Some Suggestions for Learning to Concentrate, for Those
Who Would Like to Be Able to Direct Their Own
Attention Rather than Being Jerked Around by Whatever
Random Thoughts Pop into Their Heads:
Along with Some Pictures of Animals from Here and There and
Organized in No Particular Way, Unlike This Material and Unlike What
We Want to Do With Our Thoughts
A picture of a snail in Nabeul, Tunisia
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Concentration is intentionally focusing on one thing at a time. Anyone who has ever had a
thought, of any kind, can learn to concentrate because concentration is intentionally staying
with a thought or set of thoughts for an extended duration. Concentration is a rare skill these
days, so I’m going to suggest some ways to help us become better at making our mental
activities work for us rather than being jerked around by uncontrolled mental activities.

A picture of a duck on the Dreisam River in Freiburg

Marla Perkins, Ph.D.

2

Concentration is the ability to focus beyond distractions. There will always be distractions, and
I’m including some along with this text. But people who are good at concentrating can decide
how to use their mental activities to do what they want to do. Concentration takes practice.
The first piece is to decide to concentrate. It might be helpful to remove some distractions
while in the early stages of learning to concentrate. People’s lives are often pretty chaotic.
Chaos happens. Clarity has to be decided upon. It’s like tidying up a room. If I unload my
suitcase, I can cover a room with stuff: chaos. If I put the clothes on hangers and into a closet,
the room stays tidy: clarity. Decide.

A picture of swans and casual pedestrians in Strasbourg, France
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I should clarify that not all distractions are external. Because most people have little to no
control over their thought lives, they create most of their own distractions. But again, the
decision is crucial. We have to decide that what we need to concentrate on is what needs to be
concentrated on, and if our thoughts start to go another direction, we yank them back into line
with what we’re trying to concentrate on. Without training, thoughts are like unruly children,
and they will get into trouble. The good thinker is in charge. I don’t suggest spending a lot of
time being hostile with ourselves about being distracted. That kind of thing is a distraction, too,
because it’s not focusing on what we decided to focus on. But I do suggest that we waste no
time or politeness on our thoughts. We yank, and not gently. Again and again, until we get
better at the process of deciding where our thoughts go and what they do. Gentle with
ourselves, tough on our thoughts.

A picture of a seagull in Luzern
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I suggest concentrating for only a few minutes (or even less!) to begin with. For people who
have never learned to concentrate, an entire minute on one train of thought can seem like an
eternity. But most of the destinations worth going to are not within this kind of mental spitting
distance, so we have to get on the train of thought and stay on it until we get to the target
station. No hopping off along the way, and if we do hop off, we hop right back on and keep
driving that train toward the destination.

Another picture of birds in Luzern
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How do we know when we’re good at concentrating? It depends. In my experience, a fifteenminute minimum is well beyond what’s required for most tasks, but we want to be able to do
what most people cannot do. In that case, I would say a minimum of thirty minutes, with notes
taken during or at the end of the thirty minutes so that we don’t waste a lot of time getting into
the next thirty minutes. An hour is even better. Eventually, it’s best to be able to do 2-4 hours in
30-60-minute chunks. Note that evaluating concentration is done based on the tasks and what
we want to be able to do about the tasks, not about comparisons with other people.

A picture of a diving bird underwater in Basel
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Between chunks, we take breaks that involve anything but concentrating: maybe we do some
jumping jacks or stand on our heads (to keep the circulation going so that the brain and other
thinking parts get the oxygen and nutrients they need), eat some walnuts (brains like fat and
protein), have a tuna sandwich (brains like the zinc and selenium in tuna), drink some water.
Basically, if we’re going to be professional mental athletes, we need to eat and train like
professional mental athletes.

A picture of pigeons in Strasbourg, France
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It is important not to underestimate the nutritional requirements of concentration.
Concentrating like I’m suggesting that we concentrate burns as many calories per hour as
running (no one tells us that when they’re trying to sell some whacko workout routine to get
our bodies bikini-ready). I believe that many people have trouble concentrating in part because
they aren’t fueling themselves for concentrating. We need to be hydrated, which means
adequate water and salt intake. We need adequate nutrition, not just calories. We need lots of
fat, quite a bit of protein, minimal starches, and very little sugar. We eat good stuff—olive oil,
not shortening; cheese, not sweetened condensed milk; carrots, not white rice. Etc.

A picture of a blackbird who is also a black bird in Freiburg. There’s a good thing to concentrate
on for a few minutes: the differences between ‘blackbird’ and ‘black bird.’
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I don’t know many people who can run for an hour. I don’t know many people who can
concentrate for an hour. Marathon runners run for 2-4 hours and call it a day and spend some
serious time recovering from their exertions. Ultra-marathon runners run longer, and I assume
there are people who can concentrate longer. I’m not an ultra-marathon thinker. I concentrate
for 2-4 hours per day and call it a day and spend some serious time recovering from my
exertions. People who do not understand concentration think that this schedule looks like
laziness. They have no idea, and they, along with their ignorance, can be dismissed as
unnecessary distractions.

A picture of a duck on Lake Titisee
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It is also important to point out that I am not in any way suggesting that we use a quasi‘Eastern’-style meditation (the misunderstandings and resulting misuses of ‘Eastern’
philosophies and religions are ubiquitous and appalling). Such ways of trying to help people to
develop mental discipline espouse some sort of ‘emptying’ of one’s mind or of metaobservation of oneself that borders on or even downright invades omphaloskepsis (there’s one
of my favorite words, and such fun as a basic-level bit to concentrate on for a few minutes). Our
goal here is to concentrate ON something, not to empty our minds, and to concentrate on
something ELSE, not on whatever’s going on in our bodies. Emptying and omphaloskepsis might
be useful on occasion, but in my experience, people who engage in these attempts and succeed
end up empty-headed and self-obsessed, neither of which are helpful to our main cognitive
task, whatever that might be.1 (Fortunately, most people fail, but then they feel bad about
failing, which gives them more material for self-obsession, and around and around. Ee-gad.)

A picture of a Graureiher in Freiburg. I don’t know the English name of this bird.
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On the other hand, people who can concentrate can do the empty-headed omphaloskepsis-style meditation
without much difficulty. But why?
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That was a lot of generic information, so I think I’ll include a set of steps that one might follow
to get from thirty seconds to at least thirty minutes. After I take my brain break, though—I’ve
concentrated a long time in forty-five-minute chunks already this morning.

A picture of flamingoes with Tunis in the background
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My non-concentration break turned out to be sleeping. There is wonderful research on learning
and memory from the 1930s, conducted with cockroaches. Cockroaches remember what they
learn better and longer if they take naps right after concentrating on learning. It wasn’t until
the 1960s that the research was replicated in humans. While I can appreciate the assumption
that people think like cockroaches, it does bear checking so as not to insult the cockroaches.
People do think like cockroaches. Sleep is a great way to give one’s body what it needs to retain
the products of one’s concentration.

A picture of a lizard with a mostly regrown tail, northern Arizona
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Eat, concentrate, sleep. Professional athleticism of the mind. If only actual intellectuals could be
paid like professional athletes…

A picture of pelicans on the Sea of Cortez, off the coast of Bahía de Los Angeles
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How to begin, assuming that we are starting from basically zero on the imaginary concentration chart2:
1. Choose a short period of time, and set a timer; 2. Concentrate ON something and on something ELSE.
I suggest starting by picking an interesting activity to do while concentrating, so that we are making
something happen along with the concentration. Maybe we like to try to draw straight lines. Maybe we
like to play technical exercises on a musical instrument. Maybe we like to run laps on a track. The
activity should be of interest, and familiar (let’s not conflate learning with concentration yet), and
something that can be done for up to fifteen minutes. One minute is a fine place to start3. During the
time that we are, say, sweeping the floor, we think only about sweeping the floor: getting into the
corners, making sure to get under the furniture, etc. If we become distracted, we just yank our thoughts
back into line and continues the activity. Practice, practice, practice.

A picture of a black beetle in Lake Ichkeul National Park in Tunisia
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It’s unfortunate, if not downright criminal, that concentration is not taught by those who most often demand it,
but I have had to figure most of this out for myself. In their defense, those who demand concentration from others
probably do not themselves know how to concentrate and therefore cannot teach it. And most people really don’t
ever learn to concentrate, so I’m assuming that I was not the only person who was expected to figure it out.
3
I think one minute is a fine place to start, but if that’s too much, we can start even lower and work our way up.
We pick a time that ee can do in at least 50% of attempts, and work up from there.
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Practice concentrating until the minute is possible about 80% of the time, then move up to three, then
five, then ten, then fifteen. Fifteen minutes is our preferred minimum. 80% concentration at any span of
time is good enough for moving up to the next span of time. (This is self-graded, so be honest; claiming
to be perfect doesn’t necessarily mean that we are perfect: it might just mean that we’re too ignorant to
see our own limitations or too arrogant to be honest about them.) If these jumps are too great (ten is
double five, of course), then make more gradual jumps, perhaps adding only a minute when moving up
to the next span of time.

A picture of a praying mantis in Lake Ichkeul National Park in Tunisia
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Once at least fifteen minutes of concentration with an activity is possible, we can add different kinds of
concentration tasks. The next task is to concentrate on something happening that we are not making
happen. If one has an interesting timer, like the liquid blob timers in which the blobs float up instead of
falling down, or if one finds sand timers or egg timers interesting, we can concentrate on watching the
timer. We should use something interesting, though, because concentrating on something that is not
interesting is a more advanced task. Watching a bird at a feeder might be interesting, watching a candle
flame might be interesting, listening to a short piece of music might be interesting, etc. I like to watch
insects go for walks.

A picture of a frog in Lake Ichkeul National Park, Tunisia
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Then we move on to something that is interesting but for which not much is happening and such that
what is happening is rare, irregular, and mostly unpredictable: watching a banana leaf wave in a light
breeze, watching a flock of birds go into and out of a barn, or watching cross-country skiers pass by on a
day when there are not many cross-country skiers. Again, if the time needs to be reduced in order to
work back up to at least fifteen minutes, that’s fine. At this point, continue making sure that the target
of concentration is interesting.

An insect at a hotel in Nabeul, Tunisia
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Then we learn to concentrate on things that are not interesting. There are at least two ways to do this:
1. Slog through, or 2. Find a way to be interested. The first is probably the more effective. I once spent
an hour concentrating on a lecture by finding the way the lecturer’s chin moved when he pronounced
round vowels or rounded consonants interesting. I have no idea where this lecture was, who was
delivering the lecture, or what the lecture was about, but I have a very good idea to this day about the
ways in which lip rounding affects the shape of a chin. And I looked like I was interested in the lecture,
which was the polite thing to be. If banana leaves in the breeze are uninteresting, that’s great. If
listening to boring lectures is uninteresting, even better. Whatever one finds uninteresting. Time caveat
applies here, too. This one probably will need some compromise on the time for a while.

A picture of a cat I was feeding at a hotel in Nabeul, Tunisia
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The last step in learning to concentrate is to learn to concentrate on our own thoughts. There are many
analogies for this that might be helpful to think about. One might think about watching fish in an
aquarium, with the thoughts being the fish, and then making sure that only the fish that we want are in
the aquarium and that the fish school as we wish. One person I talked to thinks of his thought process as
a drive-through, and he selects the thoughts he wants from the menu and ignores the ones that he
doesn’t want. It would be even better if he were the one putting things on the menu, but he’s still
working on this process, so he might get around to controlling what goes onto the menu. I tend to
imagine a conversation, in which I ask questions, and an imaginary interlocutor comes up with possible
answers, in response to which I can ask more questions. For more complex topics, I might need multiple
imaginary interlocutors to provide different perspectives. Sometimes, I write on an imaginary chalk
board (imaginary chalk never squeaks and doesn’t make that icky powder and doesn’t feel like chalk—I
love imaginary chalk) to keep track of the major ideas I’m working with. Using a pen/paper or sculpting
for real can also help, as long as the physical acts of writing or drawing or sculpting don’t distract from
whatever is being concentrated on. Each person could have a different analogy for managing and
concentrating on thoughts. Time caveat as usual.

A picture of fish in a tide pool in Malta
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It has come to my attention recently that some people do not have or have given up the ability to
control their own perspective. While it’s useful to be able to take other perspectives, these perspectives
must be controlled. In a book about this4, the author(s) make(s) a case that controlling one’s perspective
is the first step in being able to concentrate. I’m putting that kind of concentration task at the end,
because I think it’s harder to control ourselves than to control or think about external activities. If one
wants to put concentrating on having and maintaining one’s own perspective first, that’s fine, but if it’s
too difficult without some external concentration, then leave it here. Whatever works for the individual
thinker is what works, and part of what I’d like to throw in here is that we each need to figure out what
works best for us. I’ve made some suggestions, and these are only suggestions to give us some ideas
about the possibilities. Part of learning to concentrate is learning how to control our individual
concentration strategies.

A picture of geese in a park in St. Louis, Missouri

4

The Gift of Learning: Proven New Methods for Correcting ADD< Math & Handwriting Problems, by Ronald D. Davis
with Eldon M. Braun
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Each shift, from concentrating on something we are doing externally to concentrating on something that
we are not doing externally to concentrating on something that we are doing internally, is massive.
Patience and practice are required. As usual, it’s just a distraction to be hard on ourselves for not doing
as well as we might like, so we skip over that distraction and take a break, if needed, and try again.

Trying to concentrate can be analogous to feeding underwater, as these swans in Kensington Park in
London: we have to come up for air before going back under, and we have to take a break before we
concentrate more. By the way, they’re paddling hard to keep themselves in position like this. There’s no
sitting back and letting themselves eat underwater. People who want to concentrate also need to be
managing their concentration constantly.
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Once all of the major patterns of concentration (on something done externally, on something external,
on something done internally) are in place for at least fifteen minutes at about 80% accuracy, we can
start extending the time again, as far as we can go. I’m operating well at about 45 minutes at the
moment. I blame the jungle heat and humidity for the reduction. Which brings me to my next point.

A picture of a lizard on a scrubby plant in Arizona; I can’t be more specific than that because so many of
the plants in Arizona are scrubby: it’s hard to keep track of them all.
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In learning to concentrate and in practicing concentration, we also learn about what helps us
concentrate and what is downright damaging to concentration. Weather affects me. I concentrate best
when the weather is cloudy and in the 20s-50s Fahrenheit and with low-ish relative humidity (60-80% at
those temperatures, high enough to be cloudy but low enough not to feel like damp cold). Interpersonal
drama makes it difficult for me to concentrate, which is why I try to eliminate drama-makers from my
life (they can go pester someone who isn’t trying or needing to concentrate or isn’t capable of
concentrating). Viruses are disastrous for my concentration, even mild ones. Baroque and 20th-century
classical music help me concentrate. Etc. People have these kinds of constraints, and once we recognize
them, we can use them to our benefit and avoid the unhelpful ones as much as possible.

A picture of a bird taking off from a dead Ponderosa pine in northern Arizona
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A couple of notes at the end: 1. Some tasks will never be as easy to concentrate on as others.
Concentrating on what is uninteresting might never get past the fifteen-minute minimum. Concentrating
on what we like to do might be possible for quite a while without breaks. Honesty is important, as is
practice, and if we can minimize the uninteresting in favor of the interesting, we have a good life. 2.
Concentrating for learning or for other purposes (writing, editing, performing, whatever it is) requires
understanding what those purposes require. Concentrating for learning requires that we concentrate on
taking in the information to be learned. Concentrating on evaluating the information is a different task.
Concentrating for performing something is still a different task. If the task is understood, then we can
modify the concentration to be most effective. When people try to combine different tasks, such as
learning and evaluating, they often don’t do any of the tasks well because concentration is about focus
on one thing, so trying to concentrate on more than one thing defeats the purpose.

A picture of a butterfly near Flagstaff, Arizona

Marla Perkins, Ph.D.

24

