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Introduction 

I have compiled some tricks, tips and techniques on topics ranging from daily planning, 

motivation, learning, procrastination and exercise. I have taken most of this advice from 

books that I have read. At the end of each chapter, there are some book recommendations 

for further reading. 

The methods I am about to share can be applied to anything in your life, but I will talk in 

context of online school. I hope that you find this guide helpful, in improving your 

experience with online school! 
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Daily planning 

Planning your day can help you stay on track. Planning your day 

can mean that you won’t find yourself stuck in a rabbit hole of Tik 

Tok, food and sleep. There are a few ways that you can plan your 

day. I will explain how you can effectively use a To-Do list and a calendar. 

To-do list 

You probably know or think you know how to write a to-do list. You write out all your tasks 

then go through them one by one. You tick them off along the way. But many go about it 

wrong. 

Make sure each action is clear, concise and specific. Don’t ever write ‘do maths revision’ or 

‘write English essay’. You wont get satisfaction when you tick the box.  Instead change it to 

‘spend 30 minutes doing trigonometry questions from EX10a’ or ‘brainstorm introduction 

ideas for 15 minutes’. 

List tasks by priority. Then tackle the biggest tasks first. 

You will undoubtedly have more important homework 

tasks than others. 

These assignments may have shorter deadlines or be 

worth more marks. Most peoples willpower levels are 

highest in the morning. So, do the hardest first. By doing 

the hardest first, you gain a sense of relief and satisfaction when you complete them. 

You also gain confidence that can help you tackle other tasks later on in the day. Don’t 

waste your willpower in the morning on the small unimportant tasks or easy pieces of 

homework. Willpower is a limited resource; use it wisely. Save these tasks for later in the 

day. However, if you find that you work better in the early afternoon or evening, then 

schedule your hardest tasks for then. Experiment. When do you feel most productive? Try 

to gear your work around your productive times. 

Don't put too many tasks on your to do list. It is easy to cram your list with countless tasks. 

However, by doing this, you run the risk of becoming overwhelmed, and not doing any of 

them. More is not always merrier. 
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Why not try and create your to do list the night before? By creating a 

list the night before you can enjoy a peaceful night's sleep. Your mind 

won't be racing. Furthermore, by creating your list the night before, you 

are ready to start working when you wake up. 

In my opinion, don’t write tasks that can take two minutes to complete 

on your to-do list. If a task takes two minutes or less (whether that be replying to an email, 

or turning in an assignment) do it now. 

Calendar 

Filling out a daily calendar is a step up from a to-do list. 

This planning method is more thorough than a To Do 

list. You can either use a digital calendar or go old 

school with pen and paper. ‘Teams’ has an inbuilt 

calendar with your live lesson times already slotted in. 

Alternatively, you can use the inbuilt Microsoft 

calendar. Microsoft calendar also slots in your live 

lesson times. Any other online calendar will do. Google calendar works well for me. 

There are several advantages and disadvantages of using a calendar. 

Advantages Disadvantages 

You have a set time to do your tasks. E.g. 

chemistry revision from 10.15am until 

10.45am. This could potentially reduce 

procrastination as you have a set time for 

each task 

Things change. A teacher might schedule a 

one off lesson. This could disrupt your 

whole day plan. 

You won’t need to ask yourself: ‘What do I 

do next?’, when looking at your to-do list as 

you will already know. 

It can feel quite restricting. Sometimes it's 

nice to do what you want whenever you 

want. 

The key is to find a method that works for you. Experiment. There is no point going all out 

drawing a fancy colour coordinated calendar if you only stick to it for one day. If you have 

never tried something like this before, then perhaps start with a simple To Do list. Or try a 

bit of both. Perhaps write a To Do list with your homework tasks and also use your calendar 

to track your calls. Find a method that works well for you. Follow the tips above, and I’m 

sure you’ll reap the benefits. 
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Motivation is overrated 

Motivation changes 

Firstly, what exactly is motivation? How does it work? 

Motivation can be thought of the point where ‘the pain of not doing something becomes 

greater than the pain of doing it’. In other words, it is easier to change than stay the same. 

Motivation stimulates a person to act towards a desired goal. 

This is the point where it becomes easier to go to the gym than to sit on the couch eating 

doritos. The reward of feeling more confident outweighs the pleasure that crunchy doritos 

bring. This could be when it becomes easier to start revising than the pain of knowing you’ll 

fail the next test. 

Motivation changes. Some days we wake up feeling excited, motivated and inspired for the 

day ahead. Other days we wake up feeling sluggish, lazy and stagnant. Often at new year, 

we feel motivated to lose fat or learn a language, only to give up a few weeks later. If you 

plotted motivation on a graph against time it would look something like this: 

 

This is not ideal in terms of studying and revising. If our motivation changes so much, then 

we can’t expect to get any meaningful work done. It's great when we are feeling motivated, 

as we can get lots done. But not so great when we are feeling unmotivated. If we can 

somehow bypass motivation then we won’t have to experience the downs that motivation 

brings. I’ll explain how we can bypass motivation once I’ve shown how inspiration, 

motivation and action all interlink. 
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The truth about motivation 

We often think that we need motivation to start something. We think that motivation 

causes action. However, motivation is the result of action. We only start feeling motivated 

after we have taken action. 

 

Inspiration does not lead to motivation then action. Action leads to inspiration and further 

motivation. It's a never ending loop… 

Therefore, to feel motivated we need to take action. This is easier said than done. It can be 

hard to take action. Later on, I’ll talk about how you can make it easier to take action. 

Forget about willpower 

Instead of relying on motivation, we could improve our willpower. Willpower can be defined 

as ‘the ability to delay gratification in order to meet long term goals’. The willpower part of 

our brain can be strengthened. It is just like any other muscle in our body. In theory, if we 

strengthen our willpower we make it easier for ourselves to push through the motivation 

lows. 

However, willpower is finite. No matter how many times you resist you will ultimately give 

in. Instead of relying on willpower to get us through the motivation lows, we should 

redesign our environment to make it easier to start something good or harder to start 

something bad. 

Let me explain. We want to make it easier to take action on the meaningful things in our 

life. We want to make it harder to start the bad activities. Motivation doesn’t cause action. 

We shouldn't rely on willpower as it is finite. When we redesign our environment, we make 
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the good actions easier to take and the bad actions harder to take. By making the good 

actions easier, and the bad actions harder, our daily actions automatically follow the path of 

least resistance. In other words, you want to put more steps between you and the bad 

behaviors, and fewer steps between you and the good behaviours. Make sense? 

If not, these examples could help clarify things. 

- You want to lose weight, but you often find yourself eating too much at dinner. 

Solution - change your plate size. Smaller plates means smaller portions. By 

changing your environment (i.e. your plate size) your actions follow the path of 

least resistance. 

- You find it hard to practise your violin. Your violin sits in the 

cupboard under the stairs. It takes 5 minutes to go downstairs, 

open the cupboard, open the case and then start practising. 

Solution - make it easier to start. Leave it in the middle of your 

room. Now, you don’t need motivation or willpower to start 

practising. 

- You find yourself watching too much TV. Solution make it 

harder for yourself to access the TV remote. You are less 

likely to mindlessly watch TV. 

- You find yourself easily distracted by your phone whilst 

working. Solution - put your phone in a cupboard, or at 

least out of your sight. You won’t be distracted, because it 

won’t be anywhere near to distract you! 

In summary, you decrease the friction that you need to take action on good behaviours. And 

you increase the friction that it takes for bad behaviours. Apply this idea to online school. 

How can you redesign your environment? 

Right now, try this. Pretend you have a live lesson starting in 30 seconds. Would you be able 

to join it in time? Would you have time to get your jotters/stationary/equipment out? If not, 

then consider redesigning your workspace environment. Make it easy for yourself to get 

started. The days when you don’t feel very motivated will come. It should not require any 

willpower to start on these days, if your environment has been designed in a way that 

makes it easy to start. 

I’ve laid out a list of possible environmental shifts relating to online school below. 
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1. Leave your jotter out open and ready the night before 

2. Have your pens, pencils, or jotters ready 

3. If you constantly find yourself distracted by the internet then perhaps install chrome 

website blockers. Examples include Freedom, StayFocusd, Leechblock or Forest. 

4. Tidy your room. A tidy room can make it easier to start your schoolwork, as there 

you can be less stressed and more focused. 

You know your environment better than I do. So, experiment. Be the designer. Try out some 

of these environmental shifts. Or create your own. 

The 5 second rule 

 

The 5 second rule was popularized by Mel Robbins. Since motivation causes action, we need 

to take action. This rule can help us take action. 

The rule goes like this. ‘Whenever you have an instinct to act on a goal, you must physically 

move within 5 seconds or your brain will kill it.’ In other words, tell yourself ‘five, four, 

three, two, one’ then act. 

You can use this technique in all areas of life. If you often snooze your alarm a gazillion 

times when you wake up (like me;-) say to yourself ‘five, four, three, two, one’ then jump 

straight out of bed. 

If you are procrastinating by watching Netflix simply say ‘five, four, three, two, one’ then 

turn off the TV. 

If you aren't feeling like attending your live calls simply say ‘five, four, three, two, one’ then 

jump on that call. 
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In chemistry, the activation energy shows that the amount of energy needed to start a 

reaction is greater than the amount of energy needed to keep it going. This is the same in 

life. Climbing up the first hill is hard, but once you push past those feelings of resistance you 

gain momentum to keep going. Once you take 

action you generate a feeling of control. 

Mel Robbins wrote a book on the 5 second rule, 

and it's called ‘The 5 second rule’. 

Break down large tasks 

If you are procrastinating on a homework task, break the task down to the smallest 

actionable item you can take now. For example, you need to write an English short story. 

You have been putting it off for weeks. Each day you tell yourself “I’ll do it tomorrow”. Try 

using the 5 second rule, or break the task down to a smaller, more manageable chunk. 

Instead of ‘write story’ make it ‘spend 5 minutes taking notes on the setting’. After that five 

minutes is up, you may want to keep going. You may have gained momentum. Or you may 

still be fed up. So, take a break. Then start again with another small, bitesize chunk. In no 

time you will have completed the large task. 

The Pomodoro technique  

You might have heard of the pomodoro technique. You set a timer for 25 minutes to work, 

then you take a 5 minute break. You start back after the break for another 25 minutes, and 

repeat however long you want. This can be useful when you are trying to complete work 

that a teacher has set. 

If you are finding it hard to get going then try it. 

1. Commit to focusing on one task 

2. Set a timer for 25 minutes 

3. During this time, do as much as you can 

4. After 25 minutes take a break for a few minutes 

This technique creates a time restraint which can force you to work harder. Often when 

working, you get into a ‘flow’ state.  A ‘flow’ state in psychology is the state in which you 
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become so immersed in a topic that time seems to slip by, and things seem to get done with 

ease. 

If you want to learn more about willpower consider reading ‘The Willpower Instinct’ by Kelly 

Mcgonigall. Or if you want to learn more about flow then consider reading ‘Flow: The 

Psychology of Optimal Experience’ by Mihaly Csikszentmihalyi. 

How to learn effectively 

Understanding, remembering and focusing are the 

three key components to studying effectively. 

So how do we study effectively? Highlighting 

notes, rereading textbooks and summarising have been shown to not be effective. What 

should we do instead? 

Understanding 

Understanding is the most important when it comes to learning new content. When we 

understand something we remember it a lot more easily. Especially in maths and science, 

we should focus on understanding the content rather than memorising it. 

Richard Feynman was a theoretical physicist in the 20th century. He became popular and 

through his life he developed a technique known as the ‘Feynman technique’. It goes like 

this. Once you think you know a topic well enough, ask yourself or write: 

1. Does this make sense? 

2. Could I explain it to a five year old? 

When you write out an idea from start to finish, you force yourself to understand the 

concept at a deeper level, and simplify relationships and connections between ideas. By 
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taking out a blank sheet of paper and writing everything you know about the topic you have 

just studied, you gain a better understanding of what you don’t know. 

Simply put, if you don’t truly understand something, you won’t be able to explain it. 

Sometimes, we mask our lack of understanding by using complicated vocabulary and jargon. 

By summarising the content we have learnt on a sheet of paper, we drill down to the 

essence. 

Another technique we can use that can improve our understanding is active recall. Active 

recall is testing yourself. Often we think we need to understand and learn the content 

before we test ourselves. However, counterintuitively we learn more by active recall. Active 

recall involves retrieving information from our memory, through each step of the learning 

process rather than just at the end. By retrieving information along the way, not only do we 

strengthen our ability to retain information but we improve the connections in our brains. 

A study from 2011 3split a group of students into four groups. Each group was given a 

different study technique. 

- Group one were told to read the material once 

- Group two were told to read the material four times 

- Group three were told to read the material then make a mind map 

- And group four were told to read the material once, then recall as much as possible 

Which group performed best when tested later? Group four. Group four performed 

significantly higher than the other groups. To conclude the findings, recalling the 

information once outperforms rereading the material four times! 

Active recall is more mentally and physically demanding compared to rereading. The more 

demanding and harder we have to work to retrieve information, the more effective our 

brains will be at recalling that information in the future. In other words, the more the brain 

works, the more we remember. Practice retrieval instead of re exposure. 

The amazing thing about active recall is that it is so easy to implement. After reading a 

textbook page, or watching a video, all you have to ask yourself is: 

- Do I understand this? 

- What are the key concepts? 

- Can I explain what I have just learnt in my own words? 

There are a number of different active recall strategies. Here are some of them. 

https://science.sciencemag.org/content/331/6018/772.full
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1. Regurgitate. Make your notes with your textbook closed. Instead of copying the 

notes from the material (e.g. powerpoint, textbook, website), read over the material 

and understand the key concepts, then without the material try and regurgitate 

everything you have just learnt. Write down as much as you can remember, then 

relook over the material to fill any information that you might have missed. learn a 

topic before writing your notes. 

2. Instead of making notes, write questions. Read over the text 

you want to learn, then write down questions about what 

you have learnt. Writing these questions forces you to put in 

more cognitive effort which will ultimately lead you to have 

better study sessions. Also, instead of notes you will have 

lots of questions. These questions could become helpful in 

later sessions. 

Should you type notes or hand write them? 

Handwriting notes often take more effort than typing. However, as shown above the more 

effort we put in the more we recall at a later date. So, I would say writing notes is better. 

In online lessons, when writing notes, you need to focus more on the key points as you 

don’t have time to write down everything. Most people type quicker than they write. 

Often when typing we are thinking “great, I’m managing to type down everything!” 

However, when writing out we are summarising more, and actually trying to understand 

what we are being taught. Typing is passive, writing is active. 

Remembering 

After understanding the content, you need to try and remember it. To remember it, spaced 

repetition is the answer. 

Hermann Ebbinghaus studied forgetting in the 19th century. He became known for his work 

on the ‘Ebingghaus forgetting curve’. The key takeaways from this graph, are that the % of 

information retained decays very quickly and unless we actively recall this information, it 

will slip out of our memory forever. 

The forgetting curve looks something like this: 
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The green lines show when we have learnt the material again. The essence of this curve is 

that we want to repeat and revise material at increasing intervals. Repeating and relearning 

several times a day often is not effective. By allowing yourself to forget some of the 

material, when you come back to revising it, it will be harder to remember, but remember, 

the more effort you put in, the more you get out. 

Let's look at an example of spaced repetition. You learn about photosynthesis in biology. 

The next day, you review your work and use active recall to retrieve the next day. Then you 

go a week without looking at the topic. Then a month, then two months. 

Flashcards can be a great way to test active recall and spaced repetition. You can use an 

online website such as Quizlet or Anki. The process of making the flashcards can also be 

effective. It can sometimes become a bit daunting if you write loads of flashcards and cover 

each topic bit by bit. Another method I have found to be helpful, is to write flashcards after 

you have completed a past paper (or any other test questions). After doing the past paper, I 

will pick out the questions I got wrong and write a flashcard for each.By looking over the 

flashcards in the future, I can actively learn from my mistakes in the paper, and make sure I 

don’t make them again! 

If you want to learn more about effective learning then check out these books: 

- A Mind For Numbers by Barbara Oakley 

- Make It Stick by Peter Brown 
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Strategies and tactics 

Defeat procrastination once and for all 

Here are some of my tips on how to deal with 

procrastination: 

1. Firstly, recognise that you are procrastinating. 

Deliberately, say to yourself “I am procrastinating right now”. 

2. Next, work out why you are procrastinating. Is it because the task is boring or 

unpleasant? Is it because the reward is not great enough? Do you not feel confident 

with the task? 

3. Finally, figure out how you can fix that problem. If you are procrastinating a boring 

task, ask yourself “how can I make this more enjoyable?” “How can I reward myself 

afterwards?” 

Another technique in avoiding procrastination is to avoid low density fun. Low density fun 

includes scrolling through tik tok, watching a few funny youtube videos. Low density fun is 

easy to do, and we have low density fun when we should be working. 

The solution? Schedule high density fun. If you have a to do list, look at it now. Are there fun 

things on it? If not, schedule some in. 

High density fun can be anything from going on a walk, playing your ps4, watching your 

favourite movie, bouncing on your trampoline or making cupcakes. Preferably, schedule a 

high density fun activity in the afternoon or evening. This high density fun activity creates a 

deadline that encourages you to stay focused now so you can relax later. 

Ever since I started doing this, I cut down on my spent doing low density fun activities. This 

includes any form of procrastination. Often whilst you are doing these low density fun 

activities, you feel guilty. “I should be working” you tell yourself. So you don’t actually enjoy 

the activity. Whereas, if you plan high leisure activities later on in the day, you often stop 

procrastinating all together, as you know that there will be a reward waiting for you later. 

By scheduling in fun time, you have something to look forward to. You reward yourself at 

the end of the day by doing something you enjoy. 
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If you regularly procrastinate, consider reading ‘Eat that frog’ by Brian Tracy for more tips 

and tricks. 

Looking presentable 

It’s so easy to lie in bed whilst on a call. Even more so when most people’s cameras are 

turned off. But should you? 

Here are some reasons why you shouldn’t stay in bed all day and why you should try to 

shower, clean, dress appropriately, and look presentable... 

1. The type of clothing you wear can affect performance. If you are dressed in pyjamas 

then you can  feel less confident about yourself, resulting in you not producing as 

much quality work 

2. You begin to associate your bed with work. You want to separate your work and 

relaxation environments. If you associate pyjamas with relaxation, you are more 

likely to slack off whilst wearing them. 

Learning to music 

Does listening to music whilst working improve your learning? 

It depends.  Music can improve memory. A 2012 2study split 60 

participants into 3 groups. Each group took a memory task. One group listened to rap music 

whilst completing the task. Another listened to classical music and the other didn’t listen to 

anything. The group that listened to classical music performed best. 

Therefore listening to music (preferably without lyrics) could improve your memory, 

potentially helping you study more effectively. However, some find that music can be 

distracting. Listening to music can put us in a better mood which can make studying more 

enjoyable. If you enjoy studying more, you are more likely to do it. 

https://scholar.utc.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?article=1214&context=mps
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Exercise is underrated 

When we think of the benefits of exercise, we think about 

its ability to help us lose fat, and its benefits on our heart. 

However, the more profound benefits of exercise come 

when you look at the brain. 

Recent research is showing the enormous benefits exercise 

has on motivation, focus, attention, learning, 

anxiety, sleep, memory, mood, depression and much more. Many brain scientists say that 

“If exercise was a drug then it would be one of the most cost effective drugs ever invented.” 

Since this is an online school guide, I’ll talk about the benefits of exercise in relation to 

learning and mental health. Then, I’ll give advice on how to start implementing an exercise 

routine if you don’t have one already. 

This 2007 4study looked into the effects of high impact running on learning. They found that 

after intense exercise, vocabulary learning was 20% faster compared to other controls. Why 

would this be the case? BDNF (brain-derived neurotrophic factor) and catecholamines 

(dopamine, epinephrine and norephrine) are thought to be responsible for this learning 

increase. BDNF is like a fertiliser for your brain. BDNF improves the function of neurons 

within the brain, and strengthens them. This study 5 showed that 20-40 minutes of aerobic 

exercise increased serum BDNF levels by 32%! 

The benefits of exercise are comparable to antidepressant medication. Some studies have 

shown that exercise has greater benefits in alleviating depression than antidepressants such 

as sertraline. In some patients, exercise was prescribed to treat ADHD and it worked so well, 

that participants stopped their other medication! Just 30 minutes of jogging 3 times a week 

has been shown to have benefits similar to the antidepressant zoloft. 

Exercise is even thought to benefit those who don’t 7show symptoms of clinical depression. 

In other words, exercise isn’t just the solution for correcting health. 

Why would exercise bring all these benefits? 

It can make sense when you look at it from an evolutionary 6perspective.  Back in the 

caveman/cavewoman days, we spent our time chilling in the savannah. Whenever we 

moved at speed it was because something important was happening. Perhaps a tiger was 

chasing us, or we desperately needed to find food. These movements sent signals to our 

brain. We were rewarded by the benefits exercise gave us. The faster we ran, climbed and 

jumped meant that we could get more food and possibly escape an animal attack. Exercise 

https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/abs/pii/S1074742706001596
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/abs/pii/S0031938411003088
https://www.cambridge.org/core/journals/the-british-journal-of-psychiatry/article/abs/effectiveness-of-exercisebased-interventions-in-reducing-depressive-symptoms-in-people-without-clinical-depression-systematic-review-and-metaanalysis-of-randomised-controlled-trials/E78F2113FAD9292C
https://www.sciencedaily.com/releases/2017/06/170626155729.htm
https://www.sciencedaily.com/releases/2017/06/170626155729.htm
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improved our chance of survival. Therefore, our brain encouraged us to exercise. It 

rewarded us by improving our mood, our willpower and much more. 

Our brain's reward centre is responsible for desire and 

reward.  We do any activity in life because of the 

reward it brings. We eat sweets, for the reward in 

taste. We work for the reward of money. Without a 

reward, our brains have no desire to do anything. 

Dopamine is a chemical in the brain that is responsible 

for the anticipation of pleasure. The smell of freshly baked cookies causes our brain to 

release dopamine which results in us stuffing them down our face. Interestingly, the 

instinct to gorge on high calorie food is wired into our DNA, perhaps explaining why - in 

the western world - we are in the midst of an obesity epidemic. 

Studies show that exercise boosts dopamine stores, and encourages the creation of 

dopamine receptors in the reward centre.  Exercise can therefore boost motivation and 

willpower. This can result in exercise giving you more motivation to do the little things that 

you don't find very rewarding. 

How do you start exercising? And, what type of exercise should you do? 

It doesn’t matter what exercise you do. Perhaps go on a run, a walk, a cycle, or anything else 

you can do in the current climate. Start small. Don’t go out for a 10km run if you have never 

ran before. Instead go for a 5 minute jog around the block. Be consistent. If you absolutely 

hate running or you hate the sound of your pounding feet on the ground, then you won’t 

stick to this habit long term. Don’t just give up on all types of exercise though. Try 

something different. Maybe you find you like golf, cycling or home workouts. Or maybe you 

enjoy exercising when you are with someone. Perhaps go on a run with your friend or do a 

home workout on Zoom. 

If you want to learn more about the power of exercise on the brain consider reading: 

- Spark: How exercise will improve the performance of the brain by John Ratey 

- Exercise: why something we never evolved to do is healthy and rewarding by Daniel 

Lieberman 
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Conclusion 

I hope you enjoyed reading this online school survival guide. Of course, you don’t need to 

try all of these tips, tricks and tactics. Perhaps just work on improving one thing at a time. I 

hope you have gained at least one insight, to improve your experience with online school. 
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