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A Wandering Mind 
 

The Wandering Mind and How to Stay Focused: 
It's completely natural for the human mind to wander especially when trying to study or complete academic 

tasks. Research shows that our minds drift away from the task at hand roughly 30–50% of the time 

(Killingsworth & Gilbert, 2010). For students with disabilities such as ADHD, specific learning disorders (SLDs), 

or anxiety, these lapses in attention can occur even more frequently, making sustained focus especially 

challenging (Barkley, 2020; Mayes & Calhoun, 2007). 

The good news? There are several research-backed strategies to help refocus attention and minimize mental 

drift. 

Evidence-Based Strategies to Improve Focus: 
1. The Pomodoro Technique 
This time management method uses short, focused work intervals (typically 25 minutes), followed by short 

breaks (5 minutes). It reduces cognitive fatigue and trains your brain to sustain focus in manageable bursts. 

 

2. Mindfulness Meditation 
Mindfulness teaches you to become aware of when your attention has wandered and how to gently bring it 
back. Studies show regular practice enhances working memory and reduces stress. 
 

3. Goal Setting with Implementation Intentions 
Instead of vague goals (“I’ll study today”), implementation intentions use specific if–then planning (“If it’s 6 
p.m., I will go to the library to revise Chapter 3”). This method enhances follow-through and reduces 
distraction. 
 

4. Active Notetaking and Retrieval Practice 
Using methods like Cornell Notes or retrieval practice (testing yourself without notes) keeps your brain 
engaged and strengthens memory pathways. 
 

5. Environmental Design 
Clear your workspace of distractions and use external reminders (timers, sticky notes, noise-canceling 
headphones). The environment acts as a cue for sustained attention. 
 

6. Cognitive Offloading 
Write things down! Using planners, to-do lists, and visual schedules reduces the load on your working memory 
and makes it easier to stay on task. 
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7. Limiting Multitasking 
Multitasking, like studying while texting, significantly impairs memory and learning. Instead, use mono-tasking: 
one task at a time, one goal at a time. 

Final Tips for Learners with Disabilities: 
• Self-monitoring tools like checklists and timers can keep you accountable. 
• Schedule shorter study blocks with clear goals (e.g., “I will solve five math problems, then take a 5-min 

break”). 
• Use assistive tech (e.g., browser blockers, focus apps, fidget tools) to match your specific needs. 
• Build routines to reduce decision fatigue and make focus automatic. 
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