
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Living in the present 
‘Mindfulness	is	the	aware,	balanced		
acceptance	of	the	present	experience.		
It	isn’t	more	complicated	than	that.		
It	is	opening	to	or	receiving	the	present	
moment,	pleasant	or	unpleasant,	just	
as	it	is,	without	either	clinging	to	it	or	
rejecting	it.’	

Sylvia	Boorstein	–	meditation	teacher	

	

Why mindfulness makes us happier 
•  Harvard	University	Psychologists	collected	information	on	daily	activities,	

thoughts	and	feelings	of	2,250	people		
•  Study	found	that	people	spend	nearly	half	their	time	(46.7%)	thinking	about	

something	other	than	what	they	are	actually	doing.	
•  Reminiscing,	thinking	ahead	or	daydreaming	makes	people	more	miserable,	

even	when	thinking	about	something	pleasant.	
•  Staying	in	the	moment	makes	us	happier,	no	matter	what	task	we	are	doing	at	

the	time.	

The benefits of being mindful when you study 
•  Zeidan	et	al.	(2010)	found	that	brief	meditation	training	improved:	

•  Mood		
•  Visuospatial	processing	(recognising	and	organising	objects)	
•  Working	memory	
•  Executive	functioning	(cognitive	efficiency)	
•  Reduced	fatigue	
•  Reduced	anxiety	

•  When	we	are	focused	solely	on	the	present	task	while	studying,	not	looking	
back,	not	worrying	about	the	future,	we	are	giving	the	task	more	attention,	
more	concentration	and	therefore	completing	that	task	more	effectively.	

•  Mindfulness	helps	us	to	avoid	distraction	and	procrastination.	
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Mindfulness is a skill that  
requires practice 
•  Neurons	that	fire-together	wire-together	
•  The	more	we	practice	mindfulness,	the	better	our	brains	get	at	being	mindful,	

and	the	easier	it	is	to	practice.	
•  Just	5	minutes	of	mindfulness	a	day	can	help	to	improve	your	ability	to	be	

mindful.	
•  Learn	mindful	activities	and	then	practice	them	–	many	activities	available	on	

the	internet,	on	YouTube	and	via	smart-phone	apps.	

Common negative thoughts that  
get in the way of mindfulness 
•  We	all	have	automatic	negative	thoughts	that	pop	into	our	heads	and	distract	

us	from	being	positively	mindful.	
•  Dr	Melanie	Greenberg,	a	psychologist	and	life	coach,	groups	negative	thoughts	

into	three	categories:	
1.  Negative	Rumination	
2.  Overthinking	
3.  Cynical	Hostility	

Overcoming destructive negative thinking 
Dr	Melanie	Greenberg	suggests	strategies	to	overcome	the	three	categories	of	negative	thinking:	
1.  Negative	Rumination	

•  When	you	notice	yourself	ruminating,	break	the	cycle.	Get	up	and	do	something	enjoyable,	
like	call	a	friend.	

•  Shift	your	focus	to	problem-solving	rather	than	looking	for	negatives.	
2.  Overthinking	

•  Make	decisions	more	quickly	–	use	a	deadline	to	decide	to	force	yourself	to	act.	
•  Reduce	your	list	of	options	down	to	short-list	to	make	decision-making	easier.	
•  Try	to	be	kind	to	yourself	and	not	so	critical	–	everyone	makes	mistakes.	

3.  Cynical	Hostility	
•  When	you	notice	yourself	using	this	thinking,	try	to	look	at	the	situation	differently.	
•  What	might	be	some	other	positive	motives	for	people’s	behaviour?	
•  Look	for	evidence	before	deciding	to	judge	other	people.	
•  Think	about	how	your	attitude	towards	people	impacts	your	relationship	with	them.	
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Introducing the idea of self-compassion 
Self-compassion	is	extending	compassion	to	one's	self	in	instances	of	perceived	
inadequacy,	failure,	or	general	suffering.		
Neff	(2004)	defines	self-compassion	as	being	composed	of	three	main	
components:	
1.  Self-kindness	–	being	as	kind	to	yourself	as	you	would	be	to	a	friend.	
2.  Common	humanity	–	understanding	that	everyone	faces	struggles	and	set-

backs	in	life,	and	this	is	part	of	the	wider	human	experience,	not	a	‘fault’	or	
‘flaw’	in	your	character.	

3.  Mindfulness	–	being	present,	avoiding	negative	thoughts	and	focusing	on	the	
small	every-day	joys	of	life.	

Focus, Think, Finish: Workshop 
1.  The	Big	Picture:	Focus,	Think,	Finish	
2.  Be	Inspired:	An	introduction	to	mindfulness		
3.  Focus	on	you:	how	mindful	are	you?		
4.  Be	Inspired:	Mindfulness	dissolves	thoughts	–	attention	is	what’s	left	over		

by	Jon	Kabat-Zinn		
5.  Practicing	what	we’ve	learned:	Mindfulness	activities	to	overcome	common	

study	problems		
6.  Be	Inspired:	The	Power	of	Mindfulness:	What	You	Practice	Grows	Stronger		

by	Shauna	Shapiro	
7.  Focus	on	you:	overcoming	negative	thoughts		
8.  Practicing	what	we’ve	learned:	a	structured	mindfulness	activity			
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Activity 2
Be Inspired: An introduction to 
mindfulness 

This video by ‘Mind the Bump’ gives you an introduction to the benefits of mindfulness and how it is 
different from mindlessness.

There is no need to take notes or answer any questions while watching this video. 

Take in the information and focus your mind on the concept of mindfulness, which we are going to 
practice and explore today:
Video URL: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=1_h-Zn9pKAU
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Activity 3
Focus on you: how mindful are you?

• Complete the below Mindful Attention Awareness Scale activity, which gives you an idea of 
how mindful you are in everyday life.

• Using the 1-6 scale, indicate how frequently or infrequently you currently have each experience. 

• Answer according to what reflects your experience rather than what you think your 
experience should be.

• Treat each item separately from every other item.

1 2 3 4 5 6

Almost Always Very Frequently Somewhat 
Frequently

Somewhat 
Infrequently

Very 
Infrequently

Almost Never

1 2 3 4 5 6

I could be experiencing some emotion and not be conscious of it until 
sometime later.

I break or spill things because of carelessness, not paying attention, or 
thinking of something else.

I find it difficult to stay focused on what's happening in the present.

I tend to walk quickly to get where I'm going without paying attention to 
what I experience along the way.

I tend not to notice feelings of physical tension or discomfort until they 
really grab my attention.

I forget a person's name almost as soon as I've been told it for the first time.

It seems I am "running on automatic," without much awareness of what 
I'm doing.

I rush through activities without being really attentive to them.

I get so focused on   the goal I want to achieve that I lose touch with what 
I'm doing right now to get there.

I do jobs or tasks automatically, without being aware of what I'm doing.

I find myself listening to someone with one ear, doing something else at 
the same time.

I drive places on "automatic pilot" and then wonder why I went there.

I find myself preoccupied with the future or the past.

I find myself doing things without paying attention.

I snack without being aware that I'm eating.

• To score the scale, simply calculate your average score for all of your 15 responses (add up your total 
score and divide by 15). 

• Higher scores reflect higher levels of mindfulness.

Your mindfulness score
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Activity 4
Be Inspired: Mindfulness dissolves 
thoughts — attention is what’s left over,  
by Jon Kabat-Zinn 

Jon Kabat-Zinn is an expert in mindfulness. He is a Professor of Medicine Emeritus and a creator of 
the Stress Reduction Clinic and the Center for Mindfulness in Medicine, Health Care, and Society at 
the University of Massachusetts Medical School.

In this video, he describes thoughts as bubbles that can be popped: 
Video URL: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=LvLRheIPY90

Once you have watched the video, practice the following mindfulness activity: 
• Observe the thought you are having now. Write it down if you need to grab hold of it.

• Imagine the thought is a soap bubble and picture yourself popping it.

• It dissolves as soon as you touch it.

• Where has it gone? Is it still impacting you?

• Do you now feel more aware?
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Activity 5 
Practicing what we’ve learned: 
Mindfulness activities to overcome 
common study problems

Break into three groups. Each group should focus on one of the following study problems:
1. ‘I can’t seem to focus’

2. ‘I feel overwhelmed’

3. ‘I procrastinate’

• In each group, you should each discuss a recent situation you have been in where you have 
experienced this problem. 

• Try to make the problem as vivid as possible for your group members. Describe what task you 
were trying to do, and what emotions you were feeling while you were having the problem.

• Once you can picture yourself experiencing the study problem, one person from the group 
should read the mindfulness activity instructions to the rest of the group. 

• The rest of the group should follow the instructions carefully, to practice overcoming this 
study problem.

• If you have time, your group can try a different study problem, with a different person 
instructing the mindfulness activity.

1.  ‘I can’t seem to focus’

Focus on the task at hand. Quietly think about what you need to do, and what is in front of you. Be present 
as you possibly can in the current moment. If you feel your mind wander away from the present, gently 
remind yourself to ‘COME BACK’. This might be a lecture, or a class, or a task you have to do. Whatever it is, 
be present in where you are at the given moment.

2.  ‘I feel overwhelmed’

This task is for you to observe what is happening for you, and to remove any judgement from how you are 
feeling.
1.  Bring your awareness to what you are doing, thinking and sensing in this moment.
2.  Take a moment to notice the thoughts that come up, and acknowledge your feelings. Think of them as 

constantly flowing. Let them flow and pass. Don’t judge them as right or wrong, or good or bad, just let 
them come up, and then float down the river on your breath.

3.  The goal of this activity is to focus the mind again on the breath. Be aware of the movement of your 
body with each breath. Notice the rise and fall of your chest, the in and out of your belly and the 
expansion of your lungs. Look for the pattern. Notice the pattern in your breath, and be present with it. 
Try to just focus on the breath.

4. Now, allow your focus to expand to other sensations you are feeling in your body. Is there any tension? 
Any lightness?

5.  Bring your focus back to the breath.
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3.  ‘I procrastinate’

We may procrastinate for many reasons, but one of the main reasons is a negative emotional response to the 
task we are procrastinating from. This activity will help you to recognise these feelings, acknowledge them, 
and then let them go to allow you to be more productive. 
1.  Sit somewhere comfortably.
2.  Think about what you are procrastinating from. Be specific.
3.  Notice the feelings that arise when you think of this.
4.  Do not judge yourself for the feelings. Do not make this about you personally. Rather, notice the feelings 

and sensations that arise in your body when you think of the task.
5.  Observe the feelings, and then consciously relax this tension. If you feel angry, notice this, and then let it 

fade away.
6.  When you are ready, bring your focus to a state of neutral, and then think of being productive. Visualise 

getting the task done.
7.  Move from this state into action. Set a limit for completing your task.
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Activity 6 
Be Inspired: The Power of Mindfulness:  
What You Practice Grows Stronger, 
by Shauna Shapiro

What do you want to grow? What do you want to practice?

Being present is more difficult than it sounds.

Dr. Shauna Shapiro draws on modern neuroscience and ancient wisdom to demonstrate how 
mindfulness can help us make positive changes in our brains and our lives. 

Watch the video and follow Shauna’s instructions when she guides you through some mindfulness 
practice.

Video URL: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=IeblJdB2-Vo

Your focus should be on intentionally paying attention with kindness.



Student Workbook Module 6: Focus, Think, Finish How being mindful can improve academic success 15

Activity 7 
Focus on you: overcoming negative 
thoughts

Dr. Shauna Shapiro talked about our propensity to have thoughts of shame about our ability and our 
worth. These negative automatic thoughts can get in the way of mindfulness, and can therefore hurt 
our ability to grow.

This video gives you a strategy to overcome automatic thoughts, known as the Record, Rationalise 
and Replace method: 
Video URL: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=m2zRA5zCA6M

Once you have watched the video, record three automatic thoughts that you find yourself commonly 
having in regards to study. For example: ‘I’m hopeless as this, I’m going to fail’.

Automatic Thoughts

1

2

3

Now that you have identified your automatic thoughts, it’s time to learn how to rationalise and 
replace these thoughts.

First, read this article about overcoming negative thoughts:

12 Powerful Tips to Overcome Negative Thoughts  
(and Embrace Positive Thinking), by Henrik Edberg 

Published at https://www.positivityblog.com/overcome-negative-thoughts/

“We don’t see things as they are, we see them as we are.”
Anais Nin

“Having a positive mental attitude is asking how something can be done 
rather than saying it can’t be done.”

Bo Bennett

“It’s better to be an optimist who is sometimes wrong than a pessimist who 
is always right.”

Unknown

It starts with just a thought or a feeling. Or maybe with a sentence spoken by someone else.

And then it starts to drag you down.
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Into feeling sorry for yourself, worried or into thinking “what’s the point of taking any action at all?” 
as you walk around in a funk with your own personal rain cloud above your head.

Negativity that wells up inside of you or in the world around you can quickly become toxic and hold 
you back from living the life you want.

So in this week’s post I want to share 12 tips and habits that have helped me – and still help me – to 
prevent and to overcome my own negative thoughts but also the negativity that’s sometimes around 
me.

1. When you’re in what seems like a negative situation, find what’s good or 
helpful.

If you’ve had a setback, stumbled or failed then things might look bleak and so negative thoughts may 
start to crop up and threaten to fill your view of this situation.

To counteract that ask yourself better questions.

Questions that will help you to feel better but also to learn so you can grow.

Questions like:
• What’s one good thing about this situation?

• What’s one thing I can do differently the next time to likely have a better outcome?

• What’s one thing I can learn from this?

• How would my best friend support and help me in this situation?

2. Reminder: people don’t care that much about what you say or do.

It’s easy to fall into negative thoughts when you think about what people may say or think if you do or 
do not do something. And so you zap your personal power and may trap yourself in analysis paralysis.

Getting stuck in your head and in thoughts like that will drag you further away from what you want 
and from reality.

Because the truth is that people don’t have that much time, attention or energy to think or talk about 
what you do. They have their hands and minds full with their kids, jobs, pets, hobbies and their own 
fears and worries (like for example what people may think of them).

This realization and reminder can help you to set yourself free from the constraints you may create 
in your own mind and help you to start taking small – or bigger steps – towards what you deep down 
want in your life.

3. Question the thought.

One thing I like to do when a negative thought taps me on the shoulder and tries to start growing in 
my mind is to simply question that thought.

I ask myself:
Should I take you seriously?
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This most often leads me to say: well, no, I honestly shouldn’t.

Because at that moment in time I’m tired. Or hungry. Or overworked and so negativity can try to 
cloud my mind.

Or I am getting too focused on one small mistake or one bad day. Instead of focusing on the other 
95% of my life that tends to be positive.

Sometimes this question helps me to see that just because I did one small thing wrong doesn’t mean 
that I did poorly overall. Or that this one negative thing doesn’t mean that things will get worse and 
stay like that for a long time. Not if I chose optimism and to take small steps forward.

Basically, this question gives me a reality check and grounds me to a level-headed perspective again.

4. Replace the negativity in your surroundings.

What you let into your mind in your everyday life will have big effect on you. So start questioning 
what you allow in.

Ask yourself:
What are the top 3 sources of negativity in my life?

It could be people, websites, magazines, podcasts, music and so on.

Then ask yourself:
What can I do to spend less time with these 3 sources this week?

If you can’t find ways to do that right now for all three of them then take a smaller step and focus on 
doing that with just one of these sources.

Then spend the time you’ve freed up this week on more positive sources and people that are already 
in your life or that you want to explore and perhaps make a new part of it.

5. Stop making mountains out of molehills.

To stop a small negative thought from becoming a big monster in your mind confront it early. You can 
do that by for example using tip #3 in this article.

Or you can zoom out. Do that by asking yourself a question like:
Will this matter in 5 years? Or even 5 weeks?

This answer is likely in most cases that it won’t and that you were only starting to make a mountain 
out of a molehill (or out of plain air).

6. Let it out and talk it over.

Keeping negative thoughts that are starting to cloud your whole mind bottled up won’t help.

So let them out. Talk the situation or your thoughts over with someone close to you.
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Just venting for a few minutes can often help you to see the situation in new light. Or if not then a 
conversation about it where the two of you find a more useful perspective and perhaps the start of 
an action-plan can be both relieving and recharging.

7. Live in and come back to this moment.

When you’re tapping into negative thinking then you’re often thinking about something that 
happened. Or something that may happen. Or both, all jumbled up as your mood and thoughts sink.

To snap out of that put your attention fully into this moment instead. Into what’s here right now.

Start making it a habit to spend more of your time in the present moment and you’ll, in my 
experience, naturally have less negative thoughts and be more open and constructive.

A couple of ways to bring yourself back to being mindful and this moment are:
• Focus only on your breathing. Take a 1-2 minute pause right now and take a little deeper 

breaths than you usually do. Make sure you’re breathing with your stomach and through your 
nose. During this time focus only on the air going in and out and nothing else.

• Take in the world around you. Take a 1-2 minute break, get out of your head and put your 
attention on what’s around you right now. Nothing else. Just focus on the people walking by 
outside your window, the muffled words and noises from the street, the smells around you 
and the sun shining in and warming your skin.

8. Go for a short workout.

I find that when I’m having trouble with thinking myself out of negativity then it often works well to 
change my headspace by using my body.

So I go for a 20-30 minute workout and lift some free weights.

This helps me to release inner tension and worries. And it makes my mind focused and constructive 
once again.

9. Don’t let the vague fears drag you down.

One common mistake people make when it comes to fears – and that I’ve made many times – is to 
become scared and run away from them instead of taking a closer look.

It’s of course natural to feel that impulse and to want to avoid it but when fears are vague they can 
become so much scarier than they need too.

So what can you do? One thing that has helped me is this question:

Realistically, what’s the worst that could happen in this situation?

When you start to ground a fear like that and begin to look at it with your feet firmly planted on the 
ground then you most often realize that the worst that could happen isn’t really that bad.
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It’s often something you can make a plan to come back from it were to happen. And you can also 
probably start listing and taking action on a few things that will reduce the likelihood of this worst 
case scenario happening.

By doing this you gain clarity about the situation and what you can do about it and so the fear does 
tend to become quite a bit smaller.

10. Bring positivity into someone else’s life.

If you get stuck in negative thoughts or victim thinking then one of the simplest ways to get out of 
your own head and the thoughts bouncing around in there is to focus outwards and on someone 
else.

By adding positivity to his or her life in some way you too can start to feel better and more optimistic 
again.

A few ways to add positivity to someone’s life is to:
• Be kind. Give him a genuine compliment, hold up the door or let him into your lane while 

driving your car.

• Help out. Give her some good advice that have helped you or help out with moving houses or 
planning and preparing for the party next weekend.

• Just be there. Listen for a few minutes in a focused way as he vents. Or talk his difficult 
situation over to help him to start finding his way out of it.

11. Be grateful for a few of the things you may often take for granted.

When we get negative it’s easy to forget the positive things in life. Especially the ones that are just a 
normal part of life that we may take for granted a bit too often.

A few such things that I like to put my attention on and feel grateful for during such negative times are:
• Three steady meals a day.

• A roof over my head during the cold nights and the rainy and windy days.

• As much clean water as I want.

• Kind and helpful family and friends.

12. Start tomorrow in a way that sets a positive tone for your day.

How you start your day often sets the tone for it.

A pessimistic or negative start makes it hard to turn things around. But a positive start makes it a lot 
easier to just keep going with that emotion and the optimistic way of thinking until it is bedtime again.

A couple of simple ways to get your day off to a positive start is:
• A simple reminder that you see right after you wake up. It could be one or a couple of quotes 

that inspire you. Or maybe the goal or dream that you’re most passionate about right now. 
Write it down on a piece of paper and place it on your bedside table or on the fridge. Or type 
it in as a part of the lock screen on your smart phone.
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• Get some positive information or conversation flowing into your mind. Listen to a podcast, 
read a new blog post or a chapter in a book that motivates you or makes you laugh. Or have a 
fun or uplifting conversation with your partner, kids or a co-worker.

Using these tips, complete the table to ‘rationalise’ and ‘replace’ these thoughts in the table below. 
An example is included to give you some ideas:

Record Rationalise Replace

I’m hopeless as this, I’m going to 
fail.

I am not hopeless, I’ve done this 
type of thing before successfully.

I will again succeed at this task as 
I know I can do it, having done it 
before.

 
 

 
 

 
 

If you have time, you can share your ideas with the class.



Student Workbook Module 6: Focus, Think, Finish How being mindful can improve academic success 21

Activity 8
Practicing what we’ve learned:  
a structured mindfulness activity

Today we have learned the importance of being mindful – from the moment we wake up to when we 
go to bed.

We are now going to practice a structured mindfulness activity which you might find useful to clear 
your mind at the start of the day, at the end of the day, or when you are having a stressful moment.

Structured mindfulness activity: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=SEfs5TJZ6Nk

There are many similar mindful activities on YouTube, or you can download apps such as Headspace 
and Smiling Mind.

Bringing it all together
Mindfulness can help your study in the following ways:

• In preparation for study

• To get more out of study time through reduced distractions

• To allow you to transition from study to sleep

• Focussing on the present improves concentration and retention

• Reduce anxiety around test/exam situations

• Boost confidence through visualisations/mental holidays

• Make being mindful a regular habit in your everyday life

• Like any muscle you need to train your brain to be mindful, so start with 2-3 minute 
mindfulness practice at the same time every day (e.g.) when brushing your teeth to 
strengthen your ability.

https://www.headspace.com/headspace-meditation-app
http://www.smilingmind.com.au
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If you need help…

If this workshop has brought up any difficult emotions or feeling of distress which you feel you would 
like to speak to someone about, please talk to your tutor and access your university’s support 
services, which are there to help.

Other useful contacts:

Lifeline 

For distress or other mental health issues.

Telephone: 13 11 14 
24 hours, 7 days 
www.lifeline.org.au

Kids Helpline

Telephone, web and email counselling for students up to 25 years old.

Telephone: 1800 551 800 
24 hours, 7 days 
www.kidshelpline.com.au/teens/
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