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A NECESSARY DISCLAIMER

This book is educational, not medical. It is not a diagnosis, a treatment plan, or a substitute
for care from a doctor, therapist, dietitian or counsellor. Nothing here should be used to
delay or replace professional help. If you are struggling with your mental or physical health
— and especially if you are having thoughts of harming yourself — please speak to a
qualified professional, a campus counselling service, or a local crisis line. Asking for help
early is the single highest-leverage thing in this entire book.

ABOUT THE EVIDENCE

Every factual claim in this book is tied to a numbered source in the reference list at the
back. Where the research is weak, mixed, or has failed to replicate, the text says so plainly
rather than quietly leaving it out. Research also moves: findings described here reflect the
published literature as of 2026.

ABOUT THE NUMBERS

Effect sizes, averages and percentages describe groups of people, not you. A method that
helps the average student by a modest amount may do nothing for you, or a great deal. The
only way to find out is to run the experiment on yourself, which is what the schedules and
templates in this book are for.
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How to read this book

You do not need to finish it to start using it.

There are twenty-five short chapters here, arranged in seven parts,
and they build on each other in a deliberate order: first the ground
you stand on, then your week, then your attention, then how you
learn, then your body, then your mind, then the eight-week plan that
puts it all together. Read straight through if you like. Most people
won't.

So here is the honest instruction. Read Part One properly — it is
four short chapters and it changes what the rest of the book means.
Then go to whatever is actually on fire. If you cannot start anything,
read Chapter 8. If you are averaging five hours of sleep, read
Chapter 17 before anything else, because nothing else in this book
works well on five hours of sleep. If your exams are in three weeks,
read Chapters 14 and 16 and ignore everything else until they are
over.

Then, when the fire is out, come back and read Chapter 24. That is
the chapter that turns a pile of good ideas into a system you actually
run, and it is written to be worked through over eight weeks, one
piece at a time.

What the boxes mean

Three kinds of box appear throughout. A Do this box is a concrete
instruction you can carry out today. An Honest note box is where the
popular version of a study and the actual study disagree, and I tell
you which is which. A plain In practice box is a worked example or a
short method.

What the small numbers mean

The small teal numbers in the text point to the numbered reference
list at the back. There are over 160 of them. You are not expected to
read them. They are there so that you can check me, which matters
more in a book about “productivity” than in almost any other subject,
because the genre has a long history of repeating studies that fell
apart years ago.



One rule

Change one thing at a time. The most common way people fail with a
book like this is to try eleven new habits on a Monday, hold them for
nine days, and conclude that none of it works. Chapter 4 explains
why that fails and what to do instead. It is the most important
chapter in the book and it is two pages long.



Honest evidence: what this book will not do

The most useful thing a guide like this can offer is an accurate map, including the
blank parts.

Student productivity advice is an unusually polluted field. It is full of
confident claims with nothing behind them, studies that were never
replicated, and a handful of famous experiments that turned out to
be wrong in ways that never reached the people repeating them.

Some examples you will meet in this book. The idea that you
should be taught in your own “learning style” has been tested
properly and does not hold up."” The claim that ten thousand hours
of practice explains expert performance overstates what the data
show by a wide margin.>* Willpower as a fuel tank that empties over
the day — a foundational idea in a decade of productivity writing —
failed a large multi-laboratory replication.®® And the single most-
cited experiment on self-imposed deadlines, the one behind the
familiar advice to break a big project into staged deadlines, is
currently being retracted after independent analysts found evidence
that the data were fabricated.”®®

None of that means the advice in this book is arbitrary. It means
the filter has to be tighter. So three things are true of what follows.

First, where the evidence is strong, I say so and give you the
method. Spacing your study, testing yourself instead of rereading,
getting enough sleep, and moving your body are all supported by
large bodies of replicated work.

Second, where the evidence is modest, I say that too. Time-
management training really does improve performance and wellbeing
— but by a moderate amount, not a transformative one.” Mindfulness
helps stress and anxiety at roughly the size of a decent night’s sleep,
not a miracle."” Gratitude journalling has smaller effects than its
popularity suggests."*'

Third, where something is a story rather than a finding, I will label
it a story and keep it anyway if it is useful. Some of the best
organising ideas in this book are not experiments; they are just good
ways to think. They are marked as such.

What this book will not do is promise that you will become a
different person in thirty days. The realistic claim is smaller and
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better: if you build four or five of these pieces properly, over a couple
of months, you will have more usable hours, remember more of what
you study, sleep more, panic less, and stop feeling like the semester is
happening to you.



PART ONE

The Ground

Four short chapters that change what the rest of the book means. Nothing here is a
technique. This is the floor the techniques stand on.

CHAPTER ONE

The 168 Hours You Actually Have

You almost certainly have the time. What you do not have is an accurate picture of
where it goes.

Everyone in your year says the same sentence: I don't have time. It is
said with total sincerity and it is almost never literally true. What is
true is that nobody knows where their week goes, because human
beings are unreliable narrators of their own schedules.

This is not a character flaw, it is a well-documented bias. When
people estimate how long a task will take, they systematically
underestimate — even when they are reminded that they have
underestimated every previous time, even when they are asked to
imagine everything going wrong.""® The same distortion runs in the
other direction for whole weeks: the hours you spend on things you
would not defend out loud are the hours you are least likely to recall.

So the first move is not a system. It is a measurement.

One week =168 hours. Here is a fairly typical one.

102 hours already spoken for 66 hours left

@ sleep, at 8 hours a night 56h @@ Paid work or family duties 10h
@ Classes, labs, seminars 15h @ Yours to place 66 h
@ Travel, food, chores, admin 21h

Sixty-six hours is more than a full-time job. The question is never whether you have time.

Anillustrative week, not survey data — sleep is generous here and the classes are real.



THE WELL-BUILT SEMESTER
Three kinds of hour

Every hour in your week is one of three things. Fixed hours are
genuinely not yours: lectures, the shift you are rostered on, the train.
Committed hours are yours in principle but you have already
promised them: sleep, meals, the society you joined, your family.
Discretionary hours are what is left.

Students consistently believe they have almost no discretionary
hours. When they measure, they find between forty and eighty. The
gap between those two numbers — the felt week and the real week —
is the single most useful thing you can discover in the next three
days.

DO THIS

For three days, write down what you are doing every time you change
activity. Not in advance, not from memory at bedtime — in the
moment, in one line, on your phone or a folded piece of paper. Round
to fifteen minutes. Do not tidy it up and do not change your
behaviour to make the log look better; a flattering log is a useless log.

On day four, add it up into the three categories. Template 1 at the
back of this book has a grid for it.

Two things usually happen. The first is a small shock: a quantity of
scrolling, or streaming, or lying in bed awake, that is larger than you
thought. The second is more useful and much less discussed — you
find your good hours. Almost everyone has two or three hours a day
when their attention is sharp, and most people spend them on email,
errands and the group chat, and then attempt their hardest work at
eleven at night on the worn-out end of the day.

What to do with the answer

Nothing, yet. The audit is a photograph, not a verdict. You will use it
in Chapter 5 to build a week, and in Chapter 24 to decide what to add
first. For now the only job is to stop guessing.

HONEST NOTE

Does time management actually work? A meta-analysis pooling well
over a hundred studies found that it does — but the effect on

10



performance is moderate, not dramatic.'” The more interesting
finding is that time management improved wellbeing at least as much
as it improved performance, and in some analyses more.

That is worth holding onto. The realistic promise of this book is not
that you will produce twice as much. It is that you will feel
considerably less like the semester is happening to you.

CHAPTER TWO

Needs, Wants and the Urgency Trap

The problem is not that you choose wants over needs. It is that urgency disguises
itself as importance.

Ask a student what matters this semester and you will get a good
answer within about four seconds: the dissertation, sleeping
properly, not losing touch with two specific friends. Ask the same
student what they actually did yesterday and the two lists barely
overlap. This is not hypocrisy. It is a predictable bug.

In a series of experiments, people chose to do an objectively
worse-rewarded task over a better one purely because the worse
task had an artificial deadline attached. The effect held even when
the reward difference was made obvious, and it was strongest in
people who described themselves as busy.” Urgency does not just
compete with importance; it impersonates it.
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THE WELL-BUILT SEMESTER

URGENT NOT URGENT
Do it now Where the semester is won
The exam tomorrow. The form that Sleep. Spaced review. Exercise.
a closes at five. The friend who is The essay due in three weeks.
2 actually in trouble. The friendship you are not maintaining.
Small, loud, and genuinely real. Never urgent. Always decisive.
The urgency trap Rest, or the fake kind
- The notification. The group chat. Real rest if you chose it on purpose:
z The tab that pinged. The reply a walk, a film, people.
; that could wait a day.
Doom-scrolling if it chose you.
Feels like work. Isn't. Same hour. Different outcome.

Most students spend their best hours bottom-left and wonder why top-right never happens.

A thinking tool, not a research finding. The urgency effect it describes is measured."”

The distinction that actually helps

Forget “important” for a moment; it is too vague to act on. Ask
instead whether a thing is a need or a want. A need is something that,
if you skip it for a month, causes visible damage: sleep, attendance,
the coursework, eating, one or two human relationships. A want is
everything else — and wants are not bad. Half of a good life is wants.
They simply must not be paid for out of the needs budget.

Attendance is a useful example because students routinely treat it
as a want. Across a large body of studies, class attendance is one of
the strongest single predictors of grades in higher education —
stronger than most study-skill measures and stronger than
standardised admission scores.” It is not urgent on any given
Tuesday. It never will be. That is precisely the trap.

If you want the short version of what does predict university
grades, decades of meta-analysis give a consistent answer: prior
performance first, then study habits and skills, self-efficacy, effort
regulation and engagement — each of them modest on its own, and
none of them exotic."*”**** There is no hidden variable. There is a
small number of ordinary things, done regularly.
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IN PRACTICE

At the start of a semester, write down three needs. Not ten. Three.
They should be things you could check honestly on a Sunday night:
Did I attend? Did I sleep seven hours or more on at least five nights? Did
I do four spaced review sessions?

Everything else in your week is allowed to be chaos. If those three
hold, the semester holds.

Naming three needs does something quietly powerful: it gives you
permission. Most student guilt is wundifferentiated — a low
background hum that you should be doing something, always. A
named short list converts that hum into a yes-or-no question you
can answer, and once it is answered, the evening is genuinely yours.

HONEST NOTE

Grids like the one opposite are everywhere in productivity writing
and none of them has been tested as an intervention. I am including
this one because the underlying bias is real and well measured, and
because sorting things this way takes ninety seconds. Treat it as a
lens, not as evidence.

CHAPTER THREE

The Person You Think You Are

Self-image is not decoration on top of the system. It quietly decides which systems
you are willing to try.

There is a belief that sits underneath everything else you do as a
student: your estimate of whether you are the kind of person who
can do this. It has a technical name — academic self-efficacy — and it
is one of the better-supported predictors of how students actually
perform.?* In a large synthesis of the psychological correlates of
university grades, it came out among the strongest of the non-
cognitive factors.”

13



THE WELL-BUILT SEMESTER

The obvious conclusion — so believe in yourself harder — is wrong,
and it is wrong in an interesting way. The relationship runs in both
directions. Belief improves performance; performance improves
belief; and of the two arrows, the second is the one you can actually
pull.

Change the evidence, not the affirmation

Your self-image is not built from statements. It is built from a running
tally of what you have observed yourself do. Telling yourself you are
disciplined while watching yourself abandon things is not neutral — it
actively deepens the belief you are trying to fix, because you have
now added dishonesty to the file.

This is the real argument for the absurdly small starts in the next
chapter. A two-minute commitment kept for fourteen days is not
impressive. It is, however, evidence, and evidence is the only currency
this particular system accepts. You are not building a habit at that
point. You are building a witness.

Be harder on the work than on yourself

There is a widespread suspicion that going easy on yourself after a
failure makes you soft. The experimental result points the other way.
Students prompted to take a self-compassionate view of a failure
subsequently studied longer for a make-up test than students in
control conditions, and reported more motivation to improve, not
less.” Across randomised trials, self-compassion interventions
produce reliable improvements in wellbeing and reductions in self-
criticism.””?®

The mechanism is not mysterious. Harsh self-criticism after a bad
week makes the whole subject painful, and people avoid painful
subjects. The student who calls themselves lazy on Sunday is
measurably less likely to open the file on Monday.

DO THIS

When something goes badly, write two sentences before you write
anything else. First: this is a normal thing that happens to people doing
hard things. Second: here is the one specific thing I will change.

14



The order matters. The second sentence is unusable while you are
still in the first feeling.

HONEST NOTE

You will have met the idea that believing intelligence is changeable
transforms achievement. The honest version: a very large pre-
registered national experiment found a real effect, but a small one,
concentrated in lower-achieving students — on the order of a tenth of
a grade point.”® Two independent meta-analyses of the wider
literature found effects near zero once study quality was accounted
for'30,3]

So: a useful attitude, and free to adopt. Not a lever. The levers are in
Parts Two to Six.

CHAPTER FOUR

Start Absurdly Smaill

The most important chapter in this book, and the one people most want to skip.

Here is how it usually goes. Sunday night, a surge of clarity: from
tomorrow, up at six, gym, two hours of study before class, no phone
after nine, proper meals. It holds for four days. On day five something
ordinary happens — a late night, a bad mood, a friend in crisis — and
the whole structure goes at once, because it was one structure and
not five.

The research on how habits actually form is unglamorous and
useful. In the best-known field study, volunteers adopting a simple
daily behaviour took a median of sixty-six days to reach their
maximum level of automaticity — and the range ran from eighteen
days to well over two hundred, depending on the behaviour and the
person.*” Missing a single day did not measurably damage the
trajectory.



THE WELL-BUILT SEMESTER
Two ways to arrive at forty-five minutes a day

The plan you usually make: forty-five minutes from Monday

day five, and everything goes at once Week 8
45 min
Week 5 ]
20 min
Week 3
10 min
Week 2
5 min
Week 1
2min

]

Each rung is held until it is boring, then raised once. Never two rungs at a time.
The ladder is slower for three weeks and far faster for the other forty-nine.

Timings from a real-world habit-formation study; the rungs themselves are a method.32

What a habit actually is

A habit is not willpower that has hardened. It is an association
between a stable context and a behaviour, built by repetition in that
context.**** Which gives you the two practical rules. First: attach the
new behaviour to something that already happens at a fixed time and
place — after you sit down in the library, after your last lecture, after
you put the kettle on. Second: make the first version small enough
that you would feel silly claiming credit for it.

Repetition in a stable context is doing the work; the intention is
only there to get you to the context.*>*® This is why “exercise more”
fails and “put the kit by the door and walk at eight” does not.

The single most reliable technique here is embarrassingly simple.
Write the plan as when-then: when I get back to my room after my last
class, then I will open the textbook and read one page. Specifying the
when and the where, in advance, in that form, has a substantial and
repeatedly replicated effect on whether people follow through — a
meta-analysis across nearly a hundred studies put it at a medium-to-
large effect.”*®

DO THIS

Pick one behaviour. Write it as a single sentence in this exact shape:

When [something that already happens], then [the smallest possible
version].

16



START ABSURDLY SMALL

Hold it for two weeks without raising it, even on days when you could
easily do more — especially on those days. Raising the rung early is
the most common way this fails. Template 3 at the back is a ladder to
fill in.

HONEST NOTE

A decade of productivity advice rested on the idea that willpower is a
fuel tank that drains as you use it, so you should schedule hard things
early and avoid decisions. It is an appealing model. It did not survive
testing: a coordinated replication across twenty-three laboratories
found an effect indistinguishable from zero,® and a later multi-site
test reached the same conclusion.® The original finding*® is still cited
constantly.

What survives is narrower and still worth using: it is easier to do hard
work at a time you have protected in advance than at a time you have
to negotiate for. Not because your tank is full, but because you are not
making the decision at all.
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PART TWO

The Week

A semester is not managed. A week is managed, fifteen times in a row. This part
builds the container.

CHAPTER FIVE

Build the Week Once

Decide the shape of a normal week a single time, then spend the semester filling it
in rather than inventing it.

Most students run their lives from a to-do list and a vague sense of
dread. The list says what; it never says when. So every morning
becomes a negotiation, conducted by a tired person with imperfect
information, about what to do with the next few hours — and that
negotiation is where the day is usually lost.

The alternative is a skeleton: a small number of recurring blocks
that are the same every week. Not a colour-coded schedule of all 168
hours — that always collapses and it deserves to. Six to ten anchored
blocks, and everything else left deliberately empty.

A skeleton, not a timetable

MON TUE WED THU FRI SAT SUN
Early Deep1 Move Deep1 Move Deep1 Move
Late AM Class Class Class Class Class
fternoon Deep 2 Review Deep 2 Review Open Reset
Evening off off off
(O peep block Fixed (class) [ Review (O Protected off Open

Roughly half the week is white space on purpose.
Build this once. You are not deciding what to do each morning; you are only showing up.

An example skeleton. The four anchors matter; the specific hours are yours to set.
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The four anchors

A workable student skeleton needs four things in it, and you build
them in this order.

© A sleep window, before anything else. A fixed hour to be in bed
and a fixed hour to be up, the same on Saturday as on Tuesday.
Chapter 17 explains why this is the highest-yield block on the
page.

© Two deep blocks in your good hours, from the audit in Chapter 1.
Ninety minutes each is ideal; sixty is fine. These are for the work
that is difficult, not the work that is fiddly.

© Two or three review slots of twenty to thirty minutes, spread
across the week — the engine of Part Four. These are short
enough to survive a bad week.

O Protected off-time. One evening and one half-day where
studying is not merely unscheduled but actively not allowed.
Without this the skeleton is a cage and you will break it to escape.

Everything else — lectures, work shifts, the gym, laundry, other
people — fills in around those. The point of writing them down is not
organisation. It is that on Wednesday morning you do not have to
decide anything; you only have to show up to something already
decided by a better-rested version of you.

IN PRACTICE

Put the skeleton somewhere physical if you can — a printed grid on a
wall beats a calendar app for this one job, because it is visible without
being opened. Template 2 at the back is a blank version.

Then review it once a week, for ten minutes, on the same day.
Monitoring progress toward a goal is one of the few interventions
with solid meta-analytic support, and the effect is larger when the
record is physical and when someone else can see it.*°

Two things make the anchors stick. They should be specific rather
than aspirational — a long line of research on goal setting finds that
specific, moderately difficult goals outperform vague intentions to do
your best.” And they should be few, because the recurring finding
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across the time-management literature is that people adopt
elaborate systems and abandon them within weeks.**'°

When it breaks

It will break, roughly every third week. The recovery rule is: never
rebuild the whole thing. Restore the sleep window first, then one
deep block. Two anchors standing is a working week. Trying to
restore all four at once is how a bad week becomes a bad month.

CHAPTER SIX

Get It Out of Your Head

An unfinished task you are holding in memory costs something even while you are
doing nothing about it.

There is a particular kind of tiredness that has nothing to do with
work. It comes from carrying nine unresolved things at once: the
email you have not sent, the reading you have not started, the form,
the friend’s message from Tuesday. None of them is hard. Together
they occupy a background process that never quite closes.

The classic observation is that unfinished goals stay active in mind
and intrude on unrelated tasks. The more useful modern finding is
what switches them off. In a set of experiments, simply making a
specific plan for an unfinished goal — not completing it, just writing
down when and where it would be dealt with — removed most of the
intrusive cost, and performance on the unrelated task recovered.*

This is the entire justification for keeping a list. Not productivity
theatre: the list is a place to put things so your head can stop holding
them.

One list, entered fast, reviewed weekly

The design principles are boring on purpose.

« One inbox, not six. Notes app, paper pad, whiteboard — the
medium does not matter, the singularity does. Two lists means
neither is trusted, and an untrusted list does not release anything.
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GET IT OUT OF YOUR HEAD

Capture in under five seconds. If adding something requires
choosing a project and a tag and a due date, you will not do it at
the moment it occurs to you, which is the only moment that
counts.

Write the next physical action. “Dissertation” is not a task; it is a
source of dread. “Open last year’s marking criteria and read the
second page” is a task.

Empty it once a week in the same ten-minute review as the
skeleton. Things that have sat untouched for a month are usually
not tasks. Delete them and notice that nothing happens.

HONEST NOTE

Offloading memory onto a device is genuinely helpful for freeing
attention, and the same research literature finds that we remember
offloaded material itself less well, and that having searched for
information once makes us more likely to search rather than think

next time.*44%

For tasks, offloading is pure gain — there is no value in remembering
that the form is due. For course material it is the opposite, which is
what Part Four is about. Put the admin in the list. Keep the ideas in
your head.

DO THIS

Tonight, take twenty minutes and write down every single open loop
you are carrying, however small — including the ones that are
embarrassing and the ones that are not really yours. Do not sort
them. Do not do any of them.

Most people report sleeping better the same night. That is the effect
described above, arriving on schedule.
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CHAPTER SEVEN

Why You Put Things Off

Procrastination is not laziness, and it is not a time-management problem. It is a
mood problem with a deadline attached.

Between two-thirds and nine-tenths of university students describe
themselves as regular procrastinators, depending on how the
question is asked.*® It is not a minority affliction and it is not, as it
feels from the inside, a personal defect. It is the predictable output of
a system with four inputs.

The four dials

HOW LIKELY YOU ARE TO ACTUALLY START

Belief you can do it x How much it matters

Pull of distraction x How far off the deadline is

Four dials, not one character flaw. Raise the top two, lower the bottom two.
Every method in the next two chapters is just one of these four dials, turned.

A compact summary of the dominant model of procrostinction.46'47

Read the fraction as a sentence. You start things you believe you can
do, that matter to you, when there is nothing more tempting nearby
and the deadline is close. You avoid things you doubt you can do, that
feel pointless, while something pleasant is within reach and the
deadline is far away.

That gives you four distinct problems with four different fixes, and
it explains why generic advice keeps failing: telling a student with an
expectancy problem to “just start” addresses the wrong dial entirely.

Which dial is stuck

» Expectancy — you do not believe you can do it. Shrink the task
until you obviously can. This is the most common one and the
most commonly misdiagnosed as laziness.

¢ Value — it feels meaningless. Connect it to something real, or
accept that some of it genuinely is meaningless and do it badly and
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fast rather than slowly and guiltily.

¢ Impulsiveness — something more pleasant is one tap away. This is
an environment problem; Chapters 10 and 11 handle it.

» Delay — the deadline is a month away. Create a nearer one that
somebody else can see.

The mood underneath

There is a further layer worth knowing. Delaying a task reliably makes
you feel better right now — that is what the behaviour is for. On this
account procrastination is short-term mood repair, and the task is
avoided not because it is long but because approaching it feels bad.*
Which is why the fix is so often emotional rather than logistical, and
why perfectionism and procrastination travel together so
consistently.***°

Procrastination also has a real cost, and it is worth being straight
about it: across studies, procrastination is reliably associated with
lower academic performance.” Not catastrophically — but the effect
is consistent, and it compounds across a degree.

IN PRACTICE

Next time you notice yourself avoiding something, do not ask why you
are lazy. Ask which of the four dials is turned the wrong way, name it
out loud, and apply the matching fix. The naming alone often dissolves
it, because most avoidance survives on being vague.

CHAPTER EIGHT

Starting Is the Whole Skill

Almost nobody stops a task they have genuinely begun. The resistance lives
entirely in the first ninety seconds.

Notice what actually happens on a bad afternoon. You do not sit
down, work for eight minutes and give up. You never sit down. The
whole battle is fought before the file is open, which means the only
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skill that needs practising is the one that gets you from the doorway
to the chair.

Shrink the entry, not the task

The instruction is not “work for two minutes” It is “perform the two-
minute version of the entrance” Open the document and read the
last paragraph you wrote. Copy the essay question onto a blank page.
Put the reading on the desk and write the date at the top of a sheet.

You are permitted to stop immediately afterwards, and you should
genuinely mean it — a bluff stops working after about a week. In
practice you will usually continue, because the thing that was
unpleasant was the anticipation, and the anticipation does not
survive contact.

Three tools that hold up

» The when-then sentence from Chapter 4, written the night
before. It removes the decision rather than winning it.*’

¢ Bundling. Pair a thing you avoid with a thing you want, and only
allow the want during the avoided thing — the specific album, the
specific café. In a field experiment, restricting access to addictive
audiobooks to gym visits meaningfully increased attendance.®* The
effect faded over months, which tells you it is a starter motor, not
an engine.

» Avisible near deadline. Not a private one. Tell one person a date,
or book the slot with a study partner. Delay is the dial with the
longest reach.

Use the calendar’s psychology

People are measurably more likely to begin something on a date that
feels like a boundary: a Monday, the first of a month, a birthday, the
start of term.* This is free and you should use it — but the same
research implies the flip side, which is that a missed start feels like it
has to wait for the next landmark. It does not. Wednesday the
nineteenth is a perfectly good day to begin.
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STARTING IS THE WHOLE SKILL

HONEST NOTE

The most famous experiment on self-imposed deadlines — the source
of the standard advice to split a project into staged deadlines — was
found in 2026 to contain data that independent analysts concluded
were fabricated, including duplicated participant records and an
implausibly large effect. Both authors have asked for it to be
retracted.”® A careful replication published alongside the investigation
found that varying the deadline structure had a negligible effect on
performance.®

So I am not going to tell you that staged deadlines are proven. What
survives is the much weaker and better-supported claim behind the
third tool above: a nearer deadline beats a distant one because of the
delay dial, and a deadline someone else knows about beats one only
you know about.
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PART THREE

Attention

Hours are not the scarce resource. Uninterrupted hours are. This part is about
protecting the difference.

CHAPTER NINE

What Switching Really Costs

You do not lose the seconds you spend on the interruption. You lose the minutes it
takes to get back.

Ask someone how much a quick message check costs them and they
will say twenty seconds, because twenty seconds is the part they can
see. The cost that matters is invisible from the inside: after you
switch tasks, part of your attention stays with the previous one, and
it stays there for a while.

This is called attention residue, and it has been measured directly.
People interrupted mid-task and moved to a new one performed
worse on the new task — and the effect was strongest when the first
task had been left unfinished, which is almost always the case when
you pause to check something.** Laboratory work on task switching
finds the same signature: a measurable reconfiguration cost every
time control shifts from one task set to another.***°

The same sixty minutes, two ways
60 min
~38 min -

+ Shaded = climbing back to where you were. At the desk; not working yet.

lllustrative, not measured — but the direction is well established.
The tax s the return, not the glance.

llustrative proportions. The switching cost itself is well established.%45%

26



Why it does not feel expensive

Because the recovery period feels like working. You are reading. Your
eyes are moving. What is missing is the assembled mental context —
the argument you were three steps into, the variables you were
holding, the sentence you had half-built — and rebuilding that is slow
and largely unconscious. You cannot feel it because from the inside it
is indistinguishable from being slightly stupid.

Field observation of people at work found that after an
interruption, returning to the original task took on average around
twenty-three minutes — though people compensated by working
faster, at the cost of measurably more stress and frustration.®” That
number gets thrown about carelessly, so be precise about what it
means: it is not twenty-three minutes of dead time per notification.
It is how long the original thread stayed dropped in a real workplace
full of other demands.

HONEST NOTE

A widely repeated claim holds that heavy media multitaskers are
permanently worse at filtering distraction. The original study did
report that.®® Two direct replications plus a meta-analysis found the
association to be very small and not reliably different from zero,*® and
a later review by researchers in the same field concluded the evidence
is mixed and mostly correlational.®

Which is to say: watching four hours of short videos is probably not
rewiring your brain. It is, however, four hours. The case against
multitasking rests on the switching cost above, which is solid, and
does not need the scarier version.

The practical conclusion is narrow and firm. The unit of work is not
the hour; it is the uninterrupted stretch. A ninety-minute block with
four checks in it is not ninety minutes of work, and no amount of
good intentions converts it into one.
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CHAPTER TEN

The Phone Chapter

Not a lecture about screen time. A short account of what has actually been
measured, and the three settings worth changing.

The device is not the villain of this book. It is your camera, your maps,
your bank, your friends and half your coursework. But it is
engineered by large numbers of clever people to interrupt you, and it
is worth knowing what the interruptions do.

Start with the smallest unit. In a controlled experiment, simply
recetving a notification — without looking at it, without replying —
significantly increased errors on an attention task. The disruption
was comparable to actively using the phone.®’ In another study,
students asked to maximise notifications for a week reported higher
inattention and hyperactivity symptoms than the same students in a
silenced week.®” When notifications were instead delivered in three
scheduled batches a day, people were less stressed and more
attentive.®®

The cost of one glance

buzz glance back at the desk working again
0:00 0:08 0:30 later

this stretch is the expensive part

The glance costs seconds. Getting back to the sentence costs minutes.

Return times from field observation of interrupted work 5754

The classroom evidence is unusually blunt

Students who multitasked on a laptop during a lecture scored
substantially lower on a comprehension test afterwards — and so did
students merely seated in view of someone else’s multitasking
screen, who did worse than students with no laptop in their line of
sight at all.** A large randomised trial in real university courses found
that permitting laptops and tablets in class lowered final exam
performance.®
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THE PHONE CHAPTER

Across the wider literature the association between heavy
smartphone use and lower academic performance is consistent,
though most of it is correlational and the effect sizes are modest.®®

HONEST NOTE

You may have heard that having your phone face-down on the desk
drains your working memory even when it is switched off. That was a
real and striking result.®” A later well-powered replication did not
reproduce it.°®

Put the phone in another room anyway — not because its mere
presence lobotomises you, but for the ordinary reason that a phone
within arm’s reach is a phone you will pick up, and the previous
chapter explains what that costs.

What is actually worth doing

In a month-long randomised trial, blocking mobile internet on
participants’ phones for two weeks — calls and texts still working —
improved sustained attention, mental health and subjective
wellbeing, with the mental-health effect being the largest. Ninety-
one per cent of participants improved on at least one measure, and
the gains were explained by more time spent offline, more face-to-
face contact and better sleep.®*

You do not have to go that far. Three settings capture most of it:

© Notifications off for everything that is not a human being
contacting you directly. Not “on silent” — off.

© The phone physically outside the room during deep blocks. In a
bag in the hall is enough; the friction is the mechanism.

© One app blocker with a schedule you set on a calm day, not in the
moment. You are negotiating with a version of yourself who has
not yet been provoked.
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CHAPTER ELEVEN

A Room That Does Half the Work

Willpower is an expensive way to solve a problem that furniture can solve for free.

Since habits are built from the association between a context and a
behaviour,* the room is not a backdrop — it is part of the
mechanism. A desk that has been used for nine different activities
cues none of them. A desk used only for one thing starts doing some
of the starting for you.

One place, one job

If you have the space, keep a surface that is only for difficult work. If
you live in one room — as most students do — the equivalent is a
reversible signal: the lamp on, the door shut, a particular chair, the
desk cleared to three objects. Any consistent, specific cue will do.
What does not work is doing coursework in the same position, in the
same bed, in which you also watch, eat and sleep, because then the
cue points everywhere at once and your brain votes for the most
attractive option.

Keeping the bed out of it has a second payoff that Chapter 17 will
collect: sleep behaves better when the bed means one thing.

The music question, answered properly

This is the most-asked question in student productivity and the
evidence is clearer than you would expect. A meta-analysis of
background music in adults found no overall benefit to performance
and a consistent impairment of reading comprehension.”” A large
Bayesian meta-analysis of auditory distraction during reading
reached the same conclusion: background speech reliably hurts
reading, and music with lyrics behaves like speech.”

So the honest rule: instrumental or nothing while reading and
writing. Lyrics are tolerable for mechanical work — problem sets you
already know how to do, formatting, transcription. And if you use
music mainly to mask a noisy flat, that is a legitimate and different
job; steady instrumental sound or broadband noise masks better than
anything with words in it.
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DO THIS

Before a deep block: clear the surface to the two or three things the
task needs, put everything else on the floor, and leave. Come back and
sit down. The thirty seconds of clearing is not tidiness; it is the cue.

Somewhere to go afterwards

Attention recovers better in some environments than others. A walk
in a park improved performance on a demanding memory task by
about twenty per cent relative to an equivalent walk through busy
streets.”” A ninety-minute walk in a natural setting reduced self-
reported rumination — and the associated brain activity — compared
with the same walk in an urban one.”” And people generated
substantially more novel ideas while walking than while sitting,
indoors or out,” although the same study found walking did not help
with problems that have a single correct answer.

The proposed mechanism is that directed attention — the effortful
kind you spend on a problem set — is depleted by concentration and
restored by environments that hold your attention without
demanding it.”” Whether or not the mechanism is right, the practical
distinction holds: take the essay structure for a walk, and do not take
the problem set.

CHAPTER TWELVE

Anatomy of a Deep Session

What a good ninety minutes actually looks like from the inside, including the part
that feels like failure.

The first ten to fifteen minutes of serious work are almost always
bad. You reread the same paragraph, you feel restless, you are
convinced today is not going to work. This is not a sign that today is
not going to work. It is what the beginning feels like, every time, for
everyone, and the reason people believe they “cannot focus” is that
they keep quitting during the part that is supposed to feel like that.
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THE WELL-BUILT SEMESTER

A ninety-minute block

usable focus

warm-up the part you came for fade
0 min 12 70 90

The warm-up is a fixed cost. Shorter sessions pay it nearly as often for less plateau.
Quitting at 25 minutes means you paid for the warm-up and left before the work.

Schematic. The warm-up and the fade are consistent; the exact minutes vary by person.

The shape

A session has three parts. The warm-up runs roughly ten to fifteen
minutes and feels like wading. The plateau is the work — typically
forty to sixty minutes, and if the difficulty of the task is well matched
to your current skill it can become genuinely absorbing.”®”” The fade
arrives somewhere after seventy or eighty minutes and is not
negotiable by willpower.

Three rules follow. Do not schedule blocks shorter than sixty
minutes for hard work, because you pay the warm-up either way. Do
not push past the fade, because what you produce there is usually
deleted the next day. And decide the single objective of the block
before you start it — not “work on the essay” but “draft the second
section, badly”

Breaks, and the timer question

Short breaks do help. A meta-analysis of micro-breaks found reliable
improvements in vigour and reductions in fatigue, with clearer
effects on wellbeing than on performance — and longer breaks did
more for performance than very short ones.”® Brief deactivation of a
task goal also protects against the decline in vigilance that comes
from staring at one thing for a long time.”

The famous twenty-five-minute timer method has, as far as I can
find, never been tested as a package in a controlled trial. Its
components — a defined start, a single task, a scheduled break — are
each well supported. The specific number is arbitrary, and for
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ANATOMY OF A DEEP SESSION

reading and writing it is arguably too short, because twenty-five
minutes is mostly warm-up.

IN PRACTICE

Try ninety minutes of work and fifteen minutes away — away meaning
standing up, out of the room, and not on a screen, because a break
spent scrolling gives the attention system nothing to recover with.
Two of those blocks in a day is a genuinely productive day. Four is a
rare one. Six does not exist, whatever the internet says.
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PART FOUR

Learning

This is the part with the strongest evidence behind it, and the part students are least
likely to be taught. Most people study in the way that feels best and works worst.

CHAPTER THIRTEEN

Notes You Will Actually Reuse

A transcript is not a set of notes. The difference is five minutes of work, done
afterwards.

Most lecture notes are written once and never opened again. They
are a transcript — an attempt to catch the words as they go past —
and as a record of the lecture they may be excellent. As a study tool
they are nearly useless, because nothing in them requires you to do
anything.

Note-taking has two separable functions: the act of writing helps
you encode at the time, and the page itself is a store you can come
back to.*® Students optimise the second and neglect the first, when
the evidence says the first matters more and the second only pays off
if you actually revisit it.

A page with three zones

Questions Notes
Written after,
not during.

“Why does X
cause Y?"

Summary, in your own words, from memory
The left column and the bottom strip are filled in after the lecture, from memory.
That five minutes is what turns a transcript into a self-test.

A three-zone page. The right area is filled during the lecture, the other two after it.
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The five minutes that do the work

Take your notes however you like during the class. Then, as soon as
possible afterwards — on the walk, on the bus, in the ten minutes
before the next thing — do two things without looking at the page.

© write three or four questions in the left column that the notes
would answer. Questions, not headings. “Why does raising the
rate reduce demand?” rather than “Interest rates.

© Write two sentences at the bottom summarising the whole class
in your own words, from memory, with the notes covered.

Every review session from then on is: cover the notes, read a
question, answer out loud, check. You have turned a document into a
test, which Chapter 14 will explain is the single most valuable
transformation available to you.

Draw the thing

Drawing a concept — crudely, badly, as a rough sketch — produces
substantially better recall than writing the word, and better than
many richer-seeming encoding strategies. The effect is large and has
replicated across many experiments, including with people who
cannot draw and under severe time limits.*'*> Diagrams and concept
maps also help, with smaller but real effects.3%

So when a process has stages, draw the stages. When two things
are in tension, draw the tension. Fifteen seconds of bad drawing
beats a neat paragraph.

HONEST NOTE

You have been told that handwriting beats typing. The original
experiment did find that, attributing it to laptop users transcribing
verbatim rather than processing.®® A larger replication and extension
failed to reproduce the advantage,®® and so did a direct replication
with an accompanying mini meta-analysis.?’

The defensible version is narrower: verbatim transcription is what
hurts, on any device. If you type, type less than you hear. If
handwriting naturally forces you to summarise, that is a point in its
favour — but the pen is not magic.
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CHAPTER FOURTEEN

Four Methods That Beat Rereading

A large review rated most popular study techniques as low utility. These four were
not among them.

In 2013 a group of cognitive psychologists reviewed ten widely used
study techniques and rated each for how well the evidence
supported it. Highlighting, summarising, rereading and imagery-
based methods all came out low utility. Two techniques came out
high: practice testing and distributed practice.®®

This matters because the low-utility techniques are the ones
students overwhelmingly use. Surveys of study behaviour find
rereading is the most commonly reported strategy by a wide margin,
and that self-testing, where it happens at all, is used to check
knowledge rather than to build it.®9°%'

How much of a passage students could recall

81% 75%

Reread Self-tested Reread Self-tested

Tested 5 minutes later Tested one week later

Same material, same total time. Only the last session differed.
Rereading wins the afternoon and loses the semester.

Experiment 1data, mean proportion of the passage recalled.®?

1. Test yourself instead of reviewing

Retrieving information from memory strengthens it far more than re-
exposure does. The effect is one of the most replicated in the field: a
meta-analysis of over two hundred experiments found a clear
advantage for testing over restudying,®® it holds in real
classrooms,*® and in a head-to-head comparison, practice retrieval
beat elaborate concept-mapping study on a later test.***’
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FOUR METHODS THAT BEAT REREADING

Practically: close the book and write what you remember. Answer
your own left-column questions. Use flashcards for facts and blank
paper for arguments. The moment you feel yourself straining to
recall is the moment the learning is happening.

2. Space it out

The same total study time produces more durable learning when it is
split across separated sessions rather than massed into one. This has
been demonstrated across hundreds of experiments,”® and the
optimal gap scales with how long you need to remember it — roughly,

to hold something for a month, review it about a week apart.®*'**"'

3. Mix the problems up

Studying one topic until it is finished, then moving to the next, feels
efficient. Interleaving — mixing problem types within a session —
produces worse practice performance and substantially better test
performance. In a randomised classroom trial, interleaved maths
practice roughly doubled test scores a month later.*'®” The same
pattern shows up for learning to distinguish categories."*

This is the clearest example of a broader principle: the conditions
that make studying feel fluent are frequently the conditions that
make it least durable.?>'°¢'%7

4. Explain it to yourself

Stopping to explain why a step follows, in your own words, improves
learning across a wide range of subjects and ages.'**'°® Generating an
answer yourself, even a wrong one, beats reading the right one."™

Why all four work

Working memory is small — classically described as around seven
items, more recently as closer to four"*" — and everything you learn
has to pass through it. Instructional research built on that constraint
finds that learning fails when material arrives faster than it can be
organised, and succeeds when the learner is doing the
organising.""®"® Testing, spacing, interleaving and self-explanation
are four different ways of forcing that organisation to happen inside
your head rather than on the page.
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HONEST NOTE

These four methods all feel worse than rereading while you are doing
them, and students consistently predict that the easier method taught
them more."”'°® Expect that. The discomfort is not a sign you are
doing it wrong; on this evidence it is close to a sign you are doing it
right.

CHAPTER FIFTEEN

The Study Cycle

The four methods, assembled into something you can run every week without
thinking about it.

Knowing that spacing and testing work changes nothing on its own,
because the hard part is not the technique — it is having a schedule
that produces the spacing automatically. Left to improvise, everyone
masses their study, because massing is what an anxious person does
the week before an exam.

What the schedule buys you

spaced

what you can recall

left alone

lecture review | review 2 review 3

Each review is cheaper than the last and the forgetting after it is slower.
The gaps are not wasted time. The gaps are the method.

Schematic of the spacing effect, drawn from the meta-analytic |ocx'[tern498'99

The cycle

© Wwithin a day of the lecture — five minutes. Fill in the questions
and the summary from Chapter 13. Do not reread. This is the
cheapest slot in the whole system and the one people skip.
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© Same week, in a review slot — twenty minutes. Cover the notes,
answer your questions out loud or on paper, check, and mark
anything you could not produce.

© Two to three weeks later — ten minutes. Only the marked items,
plus one attempt to explain the whole topic in four sentences
from memory.

O Before the exam — full past papers under time, which is simply
retrieval practice in its most realistic form.

Three review slots a week, twenty to thirty minutes each, will cover a
full course load. That is about ninety minutes a week per subject —
less time than most students spend rereading in a single evening, and
it is the difference between recognising material in May and being
able to produce it.

IN PRACTICE

Keep one page per topic with two columns: can produce from memory
and cannot yet. Every review, items move left when you get them right
twice running. Only the right-hand column gets reviewed.

This is deliberately low-tech. Spaced-repetition software does the
same arithmetic more precisely and is excellent for vocabulary and
facts. It is a poor fit for arguments and essay subjects, where the unit
is not a card but an explanation. Template 4 at the back has the two-
column page.

Do the difficult thing on purpose

One warning about the tidy version. Students who adopt spacing
often turn it into a pleasant re-reading ritual on a schedule. The
schedule is not the active ingredient. The active ingredient is the
attempt to produce the answer before checking, and if you are not
occasionally failing to produce it, the material is too easy or you are
looking too soon.
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CHAPTER SIXTEEN

Exams Without the Panic

Two weeks of ordinary method beats two nights of heroics, and there is one thing
worth doing in the ten minutes before you start.

Test anxiety is common, it is not a personal weakness, and it does
real measurable damage: across three decades of studies it is
consistently associated with lower performance, and the relationship
is strongest for students who are otherwise well prepared.”™ The
mechanism is thought to be occupancy — worry consumes the
working memory the exam needs.

The ten minutes before

In a classroom experiment, students who spent ten minutes writing
freely about their worries immediately before a high-stakes exam
performed significantly better than a control group — and the benefit
was concentrated in the students who were most anxious to begin
with." Expressive writing more generally has a small but reliable
effect across many outcomes."”*"

It costs nothing and it is available in the corridor. Write, unedited,
about what you are worried about. Then put it away.

The fortnight before

» Past papers under timed conditions, from the start of revision and
not as a final check. This is retrieval practice in the exact form the
exam will demand.

» Mark them honestly, against the actual criteria. Feedback is only
useful if it tells you something you did not already believe.'”?

» Interleave subjects in a session rather than devoting whole days to

one.'”

» Protect sleep first. Not the night before — the whole fortnight.
Consistency of sleep across the weeks before an exam predicted
performance better than sleep on the final night did.”®
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EXAMS WITHOUT THE PANIC

HONEST NOTE

The all-nighter is worth costing properly. Restricting sleep to six
hours a night produced cognitive deficits that accumulated day after
day without levelling off — and crucially, participants’ own ratings of
sleepiness barely rose, so they had almost no idea how impaired they
were.””* The feeling of coping is the first thing sleep loss takes.

If you are genuinely out of time, the arithmetic still favours sleeping.
Three hours of rested recall beats six hours of unrested rereading,
and Chapter 17 explains why some of the consolidation you need only
happens while you are asleep.

DO THIS

Write the exam date on a calendar and count backwards in weeks, not
days. Put one past paper in each week. Everything else — the notes,
the readings, the panic — arranges itself around those fixed points.
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PART FIVE

The Body

Four chapters that have nothing to do with studying and determine most of how
well you study. If you only fix one thing this semester, fix the first one.

CHAPTER SEVENTEEN

Sleep Is a Study Technique

Not a recovery activity that competes with studying. Part of the mechanism by
which studying works.

While you sleep, memories formed during the day are reactivated
and stabilised, and material that was fragile in the evening is
measurably more durable in the morning. This is one of the better-
established findings in neuroscience, demonstrated across a long line
of human and animal work.”?®"*%"” Sleep also appears to support the
restructuring that produces insight: participants who slept between
learning a task and retesting were more than twice as likely to spot a
hidden shortcut in it."®

That is the argument in full. Studying without sleeping is not
studying harder; it is interrupting the process halfway.

Sleep debt does not settle

8 hours

attention

night 1 night 14

Shape of a classic laboratory finding: short sleep accumulates rather than plateaus.
People on six hours reported feeling only slightly sleepy while performing badly.

Shape of a landmark restriction study, not its exact values.'?4

What the student data say

In a study that tracked students with wearables across a whole term,
sleep duration, quality and consistency each predicted academic

42



performance — and irregular bedtimes predicted worse grades even
among students who were getting enough hours overall. Sleep on the
single night before an exam had no relationship with the result; sleep
across the preceding weeks did.”®

Student sleep is also genuinely bad at a population level: in a
survey of over a thousand undergraduates, the large majority
reported poor-quality sleep, and self-reported stress and emotional
disturbance were the strongest predictors."**"*°

It also runs the other way. When collegiate basketball players
extended their sleep toward ten hours a night for several weeks, their
sprint times, shooting accuracy, mood and daytime alertness all
improved.”™ Most students are not athletes, but the principle
transfers: for a chronically short-slept person, more sleep is an
intervention, not a luxury.

The five things that actually move it

© A fixed wake time, seven days a week. This anchors the whole
rhythm and it is the one to fight for. A weekend lie-in of three
hours produces something close to jet lag, and that misalignment
is associated with worse academic performance.”*'*

(2] Light in the morning. Outside, within an hour of waking, for ten
minutes. It is the strongest available signal for setting the clock.

© Caffeine cut-off. The next chapter deals with this properly.

O A wind-down that is not a screen. Evening light exposure delays
the clock and reduces next-morning alertness,”* though reviews
of blue-light-blocking interventions specifically find modest and
inconsistent effects.'® The content is probably doing more than
the wavelength.

© The bed is for sleep. Working in bed teaches your body that bed is
a place where you lie awake thinking.

If those are in place and you still cannot sleep, that is a medical
question and not a discipline question. Psychological sleep
interventions for students — largely cognitive-behavioural — produce
reliable improvements, and campus services often run them."®
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HONEST NOTE

You cannot train yourself to need less sleep. In the restriction study
above, participants on six hours drifted steadily downward for two
weeks while reporting they felt only slightly sleepy. What people call
“getting used to it” is the loss of the ability to notice.

Some people genuinely run late — chronotype is partly biological, and
evening types tend to get slightly lower grades in institutions that
start early, which is a scheduling mismatch rather than a defect.”’"*® If
you are one, schedule your deep blocks late and stop apologising for
it. The fixed wake time still applies.

CHAPTER EIGHTEEN

Caffeine, Honestly

A genuinely useful drug with one specific failure mode, which is that it is still there
at midnight.

Caffeine works, and this book is not going to tell you to give it up.
What it will tell you is the number that most people have never been
given: caffeine has a half-life of roughly five hours in a typical adult,
which means half the dose is still circulating five hours later and a
quarter of it ten hours later.

A single afternoon coffee, followed home

200 mg at2pm
66 mg still circulating at bedtime

— a third of the original dose \

2pm 6pm 10pm 2am

Assumes a five-hour half-life; between people it ranges from about three hours to seven.
Which is why the same latte ruins one person’s night and not their friend'’s.

Modelled from a 200 mg dose and a five-hour half-life.'3®
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The experiment that matters here gave people 400 mg of caffeine at
bedtime, three hours before, or six hours before. Even the six-hour
dose significantly disrupted sleep, cutting total sleep time by more
than an hour — and, as with sleep restriction, participants did not
reliably notice the disruption in their own subjective ratings."
Systematic reviews since have reached similar conclusions about
dose and timing."*'"

The rules that follow

e Set a cut-off eight hours before bed and treat it as a hard line. For
a midnight bedtime, that is four in the afternoon. Six hours is the
evidenced minimum; eight gives you margin for being a slow
metaboliser.

» Do not use it to paper over short sleep. Caffeine restores
alertness reasonably well and restores judgement and learning
much less well, so the version of you that feels fine at 2 am is
making decisions with equipment that is not fine.

» Watch the total. Energy drinks and pre-workout supplements are
frequently 200 mg or more per can, and they are easy to lose
count of.

 Delay the first cup if you wake up needing one immediately — that
is usually the tail of yesterday’s dose and short sleep, not a
morning requirement.

The nap, done properly

A short nap is the legitimate alternative to a fourth coffee. Naps of
roughly ten to twenty minutes reliably improve alertness and
performance for a few hours without much grogginess; longer naps
give a bigger benefit but come with a period of disorientation on
waking, and anything after about three in the afternoon starts eating
into the pressure you need for the night."*'**

IN PRACTICE

If you are genuinely flattened at two in the afternoon, twenty minutes
flat with an alarm will do more for the next three hours than another
coffee — and unlike the coffee, it is fully cleared by bedtime.
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CHAPTER NINETEEN

Food That Holds Up

Not a diet chapter. A short answer to why three in the afternoon keeps happening.

Student food is shaped by three constraints — money, time and a
kitchen shared with strangers — and no chapter that ignores those is
worth reading. So this one is about shape rather than rules, and
about the small number of findings that are strong enough to act on.

What a meal that holds up looks like

Half the plate: plants
Vegetables, fruit, beans, lentils. Fibre is the part

PROTEIN that keeps the next two hours flat.

A quarter: protein

PLANTS . N
Eggs, dairy, fish, meat, tofu, pulses.

CARBS
A quarter: slow carbohydrate
Whole grains, oats, potatoes with the skin on.

A shape, not a recipe. Hit it roughly, most of the time, from whatever is available.
Something you can do in a canteen, a hostel kitchen, or a shop at 11pm.

A shape to aim at, not a prescription or a calorie target.

The one finding with a randomised trial behind it

In a randomised controlled trial, adults with moderate to severe
depression who received dietary support toward a Mediterranean-
style pattern — more vegetables, legumes, fish, whole grains and olive
oil, less refined and processed food — showed substantially greater
improvement in symptoms over twelve weeks than a matched social-
support control.”* A meta-analysis of dietary improvement trials
found a small but significant effect on depressive symptoms
overall."® Higher consumption of ultra-processed food is consistently
associated with worse mental health, though that evidence is
observational.'*

None of this makes food a treatment. It does mean the direction is
real and the cost of moving in it is low.
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FOOD THAT HOLDS UP
The afternoon crash

Here the honest answer is less satisfying than the internet’s. A meta-
analysis of carbohydrate effects on mood found no evidence of the
classic “sugar rush”; if anything, carbohydrate intake was followed by
lower alertness and more fatigue within the hour."’ Reviews of
glycaemic index and cognition find mixed and inconsistent results."*®

So: a large fast-carbohydrate lunch will not spike you and is quite
likely to flatten you. A lunch with protein and fibre in it holds the
afternoon better. That is about as strong a claim as the evidence
supports, and it is enough to act on.

Breakfast and water

Breakfast is genuinely associated with better cognitive and academic
outcomes, most clearly among students who are undernourished;
among well-fed students the benefits are smaller and less
consistent."*"*° If you are not hungry in the morning, that is allowed.
If you routinely go until three in the afternoon on coffee alone, that is
a different matter.

Mild dehydration — the ordinary kind, well before thirst becomes
urgent — has repeatedly been shown to worsen mood, increase
perceived effort and impair attention in young adults.”'**'** A bottle
on the desk is one of the highest-ratio interventions in this entire
book.

HONEST NOTE

Two things students are sold. Omega-3 supplements for cognition: a
systematic review of healthy populations found no consistent
benefit."®* And alcohol: heavier drinking is reliably associated with
worse academic outcomes in longitudinal student data, and the
mechanism is largely indirect — missed classes, lost mornings,
wrecked sleep — rather than direct brain damage.'*>'®

47



CHAPTER TWENTY

Movement as Maintenance

The evidence for exercise and mood is much stronger than the evidence for
exercise and grades. Both are worth having.

Exercise is the intervention students most often cut first when things
get busy, and it is close to the last thing that should go. The case for
it is not that it makes you clever. It is that it is one of the better-
supported things available for the mood and stress problems that
make studying impossible.

A week that clears the bar

Most days ) _—
Awalk 20-30 minutes Mood, sleep, breaking up sitting
3x aweek -
. The clearest cognitive and mood effects
Something that makes you breathe hard

2x a week

; ; Strength, and its own effect on low mood
Something heavy, 20—-30 minutes 9

Roughly the public-health floor, split three ways.
Anything above zero is most of the gain. The floor is not the target.

Floor values from public-health physical-activity guidonce.]57

Mood first, because the evidence is best there

A large network meta-analysis of randomised trials found exercise to
be an effective treatment for depression, with walking or jogging,
yoga and strength training all showing meaningful benefits, and
larger effects at higher intensities.'®® Resistance training specifically
reduced depressive symptoms across randomised trials in a separate
analysis, including in people without a diagnosis.”*'*® An umbrella
review across dozens of meta-analyses concluded that physical
activity improves depression, anxiety and distress across
populations.'

These are not small or fringe results. If exercise were a pill, its
effect on low mood would be considered a good outcome for a pill.
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MOVEMENT AS MAINTENANCE
And cognition, with the caveat attached

A single bout of moderate exercise produces a small, short-lived
improvement in cognitive performance, clearest for executive
function in the period afterwards.'**'®® Exercise training programmes
improve cognitive function in adults across a range of modalities.”

HONEST NOTE

The most-shared study in this area found that a year of aerobic
exercise increased hippocampal volume by about two per cent in
older adults, reversing a couple of years of age-related loss."® It is
frequently presented as proof that running grows your memory.
Published commentary on that same paper pointed out that memory
improvement was not in fact statistically tied to the volume change,
and that the control group improved on the memory task too.'®

So: exercise for mood, sleep, stress and energy, all of which have good
evidence and all of which improve your studying. Treat the brain-
growth version as a bonus that may or may not be real.

The unglamorous part

Long unbroken sitting has its own costs independent of whether you
exercise, and breaking it up with short walks measurably improves
metabolic markers."’"*® A walk between study blocks is doing three
jobs at once: the attention restoration from Chapter 11, the mood
effect above, and this one. It remains the best-value fifteen minutes
in a student day.
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PART SIX

The Mind

Three chapters on the things that decide whether any of the preceding forty pages
get used at all.

CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE

Stress, and What Actually Helps

A short, careful chapter. It is not a substitute for talking to someone, and it says so
more than once.

Two things are true at once. Some stress in a demanding semester is
normal, useful and survivable. And a large fraction of students are
carrying rather more than that: in a survey across eight countries,
about a third of first-year university students screened positive for at
least one common mental-health condition in the previous year.'®®"°
If you are struggling, you are not an outlier and you are not failing at
being a student.

The first year is also when risk is highest: in longitudinal data, a
meaningful minority of students who arrive without a diagnosis
develop one during their first year at university.”' Knowing that in

advance is not alarming, it is useful — it makes the early,
unglamorous move of asking for help look like what it is, which is
ordinary.

What follows is a short list of things with reasonable evidence
behind them, and a much more important paragraph at the end
about when this list is not the right tool.
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STRESS, AND WHAT ACTUALLY HELPS

Pick by how long you have

2 minutes 10 minutes 30 minutes

Slow exhales, longer out Write the worry down in Exercise hard enough to
than in, for two minutes. full, unedited, then close breathe. Or time with a
Stand up. Look out a window. the book. Walk outside. person not on your course.

These lower the temperature. They do not treat anything, and are not meant to.
If the temperature does not come down for weeks, that is the signal to get proper help.

Each item has trial evidence behind it; none of them is a treatment.'72121

Things that hold up

e Slow breathing with a long exhale. In a randomised trial
comparing three breathing practices with mindfulness meditation,
five minutes a day of cyclic sighing — two inhales, one long exhale
— produced the largest improvement in mood and the greatest
reduction in physiological arousal over a month."”? Five minutes.
Free. Works in a corridor.

e Writing it down. Expressive writing has small but reliable benefits

across many outcomes,”"?° and the exam-specific version in

Chapter 16 is one of the better-demonstrated brief interventions

in education."®

¢ Moving. Chapter 20 covers this. It is probably the single most
evidenced item on the list.™*"®'

e Structured psychological therapy. Cognitive behavioural
approaches have the largest and most consistent evidence base of
any psychological treatment for anxiety and depression,"”* and
internet-delivered versions designed for students produce real
improvements in symptoms."”* Many universities provide these at
no cost.

HONEST NOTE

Mindfulness is genuinely helpful and routinely oversold. The most
careful review found moderate evidence that meditation programmes
reduce anxiety, depression and pain — with effect sizes around 0.3,
comparable to what an antidepressant achieves in a primary-care
population — and no good evidence that it beats active alternatives
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like exercise."”® In student populations specifically, effects are
positive but modest."

Gratitude journalling is similar: real, small, and smaller than its
popularity implies."**'”® Worth eight minutes a week. Not a plan.

When this list is the wrong tool

Everything above is for ordinary pressure. Some things are not
ordinary pressure, and the difference is mostly about duration and
reach: a bad fortnight is a bad fortnight, but several weeks in which
you cannot enjoy things you used to, cannot sleep or cannot stop
sleeping, cannot make yourself go, or find your thoughts turning
frightening — that is not a productivity problem and no chapter can
fix it.

If that is where you are, please talk to someone qualified: your
university counselling service, a doctor, or a local helpline. Reaching
out early is the single most effective thing in this book, and the fact
that it does not feel like “productivity” is precisely why it gets
postponed. It is not weakness and it is not an admission of anything.
It is the same category of decision as going to a doctor about a
persistent cough.

CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO

The People Part

The most commonly sacrificed thing in a busy semester, and one of the least
sensible to sacrifice.

When a term gets heavy, most students cut in the same order:
exercise, sleep, friends, food. Friends go early because the cost is
invisible — nothing breaks on the day you skip, and nobody sends you
a warning email.

The long-run data are hard to ignore. Pooling 148 studies covering
more than three hundred thousand people, individuals with stronger
social relationships had a roughly fifty per cent greater likelihood of
survival over the follow-up period — an effect comparable in size to
well-established risk factors.”” Loneliness and social isolation carry
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their own independent risk.”® And loneliness at university is common
rather than exceptional, particularly in first year and among students
who have moved."®

Three practical moves

« Anchor one social thing to the calendar, the way you anchored
the deep blocks. Something recurring, low-effort and not
dependent on anyone organising it each week. Spontaneity does
not survive a heavy term; a standing arrangement does.

e Study with people, properly. Small-group learning in science and
engineering courses improves achievement and persistence across
a large body of studies,"® and active, participatory formats
outperform passive lectures substantially. The mechanism is the
same one from Chapter 14: explaining something to another
person is retrieval practice with social pressure attached.

 Ask for help earlier than feels reasonable. Office hours, the
academic skills service, the note-taking of the person two rows in
front. Nearly every student overestimates how unusual their
confusion is.

IN PRACTICE

A working study group is three or four people, a fixed hour, and a rule
that everyone arrives having attempted the material. Without that last
rule it becomes a social event with textbooks present, which is a fine
thing to have but should be scheduled as itself.

on feeling like the impostor

The suspicion that you were admitted by mistake and will shortly be
found out is close to universal. A systematic review across dozens of
studies found impostor feelings to be widespread among students
and professionals, associated with anxiety and burnout, and
frequently experienced by high performers.'®?

A brief intervention that simply told first-year students that
worries about belonging are common and tend to fade produced
measurable improvements in grades and wellbeing years later.'®*'®
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There is not much to do with this information except hold it: the
feeling is information about a transition, not about you.

CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE

Motivation You Don’t Have to Manufacture

Motivation is not a mood you summon. It is a by-product of three conditions, and
you can engineer all three.

The advice to “stay motivated” is useless because it treats motivation
as a weather system. The more productive framing is that motivation
reliably appears when three conditions are met, and reliably
disappears when they are not.

Three conditions

Competence Relatedness
It is your choice, You can see yourself Someone you respect
not something done to you getting better at it isin it with you

Motivation that does not need manufacturing every morning

Meet all three and motivation mostly looks after itself. Miss one and it does not.

The three needs of self-determination theory, as they apply to studyingmﬁ']86

Autonomy: make it yours

Even inside a fixed curriculum there is more choice than it looks.
Which essay question. Which example to work through. Which order
to study in. When your blocks happen. Students who experience
their studying as chosen rather than imposed show better
persistence and wellbeing.”™ So exercise the choices you do have,
visibly, including the small ones — it is the felt sense of authorship
that matters, not the size of the decision.
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MOTIVATION YOU DON'T HAVE TO MANUFACTURE
Competence: make progress visible

Progress you cannot see does not motivate. This is the real argument
for the two-column page in Chapter 15 and the habit ladder in
Chapter 4: both convert invisible improvement into something you
can look at. Monitoring progress has meta-analytic support as an
intervention in its own right, and the effect is stronger when the
record is physical and public.*°

Relatedness: do it near someone

The study group, the library at the same time as a friend, the shared
deadline. Chapter 22 makes the case. It is also, not coincidentally, the
dial that makes the other two easier to hold.

HONEST NOTE

Grit — sustained passion and perseverance — was presented for a
decade as a major predictor of success. A meta-analysis of the whole
literature found its relationship with performance to be weak, found
that it is barely distinguishable from ordinary conscientiousness, and
found little evidence that grit interventions change anything.'®”'®®

Which is a relief rather than a loss. You do not have to become a more
heroic person. You have to arrange three conditions, and conditions
can be arranged.
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PART SEVEN

Putting It Together

Everything above is a menu. This is the order to eat it in, and what it is all for.

CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR

Eight Weeks, One Piece at a Time

One addition per week. Nothing is removed to make room, and week one costs you
almost nothing.

If you try to install this book in a weekend you will have none of it by
the following Friday. That is not pessimism; it is the direct implication
of Chapter 4. Habits form at a median of around two months for a
single behaviour,” so eight new behaviours started simultaneously is
eight incomplete habits fighting for the same attention.

So here is the sequence. Each week you add exactly one thing and
keep everything from the previous weeks. If a week goes badly, you
repeat it rather than skipping ahead. Nobody is marking this.

Eight weeks, one addition each

Phone rules
Self-testing e °
Deep block H e ° Weekly reset

° Movement
e Capture list

Sleep window

Audit

Nothing is removed to make room, and nothing starts in week one except the audit.
Sleep comes before study method, because study method does not work on five hours.

The order is an argument from what depends on what, not a tested sequence.
The eight weeks

@ Audit. Three days of logging, then add it up. Change nothing else.
Chapter 1, Template 1.
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EIGHT WEEKS, ONE PIECE AT A TIME

© Sleep window. Pick a fixed wake time and hold it seven days a
week. This is the hardest week and the highest-yield one.
Chapter 17.

© One deep block. One, not two. Ninety minutes, in a good hour
from the audit, phone in another room. Chapters 5 and 12.

O The capture list. One inbox, emptied in a ten-minute weekly
review on a fixed day. Chapter 6.

(5 ) Self-testing. Convert one course’s notes to the question format
and run two review slots. Chapters 13-15.

© Movement. Three sessions, however small. A walk counts.
Chapter 20.

© Phone rules. Notifications off, phone out of the room during
blocks, one scheduled blocker. Chapter 10.

© The weekly reset. Same hour every week: review the skeleton,
empty the list, plan the review slots, check the three needs.
Chapters 2 and 5.

DO THIS

Write the eight week-numbers down the margin of a page with a date
beside each, starting this coming Monday. Put the page where you
will see it. That single sheet is the plan; the rest of this book is the
explanation.

HONEST NOTE

Nobody has run a randomised trial of this specific eight-week
sequence, and I am not going to pretend otherwise. Each component
has evidence behind it; the ordering is an argument, based on what
depends on what. Treat the order as a sensible default and swap items
if your situation obviously demands it — with one exception. Keep
sleep at week two. Everything downstream of it performs worse
without it.
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CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE

What the Extra Time Is For

A short final chapter, because the point of the whole thing is not more hours of
work.

If the eight weeks go well, you will end up with something unfamiliar:
hours that are genuinely free, and free without guilt attached,
because the things that needed doing are already done or already
scheduled. Most books like this one stop just before that point, which
is odd, because that is the only reason to do any of it.

There is a failure mode here worth naming. Having built a system
that produces spare time, a certain kind of person immediately fills it
with more work, on the grounds that they now can. Within a month
the spare time is gone, the system is under the same pressure as
before, and the only thing that has changed is the volume of output.
This is not a win. It is the same trap with better tooling.

Spend it on the things that are their own reason

The recurring finding in this book’s last three parts is that the
durable inputs to doing well are sleep, movement, other people and
some sense that your life is yours.””*®'®® Those are not recovery from
the real thing. Over a three-year degree they largely are the real
thing, and the coursework is what you do in between.

So: the friendship that requires an actual afternoon. The skill
nobody is grading. The thing you were interested in before it became
a module. Sitting somewhere with no plan for ninety minutes. The
evidence for that last one is thin, and I am recommending it anyway.

The short version of the whole book

You have more hours than you think, and less uninterrupted
attention. Structure beats discipline, and small structures beat
ambitious ones. What feels like effective studying usually is not; the
methods that work feel harder and are. Sleep is part of learning, not a
competitor to it. Almost nothing here works in a weekend and almost
all of it works in a term.
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WHAT THE EXTRA TIME IS FOR

And the last one, which is the reason for the rest: none of this is
supposed to make you into a more efficient machine. It is supposed
to buy back the parts of a semester that are worth having — which is
a smaller, more achievable, and much better goal than the one you
were sold.

Start on Monday. Start with the audit. It takes three days and changes nothing,
which is exactly why it is the right place to begin.
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If you only do five things

Because most people will not do twenty-five. In descending order of
what the evidence supports per unit of effort:

O rix your wake time. The same hour seven days a week, weekends
included. Sleep duration, quality and consistency each
independently predict academic performance, and consistency is
the one students never touch.”"**

© Test yourself instead of rereading. Close the book, write what
you remember, then check. It feels worse and works considerably
better, and the gap widens the longer you need to
remember. #9388

© Space it. Three twenty-minute review slots a week beats one
three-hour session, for the same total time.®*°

O Put the phone in another room during one ninety-minute block a
day. Not on silent. Another room.®"****

© Move three times a week, at an intensity that makes you breathe.
Mostly for your mood, which is what makes everything else
possible.'®8®

That is the book. Everything else is detail, and the detail is only worth
reading once one of these five is actually running.
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Six things you can stop believing

Each of these is repeated constantly in student advice. Each has been
tested. The short version of what the testing found is underneath.

1. “Find your learning style.”

The claim is that visual, auditory or kinaesthetic learners do better
when taught in their preferred style. A landmark review found almost
no studies using the design capable of testing that claim, and the few
that did failed to support it;' a later well-designed experiment
matching instruction to measured style found no benefit.? The belief
remains near-universal among students and teachers alike.”® Use
instead: match the method to the material, not to yourself.

2. “Learn to speed-read.”

An extensive review concluded that the speed-comprehension trade-
off is real and unavoidable: the techniques that increase words per
minute do so by sacrificing understanding, and the main honest
route to reading faster is knowing more about the subject already."*’

Use instead: read less, more slowly, and test yourself on it.

3. “Classical music makes you smarter.”

A meta-analysis of nearly forty studies found the effect on spatial
task performance to be negligible, and no larger for Mozart than for
any other stimulating listening."”' Background music with words also
reliably impairs reading.”® Use instead: silence, or something without
lyrics.

4. "Decision fatigue — judges grant parole after lunch.”

The famous study is real,"> but commentators pointed out that cases
were not ordered randomly — wunrepresented prisoners were
scheduled later in each session'®® — and simulations showed the
effect size is far too large to be a genuine depletion effect.” Use
instead: schedule hard work when you have protected the time, not
when your tank is theoretically full.

5. “Ten thousand hours.”

The original research described deliberate practice in elite
performers and never claimed a universal threshold.* A meta-analysis
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THE WELL-BUILT SEMESTER

across domains found practice accounted for roughly a quarter of the
variance in games, a fifth in music and sport, and around four per
cent in education.® Use instead: practice matters and it is not the
only thing; the quality of what you practise matters more than the
total.

6. “Willpower runs out, so use it early.”

Two large coordinated replications found the ego-depletion effect to
be indistinguishable from zero.>® And the best-known experiment on
self-imposed deadlines is being retracted after evidence of data
fabrication, with a careful replication finding a negligible effect.”®*
Use instead: structure, so that the decision is not being made at all.

None of this means research is untrustworthy. It means that popular
retellings age badly, and that a book making claims about your study
habits owes you the version with the corrections in it.
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Template 1- The 168-hour audit

Three days. Write it as it happens, not from memory. Round to the nearest fifteen minutes. Do not tidy
it up — a flattering log tells you nothing. See Chapter 1.

TIME DAY 1 DAY 2 DAY 3

06:00
07:00
08:00
09:00
10:00
11:00
12:00
13:00
14:00
15:00
16:00
17:00
18:00
19:00
20:00
21:00
22:00

23:00

DAY FOUR: ADD IT UP

Fixed hours

Committed hours

Discretionary

My best hours are

The surprise was
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Template 2 - The weekly skeleton

Fill in only the anchors: a sleep window, two deep blocks, two or three review slots, and protected off-
time. Leave the rest blank on purpose. See Chapter 5.

MON TUE WED THU FRI SAT SUN

Early

Late morning

Afternoon

Early evening

Late evening

MY THREE NEEDS THIS SEMESTER

Weekly reset is
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Template 3 - The habit ladder

One behaviour. Five rungs. Each rung is held until it is boring before the next is added, and you never
add two at once. See Chapter 4.

THE BEHAVIOUR

When

then | will

WHAT IT IS STARTED HELD UNTIL
Rung1
Rung 2
Rung 3
Rung 4

Rung 5

IF IT BREAKS

Drop back to rung

and restart on
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Template 4 - The study cycle planner

One page per topic. An item moves left only after you have produced it from memory twice running
Only the right-hand column gets reviewed. See Chapter 15.

Topic

CAN PRODUCE FROM MEMORY CANNOT YET — REVIEW THESE

REVIEW DATES

Within a day

This week

In 2-3 weeks

Past paper
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Template 5 - The session log

One row per deep block. The objective is written before you start and is a single specific thing. Count
the interruptions honestly; the number is the point. See Chapter 12.

DATE BLOCK ONE OBJECTIVE, WRITTEN BEFORE STARTING MINS INTERRUPT.

AT THE END OF THE WEEK

Blocks completed

Average interruptions

Best time of day

One change for next

week
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How this book was made

A short note on method, because a book that spends its pages telling
you to check the evidence should say how its own was assembled.

Every claim of fact in these pages is tied to a numbered source.
Where a finding is contested, the challenge is cited next to the
original rather than in place of it — which is why the reference list
contains replications that failed, commentaries that disagreed, and in
one case a paper currently being retracted, sitting beside the work
they are arguing with.

Three rules were applied throughout. Meta-analyses and
replications were preferred to single striking studies. Effect sizes
were reported as small when they were small. And where the honest
answer was “this is a useful way to think, not a measured result”, the
text says so and the diagram is labelled accordingly.

What that produces is a less exciting book than the genre usually
offers, and one you can act on without later discovering that the
foundation moved.

Set in Lora and Poppins. Diagrams drawn for this edition; all are
designed to stay readable in black and white.

76



	How to read this book
	Honest evidence
	Part One · The Ground
	1. The 168 Hours You Actually Have
	2. Needs, Wants and the Urgency Trap
	3. The Person You Think You Are
	4. Start Absurdly Small

	Part Two · The Week
	5. Build the Week Once
	6. Get It Out of Your Head
	7. Why You Put Things Off
	8. Starting Is the Whole Skill

	Part Three · Attention
	9. What Switching Really Costs
	10. The Phone Chapter
	11. A Room That Does Half the Work
	12. Anatomy of a Deep Session

	Part Four · Learning
	13. Notes You Will Actually Reuse
	14. Four Methods That Beat Rereading
	15. The Study Cycle
	16. Exams Without the Panic

	Part Five · The Body
	17. Sleep Is a Study Technique
	18. Caffeine, Honestly
	19. Food That Holds Up
	20. Movement as Maintenance

	Part Six · The Mind
	21. Stress, and What Actually Helps
	22. The People Part
	23. Motivation You Don't Have to Manufacture

	Part Seven · Putting It Together
	24. Eight Weeks, One Piece at a Time
	25. What the Extra Time Is For

	The back of the book
	If you only do five things
	Six things you can stop believing
	The 168-hour audit
	The weekly skeleton
	The habit ladder
	The study cycle planner
	The session log
	References
	How this book was made


