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[bookmark: _Toc181196542]Introduction

In this course of study, I will create a teaching tool in the form of a guide (see Appendix A) aimed at reducing distraction and disengagement through embedding focus into the first 1-2 minutes of a singing lesson. This includes mindfulness, breathing and visualisation techniques and how to adapt the teaching space to ensure focus is optimal. This study is aimed towards 16 to 22-year-olds entering their singing lesson whilst in musical theatre training, aiming to help students optimise their 30-minute weekly singing lessons alongside a busy and demanding schedule. I will draw upon best practices and academic research. 

This specific area of study deals with the difficulty I have witnessed within the teaching studio at a performing arts centre where students have one 30-minute singing lesson per week and can enter the space unfocused and unready for optimal learning. This can pull focus from the vocal work needed to be completed and often leads to unproductive lessons. The artefact I create will comprise a selection of both new and existing exercises, curated and developed to form a cohesive vocal programme. The creation of this artefact will have the potential to be be integrated into my practice, shaping my exploration of how to most effectively foster optimal learning in singing lessons within the context of demanding musical theatre training programmes (see Appendix A). As this is not a research project with ethical approval, I will be considering the potential impact of this work.

I aim to develop a guide for teachers to use as a tool to help their students become more engaged to achieve an optimal learning experience (see Appendix A). However, effective execution of this relies on both the teacher's and student’s commitment to engaging with the exercises, as well as the bio-social-psychological aspect of the singer (Lehman et al, 2017). I need to consider the environmental impact of where the teaching studio is based within a busy building and whether the students can be fully present and not conscious of their surroundings (Fisher, Godwin and Seltman, 2014; Kounios and Beeman, 2015). I must take care in ensuring the lesson is student-centred whilst using this programme. 

[bookmark: _Toc181196543]Rationale 

The rationale for creating this artefact stems from my experience as a singing teacher at a performing arts centre, where I work with students pursuing diplomas in Musical Theatre. These programmes are exceptionally rigorous, requiring students to undergo approximately 26-30 hours of training per week in acting, dance, and singing. The weekly lessons I teach do not occur at consistent times, meaning they often need to leave another lesson to come to their singing lesson. Despite the limited duration and irregular scheduling, students are expected to make significant progress in their vocal skills, with the aim to become proficient and versatile musical theatre performers. However, as mentioned above, many students come to their singing lessons immediately after or during demanding lessons from other musical theatre disciplines. As a result, they often arrive at their singing lessons unfocused, with unhelpful holding patterns which affect their voice quality (Kayes, 2000; Daymne 2005; Sataloff, 2017). They often have a lack of clear understanding of how to prepare their body and mind for vocal work. Where possible, the exercises created for this artefact will also contribute to helping the student get into an optimal vocal position ready to sing. As the lesson is time-limited it is important to be time-conscious.

Within education, there are misconceptions about what causes a student to become unfocused (Shield and Dockrell, 2008). The rationale for creating this artefact for my professional practice comes from my desire to explore the literature surrounding focus and to inform singing teachers on how to teach optimally during time-limited lessons. I believe that helping the student to focus, is the first step to delivering excellent singing lessons. Teachers should be informed of best practices based on relevant research, unfortunately teaching practice is often based on historic vocal myths and teaching styles (Hock, 2019). As there is no specific qualification needed to become a singing teacher it can lead to the interpretation of best practice (Norton, Ginsborg and Greasley, 2019). It is important within my professional practice to base my pedagogy on relevant and up-to-date research.

It is crucial to help students learn to sing to develop growth as performers, as well as an understanding of how to embed healthy vocal habits in order to sustain a lifelong skill and career within singing (Smith & Burrichter, 2022; Jones, 2004; Verdolini, 2000). Having focus-based activities embedded into the start of a lesson should help the student to optimise their lesson experience. Whilst using this guide (See Appendix A), the teacher should be ready with a selection of focus-based exercises to draw upon depending on the learning style of the student in the room (Noon, 2024). 

Being a singing teacher often means solo work within a practice room. Through exploring research on the educational environment, I wanted to look at how to create an optimal learning environment, which is important for supporting focus within teaching (Finn et al, 2011; Berg and Berg 2015; Choi and Suk, 2016; Fisher, Godwin and Seltman, 2014; Shunk and Zimmerman, 2007).

To support my study, I must develop a deep understanding of the various ways in which a student can become distracted or disengaged. I need to clarify the expectations for optimising the learning environment, which requires both the teacher and student to commit to focused engagement (Mart, 2013), ensuring a productive lesson. 

[bookmark: _Toc181196544]Preparatory steps

In preparing my artefact, I will conduct an in-depth investigation into the literature where I will consider the potential impact of optimising focus within singing lessons by introducing exercises within the first 1-2 minutes (see Appendix A). I will explore how this approach could influence the student's overall experience in their singing lessons and whether it may foster positive optimal learning. Additionally, I will assess  the potential impact around whether focused engagement enhances their ability to gain more value from their studies and supports their confidence in pursuing a career in musical theatre. Ultimately, I aim to determine if this strategy adds meaningful value to their learning experience (Crabbe, 2007). Through my investigation, I aim to gain a deeper understanding of how to optimise 30-minute singing lessons using exercises that promote focus and comprehension.

My study will be multi-disciplinary, exploring literature from the fields of mindfulness, psychology, education, vocal pedagogy, visualisation and breathwork. I will examine the research by studying academic journals which are both ‘white’ academic peer-reviewed articles and books; as well as using ‘grey’ literature where necessary, such as websites, reports or book chapters (Lawrence et al, 2014; Adams, Smart and Huff, 2016). I must use my critical abilities to be aware of disagreements between pedagogues.

To facilitate my study, I must build a detailed knowledge and understanding of the way a student becomes distracted or disengaged whilst studying on a busy teaching schedule with high expectations. When exploring the literature around distraction within adolescence, Blakemore and Choudhury (2006) believe adolescents' display of inconsistent attention spans is due to the prefrontal cortex, whereas Dahl (2004) believes that it was the hormonal shifts within adolescence that lead to an inability to concentrate. Many pedagogues such as Christenson, Reschly and Wylie (2012), Skinner et al (2009) and Fredericks, Blumenfiled and Paris (2004) believed that disengagement within students was a withdrawal in active learning which could present as unmotivated. It was clear from the studies that mindfulness, visualisation and breathing were good exercises to use to embed focus and align with adolescent development within education. 

As this is a specific area of study, the research around embedding focus within singing lessons is limited. Therefore, I will draw upon other areas closely linked such as psychology and education where I will critique the potential impact when applying to voice pedagogy as this will enhance my primary area of study (Repko, Szostak and Buchberger, 2020).

[bookmark: _Toc181196545]Planned Programme of Study

Aims and Objectives

[bookmark: _Hlk181089147]My aims and objectives for this planned programme of study are:
· To demonstrate the ability to create a study around engaging focus to optimise the learning experience, which is a specific and complex area of my practice. I will do this by creating a guide for teachers to use which will be based around best practice and up-to-date research.
· To evaluate the implications to my students' learning as well as my teaching, through thorough investigation and critical reflection, looking at the potential impact of implementing the strategies found.
· To demonstrate the ability to research, analyse and critically evaluate various theories and methodologies relevant to developing focus in students, via building upon a variety of pedagogues and practices relevant to embedding focus within education. 
· To demonstrate an ability to critically analyse the potential impact of applying my learning to improve my practice, through investigating all areas and opposing opinions from varying pedagogues.
· To reflect on the implications for my ongoing professional development, by bringing what I learn back to my practice. I will achieve this by determining if this strategy could add meaningful value to my students learning.
· To identify gaps in my knowledge and what potential future research is needed within this area via my conclusion and critical reflection.

Theoretical influences 

There are many research studies into what causes distraction within education. Ranging from Holschuh and Nist (2000) to Seemiller (2017) and more recently Zek (2024) are some of the academics who have looked into how distraction affects education. They describe how different forms of distraction can lead to a student declining in their studies.

Many academics have researched adolescence and how this period of development can affect focus through distraction and disengagement. Backes et al (2019), Abrams (2022) and Finn et al (2010) are among the pedagogues I researched. They found that the development within adolescence can lead to distraction within education. 

Whilst there is limited research around focus on singing lessons specifically, I was inspired by the literature around mindfulness and singers. Czajkowski and Greasley, (2015), Farb (2013) Fruzzetti (2009) Hennelly (2011) JHA (2010) Kabat-Zinn, (1990;1994) all believed that mindfulness techniques have been shown to significantly benefit singers by bringing awareness to the present moment. The research literature around focus-based exercises is limited within singing therefore I used the fields of psychology, mindfulness, breathing, education and visualisation to source exercises.

In addition to dealing with exercises aimed at increasing focus, it is important to also look at the environment where the lesson takes place. Gifford (2013), Fisher et al (2014) and Van den Beg and Van den Beg (2015) were among the pedagogues who believed that taking action within the teaching space itself can contribute towards student focus.

With my artefact, I aim to create a flexible step-by-step guide for singing teachers to use to embed focus into the start of their lesson without taking too much vital time away from the time-limited lesson.

Best practice influences

To understand the extent of where distraction and disengagement come from within education, the research will be based on current up-to-date literature. There will be a reflective approach towards the literature during this process. During electronic searches in which I have engaged, finding specific definitions has gradually improved into refined key phrases such as ‘disengagement in education’, ‘distraction in education’ and ‘engaging focus’. Primary sources are used within my evaluation. All data will be critically reviewed, as well as opinion-based literature which will be analysed separately. Where possible I will use ‘white’ literature, though where published data may be scarce I will look to ‘grey’ literature  (Adams, R.J., Smart, P. and Huff, A.S, 2017). This is where I may work with non-academic literature and where this is used I will use a sound rationale.

To understand the extent of the development with research and the origins, this study will look at purposeful research into distraction, focus, students' learning experience and tools to help singers engage at the start of a singing lesson for an optimal learning experience. This will be executed using research found in peer-reviewed journals, lectures, books, websites and PhD theses. In qualitative studies, sampling through purposeful means is used to help identify cases which are information-rich and related to a specific area of interest (Patton, 2001). 

Methodological influences

As my study focuses on the potential impact of embedding focus, an experiential method, it will adopt a qualitative approach rather than a quantitative one. This is due to the nature of the research, which is centred around interpreting lived experiences rather than measuring numerical data. Methodology, as defined by Murthy and Bhojanna (2009), involves systematically addressing a research problem by gathering data through various techniques. In this study, I will employ a qualitative methodology, using observation as the primary method of data collection. 

By interpreting the data through a subjective lens (Macdonald et al, 2008), I aim to draw meaningful insights that connect the methodology to my research problem. Since this is a reflective exploration of the potential impact of applying focus techniques, my primary data-gathering tool will be observation. However, if this study were to evolve into a full research project, I would employ additional methods such as surveys, questionnaires and interviews which would analyse the students' experience.

I have been inspired by Simon Sinek’s methodology around the Golden Circle (Sinek, 2009). This has encouraged me to identify a problem within my practice. It had been facilitated by helping me to realise my rationale through vision, mission, values framework and taxonomy. Through this methodology, I have developed my aims towards helping students gain fundamental skills to optimise their learning experience.

My research will be guided by the interpretivist paradigm, an approach that seeks to understand human experiences by interpreting the meanings individuals assign to their realities (Schwandt, 1994).

I will draw upon peer-reviewed literature to guide my methodology and ensure its rigour. As I refine the potential impact of my artefact, I will use techniques aimed at fostering focus and engagement. While the qualitative approach offers depth, I acknowledge possible limitations that could arise, such as challenges in data collection, which may influence the outcomes of the artefact. As I refine my artefact, I will consider the potential impact of applying these exercises to my students.




























Gantt chart
The following chart is a proposed timeline for this research.
	Task
	June 15-14
	July 1-14
	July 15-30
	Aug 1-15
	Aug 15-31
	Sept 1-15
	Sept 15-30
	Oct 1-15
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	Oct 18-30
	Nov 1st
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	Identify an age group to focus the study on

	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	Plan of study to be outlined, which includes rationale, development aims and expected learning outcomes
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	Identify activities to be undertaken with methods and resources

	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	Identify resources needed, such as desk-based research

	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	Research relevant topics, source primary materials and review

	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	Create resources based on primary literature

	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	Contextualise study

	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	Write a critical reflection on the learning process.

	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	Hand in a draft submission
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	Re-write

	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	Submission

	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	





Ethics section
As I am doing a reflective piece and not applying my learning to an artefact, I am not seeking ethical approval. I will stay within my boundaries of competence.
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Whilst studying focus and developing an artefact around implementing focus into my practice, I was able to formulate questions that led to initiating this literature review process: 

1) How do I help students to become more focused in their singing lessons? 
2) Why can students become distracted or disengaged?
3) Can I create a guide that will also help other teachers to learn how to embed focus?
4) Will this improve the learning experience for the student overall in their singing lessons?

All data will be critically reviewed, as well as opinion-based literature which will be analysed separately. 

As I began researching for my artefact, I recognised that finding specific information on embedding focus within singing lessons would be challenging. The difficulties students face in maintaining focus stem from various factors, making it essential for me to narrow my research into more targeted areas (Creswell and Creswell, 2018). This realisation guided my approach, encouraging me to refine and clarify my objectives in light of my initial preparations.

During my research, I was initially surprised by the limited information available on optimising student lesson time, particularly for those training in musical theatre. Given that lessons are typically only 30 minutes long, this time constraint seems inadequate for covering the extensive material students are expected to master by the end of the academic year. This inconsistency between theory and practice highlights a significant gap in the literature regarding effective time management in this specific educational context (Kennedy, 2016).
Throughout my research into scientific and medical journals, I discovered that education can contribute towards a lack of focus (Seemiller, 2017; Zeb, 2024; Dembo and Seli, 2013; Cerbin, 2020; Cappon and Kennette, 2022). Additionally, the onset of adolescence can significantly affect students' ability to maintain focus (Backes et al, 2019; Twenge and Campbell, 2018; Dahl, 2004). This developmental challenge is often overlooked by the institution where I work, which may not fully account for the impact of adolescence when setting expectations for student outcomes. Additionally, I found that the learning environment plays a crucial role in supporting focus (Fisher, Godwin, and Seltman, 2014; Kounios & Beeman, 2015) prompting me to consider how rearranging my teaching space could enhance concentration in my lessons (Ratey and Hagerman, 2008; Van den Beg & Van den Beg, 2015).
Locating recent literature on focus, distraction and disengagement presented challenges. Whilst some articles offered valuable insight, they were often dated which, as a result, lacked the rigor associated with more up-to-date research (Booth, Sutton and Papaioannou, 2016).
Academic literature highlights the importance of these factors, leading me to rethink the construction of my artefact. Initially, I planned to explore the language used across disciplines within the musical theatre course, aiming to create a consistency that might reduce students becoming overwhelmed (Miles, Huberman and Saldana, 2014). However, my research pointed me in a different direction. I also found that understanding the brain chemistry behind focus, as well as the triggers for distraction and disengagement, was valuable as a further project outside of this study.
Within training singing, focus can waver for various reasons which can include adolescence, brain chemistry, environmental factors, or feelings of overwhelm. All of which can lead to distraction or disengagement (Zenter et al, 2008; McPherson and Renwick, 2011). By embedding focus-based exercises at the start of singing lessons, I believe students can develop habits that enhance their ability to concentrate. This could lead to a more productive learning experience, fostering more confident and capable singers who get more out of their training.
During my research in educational and psychological journals, I discovered that there is a body of research surrounding distraction as well as disengagement within adolescence. The solutions seemed clear although much to be determined around its rigor. As distraction and disengagement happens internally, it’s subjective and therefore individualised to each student.  

During training on demanding courses for musical theatre, focus and engagement can waiver for many reasons including where the student is within their adolescent journey, the complexity of the information they are given, and whether they are tired and motivated to learn. 

During training on demanding courses for musical theatre, focus and engagement can waiver for many reasons. An educator needs to understand the reason adolescent students may arrive to their lesson unfocused, alongside multiple exercises to draw upon which embed focus. The potential impact could be very positive for students to gain more from their lesson experience. 
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Part Two – The Written Assignment

[bookmark: _Toc181196548]Introduction

As an educator supporting students in achieving their vocal goals, it is imperative to deepen my conceptual understanding of focus, alongside the developmental transition from adolescence to early adulthood and its implications for sustaining attention in a high-intensity learning context (Casanave, 2015). Furthermore, I seek to examine strategies for integrating focus-enhancing exercises into singing lessons without compromising the limited instructional time available. This investigation will be conducted based on the potential impact and will stay within the boundaries of my professional competence and adherence to ethical standards. The initial stage of this study involves establishing a comprehensive understanding of the construct of distraction, disengagement and how to embed focus.
To effectively enhance focus and engagement in singing lessons, it is crucial to identify the factors contributing to student distraction and disengagement. Within my pedagogical practice, the technical singing lessons I conduct are integrated into a demanding timetable designed for diploma-level students specialising in Musical Theatre. Each student is allocated a single 30-minute technical vocal session per week, set within a broader training programme comprising 26 to 30 hours of weekly training. This extensive schedule includes a variety of performance-related disciplines, such as dance, acting, and singing classes. These disciplines are broken down further into relevant lessons. For the singing division, each student has a group ensemble, acting through song, singing skills, one 30-minute technical singing lesson and one 30-minute repertoire singing lesson. I teach the technical singing lesson element. Singing lessons are timetabled variably each week.
As a result, students often either leave another lesson or transition immediately from one intensive class into a singing lesson, which can lead them to arrive rushed, cognitively distracted, and insufficiently prepared. These kinds of circumstances can detract from the overall quality and effectiveness of the singing lesson. Addressing the issue of how to cultivate and sustain focus at the beginning of these sessions is an area currently lacking in my professional expertise. Consequently, I intend to explore and develop targeted exercises specifically designed to engage focus which promotes mental and physical readiness at the outset of each lesson. This area of study is particularly important for the cohort of students I teach, who range in age from 16 to 22, and who may benefit from structured interventions aimed at optimising their engagement and learning outcomes in a high-intensity training environment.
This essay will discuss these key areas:

· What is distraction and how is it impacting a student’s learning experience? 
· What is disengagement and how is it impacting a student’s learning experience? 
· Why is the solution embedding focus and how will this improve a student’s learning experience?
· Theories and methodologies surrounding focus, and how this helps a student increase focus during weekly 30-minute singing lessons

I will conclude by drawing upon the research and how I can apply this to my practice in reflection.

[bookmark: _Toc181196549]What is distraction and how is it impacting a student’s learning experience?
As I am working with students aged 16-22 who are in education, it is important to gain knowledge of how distraction forms within an educational setting and how adolescence can also impact a student’s ability to focus.
In this section I will focus on these key areas of distraction:
1) Distraction within education
2) What causes distraction within adolescence?
Distraction within education
Distraction in education significantly impacts students' focus and learning outcomes (Seemiller, 2017). This issue encompasses two primary types of distraction: internal and external. Internal distractions arise from within the student, including hunger, fatigue, stress, and anxiety, which consume cognitive resources essential for learning (Zeb, 2024; Eysenck & Derakshan, 2011). In contrast, external distractions are influenced by environmental factors such as interruptions, social media, and noise (Dembo & Seli, 2013; Rosen et al., 2013; Holschuh & Nist, 2000). While this framework aids in understanding focus challenges, it oversimplifies the nuanced experiences of distraction. As a holistic teacher, I aim to consider the whole person and, therefore, recognise individual differences in susceptibility to distraction.

Research shows that frequent multitasking with media negatively affects academic performance and attention spans (Ophir et al., 2009). The mere presence of smartphones can reduce cognitive performance due to the constant temptation to check notifications (Ophir et al., 2009; Junco, 2012). Social media particularly use platforms such as Instagram and TikTok, contribute towards habitual checking, diminishing focus and deep learning (Shanmugasundaram & Tamilarasu, 2023). Adolescents are particularly vulnerable to the adverse effects of social media, which can lead to decreased life satisfaction and can negatively impact their academic performance (Ellis et al., 2024; University of Oxford, 2022). However, Taaeke (2019) notes that using social media in education can also provide value when integrated thoughtfully.

Classroom environments also play a critical role in distraction. Factors such as lighting, noise, and layout can hinder concentration (Shield & Dockrell, 2008; Inocian, 2018; Bonghanoy et al., 2024). Teacher engagement and instructional strategies significantly affect student focus, with interactive methods enhancing attention and reducing distractions, whereas lecture-based monotonous teaching can disengage students (Gutentarg, Orner, & Asterhan, 2022). Given the challenging noise levels in the music corridor where my practice room is based, I can adopt more dynamic teaching strategies to mitigate distractions.
 
Cognitive load theory determines that overwhelming information or complex language can distract students, making it difficult to process new knowledge effectively (Sweller, 1988; Cerbin, 2020). The Australian Education Research Organisation (2023) supports this by highlighting the cognitive overwhelm students experience during learning. Therefore, managing workload is essential, as limited working memory can lead to distraction (Craik & Lockhart, 1972; Kirschner & Hendrick, 2020). In the rigorous programme preparing students for the musical theatre industry, students often report feeling overwhelmed, highlighting the need for resilience and effective workload management.

Procrastination is another link to distraction, as overwhelmed students may seek distractions to avoid tasks (Steel, 2007). Mind wandering, often triggered by unengaging tasks, can further impair focus and memory coding (Smallwood & Schooler, 2006). Strategies such as mindfulness can mitigate mind wandering and improve focus (Zeidan et al., 2010; Jha, Krompinger & Baime, 2007).

Moreover, continuous exposure to digital information is believed to shorten attention spans (Carr, 2010), as students frequently switch their focus between academic tasks and distractions, reducing learning quality (Rosen, Carrier, & Cheever, 2013). While some researchers argue that digital tools negatively impact attention (Goodwin & Pooley, 2021), others suggest that these changes may represent an adaptation to modern times where there are new complexities within information-rich environments (Kirschner & van Merriënboer, 2013). As an educator, I must balance the use of digital tools with the potential for distraction.

Effective interventions to enhance focus include mindfulness practices, classroom environmental adjustments, and implementing strict device usage guidelines (Sana, Weston & Cepeda, 2013). In my provision, we have established firm phone use guidelines, yet it remains beneficial for students to use devices for educational purposes such as recording and finding sheet music.

Lastly, sleep deprivation significantly impacts cognitive performance and attention (Curcio et al., 2006). I have observed that students who have earlier lessons often struggle with focus due to fatigue. While I cannot control their sleep, I can incorporate focus-enhancing exercises at the start of the sessions to optimise learning (Cappon & Kennette, 2022).

In summary, distraction in educational settings arises from various internal and external factors, adversely affecting students' learning experiences. Addressing environmental influences, technology use, and personal habits through effective interventions such as mindfulness, classroom modifications, and strict technology policies can enhance focus. Given the neurological development occurring in adolescents aged 16 to 22, a deeper exploration of distraction's causes within this demographic is essential for fostering improved educational outcomes.
What causes distraction in adolescence 
Adolescence, spanning the onset of puberty to the mid-20s, involves significant developmental changes psychologically, cognitively, biologically, and emotionally (Backes et al., 2019). This critical period can impact educational focus. 

Blakemore and Choudhury (2006) note that adolescents often exhibit inconsistent attention spans due to the ongoing development of the prefrontal cortex, which does not mature until around the age of 25 (Abrams, 2022). However, this focus on neurological factors may neglect the significant impact of external distractions, such as smartphones and social media, which as discussed in the previous section, has been linked to declining focus and increased disengagement (Rosen et al., 2013; Twenge & Campbell, 2018). I must consider this when teaching students within this age bracket. There could be multiple reasons for distraction, however having a broad understanding of the causes could help improve my teaching and therefore my student's experience.

Hormonal shifts during adolescence can further impair concentration and emotional regulation, particularly in stressful situations (Dahl, 2004). Biological predispositions to delayed sleep patterns, combined with early school start times, can lead to chronic sleep deprivation and can negatively affect cognitive performance (Newport Academy, 2022; Carskadon et al., 2004). As discussed in the previous section, while I cannot control their sleep, I can incorporate focus-enhancing exercises at the session's start to optimise learning (Cappon & Kennette, 2022).

Steinberg and Monahan (2007) argue that adolescents are more easily distracted by peers than adults, influencing their attention and decision-making processes. While this can detract from academic focus, it is essential to acknowledge that peer interactions can also enhance engagement. However, adolescents tend to engage in impulsive behaviours that may further complicate their ability to concentrate (Somerville & Casey, 2010). Environments rich in social stimuli heighten susceptibility to distraction and diminish focus on less rewarding tasks such as studying (Galvan et al., 2005). I recognise this within my teaching practice as when I am teaching in a cluttered environment I find the students are less productive. The potential of reducing distractions could benefit my students.

Motivation also fluctuates in adolescents due to competing interests in personal identity, social life, and extracurricular activities. When students perceive autonomy and relatedness in their learning, engagement increases (Deci & Ryan, 1985). Eccles et al. (1993) observed a decline in academic motivation from high school to college. However, as this theory is over 30 years old academic motivation has moved in terms of cultural and societal shifts. There is an increasing relevance to having higher education as well as internal motivation to study subjects students wish to pursue (Oreopoulos and Petronijevic, 2013).

Finn et al. (2010) found that noise and disruptions negatively impact classroom focus, suggesting that adolescents need time to adjust to new academic demands. Eccles and Midgley (1989) support this by indicating that transitional periods can temporarily decrease focus. Educators can mitigate distractions by fostering a safe, creative, and curious learning environment (Promethean World, 2023). Mart (2018) emphasises that a teacher's commitment and passion can significantly enhance student focus, although some students may lack interest in certain subjects, such as singing, which could contribute to distraction.
During adolescence, significant changes and developments happen which can influence a student’s ability to focus. All of the abovementioned contribute to how attention can vary across this stage of development. I must consider the validity of Promethean world (2023) as it is grey literature. Interventions can be put in place to support an adolescent’s emotional well-being, provide engaging learning environments, provide structured support and address mental health and sleep challenges. All of which could be aimed to improve the focus and outcomes of academics. However, as a distraction is an internal experience, it is based subjectively on each student's individual experience. I must ensure to adapt to the student's learning needs and styles, whilst not assuming all exercises created to induce focus will be beneficial to all students.
Now I have a good understanding of how distraction can be formed within adolescents in education, I must consider why students can also seem disengaged. 
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Having developed a good understanding of distraction and how it is formed, it is essential to explore the concept of disengagement, which represents a vital aspect of this study. The primary focus is the observation that students can arrive at their lessons distracted and disengaged. Several studies have highlighted the impact of disengagement on focus and their relevance to the context of my exploration.
Disengagement and distraction are often used interchangeably, however, they represent different concepts of attention and focus. Distraction refers to a diversion from a task which is temporary due to internal thoughts or stimuli which can be fleeting and might allow the student to return to the original task (Zeb, 2024). Disengagement is a more profound withdrawal from a task which can result in a complete lack of investment or involvement (Hsu et al, 2014). This can lead to poorer educational outcomes.
Focus means the ability to concentrate on a task. It is important for successful and academic learning. Focus involves having cognitively sustained engagement. Students who are focused are better able to absorb information, solve problems and retain knowledge due to becoming mentally invested in the process of learning (Posner and Person, 1990; Zhao et al, 2016)
Disengagement, on the other hand, involves the withdrawal of emotional, behavioural or cognitive participation in active learning. It can present as having a passive approach to learning, inattentiveness or lack of effort. Students can be unmotivated and less likely to invest in learning, which results in substandard performance academically along with a decreased sense of competence (Fredricks, Blumenfield and Paris 2004; Skinner, Kindermann and Furrer, 2009). This is harmful to their learning.
According to Skinner et al (2009), the willingness to exert effort in learning is where the student who is focused shows persistence in overcoming challenges. Whereas, disengaged students fail to attempt tasks or give up easily. Sometimes, disengagement can be where a student goes through the motions of learning such as showing up to class, but with a distracted mind which leads to surface-level understanding rather than deep comprehension of the educational task at hand (Christenson, Reschly and Wylie, 2012). I recognise this within my practice when I teach a student who struggles with singing. There are times when students have gone through the motions of the lesson yet have not reached a deep comprehension of the task. The potential of implementing focus-led exercises could help these students to gain more out of their lessons.
According to Deci and Ryan (2000), motivation acts as a key component in engagement. When a student is engaged, they are often driven by internal motivation. Whereas, disengaged students lack either the internal or external motivation to learn. Focus and disengagement have significant implications for the student’s learning experience, as well as outcomes. Addressing disengagement through the use of mindfulness can help the learning process. There is a deep state of focus described as flow by Csikszentmihalyi (1990), where students are engaged fully and experience internal motivation. During the state of flow, students are less likely to experience disengagement and distraction. Whilst this can be achieved through mindfulness, I must consider that this method will not work for all students.
Whilst exploring the differentiation between distraction and disengagement, I must challenge the depth of the distinction between the two theories. There could be an overemphasis on how disengagement is a cause for poor academic outcomes, however, this display of behaviour is part of a broader picture of student learning. However, there could be a benefit to applying focus-led exercises to my students to help them gain an optimal learning experience whilst knowing as the educator the many causes of disengagement. 
The opposite of distraction is focus (Newport, 2016). To help my students to be engaged in their lesson and to optimise their experience I must look at how to foster focus.

[bookmark: _Toc181196551]Why is the solution embedding focus and how will this improve a student's learning experience?

Having established a clear understanding of the concepts of distraction and disengagement and their impact on students' readiness to engage in singing lessons, I will now proceed to examine the existing research on focus. Implementing methods that promote focus and attention will provide a structured approach to overcoming barriers caused by distraction and disengagement, thereby enhancing the educational experience for both student and teacher. 

Focus and education

Focusing on education is crucial for cognitive development and effective learning. Educators can enhance focus by establishing a structured environment and developing cognitive abilities (Fisher, 2024). Sustaining focus fosters students' sense of competence, relatedness, and autonomy (Reeve et al., 2022).

Research shows that adopting an external focus of attention significantly impacts motor skill learning (Wulf, 2013). For instance, in singing, concentrating on the sound produced rather than the mechanics of voice production can improve performance. Techniques like visualisation can aid in this process. Students can maintain focus longer by implementing effective time management strategies, such as structured study blocks and breaks, which help avoid distractions (Dabbish & Kraut, 2004; Bailey & Konstan, 2006). Considering students’ time management skills and whether to introduce these strategies is essential for overall learning. Physical activity can also enhance focus by increasing blood flow to the brain, reducing stress, and improving cognitive function (Hillman, Erickson, & Kramer, 2008; Ratey & Hageran, 2008). Students with extensive dance training may already benefit from this without recognising it, which relates to the course I teach. Reducing digital exposure can help students concentrate on academic tasks (Junco, 2012; Ward et al., 2017). An organised, distraction-free learning environment is vital for improving concentration (Fisher, Godwin, & Seltman, 2014; Kounios & Beeman, 2015). Optimising the teaching environment can enhance focus. Mindfulness, time management, regular exercise, and a clutter-free setting significantly improve focus in educational contexts. Implementing this research may help students sustain attention and enhance learning outcomes.

Attention is also critical for emotional engagement with music. Focus strategies enable students to immerse themselves fully in music, facilitating emotional expressiveness, which is essential for effective singing performance (Zenter et al., 2008). Enhanced attention correlates with improved emotional expressiveness, technical proficiency, and cognitive focus (Ginsborg & Chaffin, 2011). Encouraging student autonomy in their learning fosters focus. Educators who promote ownership of the learning process enhance self-discipline and practice effectiveness (McPherson & Renwick, 2011). Teachers can help students achieve flow states, where immersion and focus enhance musical performance. This can be facilitated through clear goal-setting and minimising distractions (Csikszentmihalyi, 1990). According to Rebecca Reid Vocal Studio (2023), effective strategies for fostering focus include visualisation techniques, which enhance pitch accuracy, range, and tonal quality by mentally rehearsing performances. This mental preparation aligns vocal and physical execution, improving focus and technique, although it remains an area of grey literature. Singers must direct their attention toward their intention before performing (Brown, 1997; Nisbet, 2003). Creating a mental map helps them navigate from their current state to their goal (Blanton, 1998), allowing for intentional action. The teacher's influence plays a crucial role in this process.

Overall, effective strategies to foster focus such as mindfulness, time management, and physical activity can enhance learning outcomes and emotional engagement in singing lessons. I could see the potential impact of introducing exercises into the first 1-2 minutes of 30-minute lessons, therefore making it a potential solution to gaining more focus.

Now that I have a clear understanding of how a student can become distracted and disengaged, as well as what focus is and how it could benefit students, I must now look at the theories and methodologies surrounding focus, and how this may help students to have better focus during weekly 30 minutes lessons.
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Having gained a clear understanding of the sources of distraction and disengagement in adolescent education, as well as the nature of focus, I now need to explore theories and methodologies related to exercises that can foster focus during 30-minute singing lessons.

I will discuss these key methodologies:
· Mindfulness and focus
· Breathing and focus
· Visualisation and focus
· The teaching environment

Mindfulness and Focus

The practice of mindfulness has been shown to improve focus through training the individual to be in the present moment by maintaining attention as well as reducing cognitive distractions (Lutz et al, 2008). By inducing structural changes in the brain, mindfulness can enhance the brain's ability to improve attention and emotional processing (Rousseau, 2023), as well as increase the strength in areas of the brain associated with focus which leads to enhanced problem-solving abilities (Dalexander, 2023). Brief mindfulness training has been shown to improve attention as well as cognitive performance. Outcomes show that participants gain better focus and working memory. Mindfulness helps reduce a major source of distraction, which is mind-wandering (Zeidan et al, 2010; Jha, Krompinger and Baime, 2007). This can be achieved through a series of exercises which are aimed at focusing attention on single objects (Lutz et al, 2008), scanning the body to cultivate awareness (Carmody and Baer, 2008), and teaching grounding techniques to bring the student to the present moment which brings awareness and a sense of calm (Vujanvis et al, 2011). It would be beneficial to my students to have these exercises incorporated into the start of their singing lessons to obtain focus and remain in the present moment with the task at hand. This is a good technique for helping combat distracted or disengaged students. 
​
Mindfulness techniques have been demonstrated to provide significant benefits for singers (Czajkowski & Greasley, 2015; Farb, 2013; Fruzzetti, 2009; Hennelly, 2011; JHA, 2010; Kabat-Zinn, 1994; Kabat-Zinn, 1990). Engaging in mindfulness practices can enhance the singers' awareness of body posture, muscle tension, and breath control, therefore improving concentration during singing lessons. Studies indicate that incorporating mindfulness into singing training programmes can lead to notable advancements in text communication, problem-solving abilities, and vocal tone. Most importantly to the focus of this study, singers have reported enhanced focus. Also, a reduction in performance anxiety as a result of mindfulness practices (Czajkowski & Greasley, 2015; Farb, 2013; Fruzzetti, 2009; Hennelly, 2011; JHA, 2010; Kabat-Zinn, 1994; Kabat-Zinn, 1990).

However, whilst mindfulness shows a multitude of benefits for obtaining focus in the short term (Eidan et al., 2010; Jha et al., 2007), its applicability to universally fostering focus is subject to scrutiny. The longevity of applying these practices is not outlined in studies. The individuality of a student must be taken into consideration as their susceptibility to be able to adapt to mindfulness. There is also limited empirical data examining the effectiveness of applying mindfulness to a singing lesson to induce focus. Without robust evidence that mindfulness impacts focus significantly, its inclusion within a singing programme is questionable.

Breathing and Focus

Breathing techniques represent a valuable approach for enhancing focus and can be effectively combined with mindfulness exercises. Slow breathing is particularly known for its ability to engage the parasympathetic nervous system (PNS), which can lead to improvements in concentration. Specifically, intercostal diaphragmatic breathing facilitates efficient oxygen exchange while calming the nervous system, thereby enhancing focus and concentration (Ma et al., 2017). Regulating breath in a structured pattern has also been shown to foster focus (Sinha & Chaturvedi, 2014; Seppala et al., 2014). Techniques such as alternate nostril breathing serve to balance the left and right hemispheres of the brain, promoting attentiveness (Telles, Singh, & Balkrishna, 2011).

Lehrer et al. (2003) suggest that controlled breathing techniques can directly influence the autonomic nervous system, aiding singers in managing anxiety and stress. The adoption of such techniques is crucial for achieving optimal performance, as both mental focus and physical relaxation are essential for singers.
Diaphragmatic breathing, often referred to as deep breathing, plays a significant role in regulating the autonomic nervous system, which in turn enhances cognitive function and reduces stress. This leads to improved concentration and focus (Ma et al., 2017). Within the realm of singing, mastering intercostal diaphragmatic breathing is fundamental for developing effective breathing techniques.

Various breathing exercises can encourage focus, including diaphragmatic or deep belly breathing (Ma et al., 2017), box breathing (Sinha & Chaturvedi, 2014; Seppala et al., 2014), alternate nostril breathing (Telles & Balkrishna, 2011), the 4-7-8 breathing technique (Brown & Gerbarg, 2009), and resonance breathing (Lehrer & Gervitz, 2014). Incorporating these exercises at the beginning of singing lessons could prove beneficial in helping students achieve a heightened state of focus.

However, although breathing techniques are supported by the research, there is limited empirical data surrounding the validity of applying these techniques to singing lessons to induce focus. Focusing too heavily on breathing techniques may divert attention away from other important aspects of singing which could lead to impairing overall singing performance. It is important to keep a clear balance between using breathing techniques to help a student focus and giving them tools to use the breath in a singing performance format.

Visualisation and focus

Using visualisation exercises can enhance focus by engaging the mind in structured, deliberate imagery (Banos et al, 1999). Visualisation can improve concentration and performance through mental imagery (Cumming and Williams, 2012). Visualisation techniques have been shown to improve performance and develop mental focus in music students. The brain is engaged in stimulating practice by enhancing motor learning through visualisation. This leads to better vocal technique and performance skills. This can be done without physical movement (Pascual Leone et al, 1995). According to Cumming and William (2012), focus can be improved through mental imagery and visualisation. This is a cognitive technique often used to enhance the performance of athletes. Using visualisation not only helps improve focus but also goal achievement. 

Exercises that promote visualisation can include various techniques such as guided imagery for focus (Banos et al., 1999), mental visualisations (Cumming & Williams, 2012), focus point visualisation (Wang et al., 2016), creative visualisation (Feltz & Landers, 1983), visualisation of a calming object (Kross & Ayduk, 2011), and visualisation for problem-solving (Pham & Taylor, 1999). These approaches leverage the power of mental imagery to enhance concentration and facilitate cognitive processes.

However, the long-term transferability of visualisation as a focus-enhancing technique warrants scrutiny. Limited research exists on its sustained effects, raising questions about its enduring efficacy for my students. To avoid an over-reliance on visualisation, it is essential to incorporate a diverse array of focus-enhancing strategies, ensuring a robust and multi-faceted approach to cognitive engagement and sustained concentration.

The teaching environment and focus

Creating an educational environment that fosters concentration necessitates the careful design of a space that minimises distractions (Fisher et al., 2014), enhances focus (Gifford, 2013), and promotes student engagement (Ratey & Hagerman, 2008).

Fisher et al. (2014) emphasise that a cluttered or noisy environment can significantly hinder students' ability to concentrate. Thus, streamlining the learning space by reducing unnecessary visual and auditory stimuli is essential for maintaining focus. 

Effective strategies may include keeping wall designs simple, avoiding excessive decorations, utilizing neutral or calming colours known to enhance concentration, mitigating ambient noise through soft furnishings, and minimizing the visibility of extraneous materials (Van den Berg and Van den Burg, 2015). Nevertheless, achieving these design elements can be challenging in educational settings, as budgetary constraints often limit the inclusion of soft furnishings or the ability to utilise specific colour palettes. However, I can ensure that my walls remain simple and free of unnecessary visual and auditory distractions.

Furthermore, optimising lighting is crucial, as it significantly influences students' ability to focus (Choi and Suk, 2016). Natural light is particularly beneficial, as it enhances alertness and reduces eye strain. Nonetheless, many classrooms may have limited access to natural light sources. In my teaching space, while there is an open area beyond the window, the brightness of the classroom light can be overwhelming, especially during the colder months when daylight is scarce. It is also important to adhere to guidelines concerning visibility for both teachers and students during lessons, as dimming lights could compromise this requirement. 

Incorporating natural elements within the classroom can further enhance focus and alleviate stress (Van den Beg & Van den Beg, 2015). Elements such as plants, natural materials, and views of the outdoors have been shown to contribute positively to concentration. Research on biophilic design demonstrates that such elements can improve cognitive function and overall well-being. For instance, plants can create a calm and refreshing atmosphere, while the use of wood or other natural materials fosters a sense of grounding. Providing views of nature or outdoor spaces can also offer brief periods of mental respite, thereby enhancing concentration (Ratey & Hagerman, 2008). Although my classroom features a window with a view of greenery, I face limitations regarding resources. Nevertheless, I can strive to incorporate these natural elements into my teaching practice to optimise student focus.

Lastly, the use of visual focus cues, such as motivational posters containing concentration tips, goal-setting reminders, or inspirational messages, can further encourage student engagement (Schunk & Zimmerman, 2007). Within my teaching room, I use visual focus cues such as motivational posters and inspirational messages. It is well received by students. I could consider the impact of looking further into goal-setting reminders and concentration tips.

In summary, considering the educational environment can enhance focus by minimising distractions, enhancing focus and promoting engagement. It is important to consider potential budgets to achieve this as well as factors outside of the educator's control such as outside noise and external distractions. Whilst optimising the learning environment is essential, the feasibility of achieving this condition could be questionable.
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Now that I have gathered information on what distraction and disengagement is, and how to embed focus into my practice; I must now look to develop my own teaching strategy based off the research (see Appendix A). This is not a research project and therefore this is completed with potential impact. I have created a guide for singing teachers to potentially use which could help them to embed focus into singing lessons for optimal learning and performance. These will be used in reflection as this is a reflective practice to see what the potential impact could be.

I will break my teaching strategy down into the following categories:

· Useful information for the teacher around distraction and disengagement within education and adolescence
· Mindfulness to encourage focus
· Breathing exercises to encourage focus
· Visualisation techniques to encourage focus
· How to create a learning environment which helps focus to thrive

All exercises are aimed to be 1-2 minutes long so it does not impede the 30-minute singing lesson. The aim is for these exercises to help optimise the student's learning experience. All techniques are grounded in research and using these approaches has been shown to improve cognitive performance and focus (Zeidan et al, 2010; Telles, Singh, & Balkrishna, 2011; Ma et al, 2017). All of this is in reflection and how I believe these exercises could benefit, as this is not a research project and has not been approved by an ethics board to carry out. By organizing the exercises into distinct chapters, the text facilitates easier comprehension and practical application for the reader. This is demonstrated through the following examples:

This artefact holds potential as a valuable tool for teachers. In educational settings where students experience irregular scheduling, leading to possible distractions and disengagement, it becomes essential for educators to employ strategies that help students maximise their learning experiences (Fisher, 2024). However, the effectiveness of these exercises remains difficult to gauge, as it relies heavily on each student's subjective, internal response to them (Macdonald et al, 2008). By offering a range of activities tailored to diverse learning styles, the artefact is designed to accommodate various learners, which increases the likelihood that most students will find them beneficial (Kolb, 1984).

I have demonstrated my ability to design a study focused on enhancing engagement to optimise the learning experience, addressing a complex aspect of my practice (Deci and Ryan, 2000). This was accomplished by developing a guide for singing teachers grounded in best practices and informed by the research explored.

Through critical reflection, it is evident that this investigation into embedding focus adopts a qualitative approach, which may raise questions about its rigor (Lincoln and Guba, 1985). Additionally, the impact on students is influenced by their motivation for singing, as well as by individual biological, psychological, and sociological factors. As discussed in the section on adolescence, there are developmental stages during which a student's ability to focus may be beyond their control. The exercises outlined in the guide can, however, support students in enhancing their focus, provided they are committed to achieving progress within their singing lessons.

I have demonstrated the ability to research, analyse, and critically evaluate diverse theories and methodologies related to fostering focus in students (Schunk and Zimmerman, 2008). This work builds on a range of pedagogical approaches and practices essential for integrating focus within educational settings. Given the limited research specific to singing lessons or vocal pedagogy, I drew upon insights from broader fields such as general education and psychology.

I have developed the ability to critically analyse the potential impact of applying my learning to enhance my practice, achieved by examining each area studied and considering differing perspectives from a broad range of pedagogical sources (Schon, 1983). This approach allowed me to continuously connect theoretical insights back to my practice and assess the possible effects of implementing these findings.

An area for further development is my understanding of neuroplasticity and its influence on focus. Future research could involve transforming this project into an empirical study to assess its actual impact in practice. There is a gap in the field of voice pedagogy around specific studies into optimising lessons through focus-led exercises.
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In conclusion, embedding focus exercises at the start of singing lessons shows promising potential, especially for students in time-constrained sessions. Reflecting on my initial questions at the start of this assignment, I now see more clearly the ways focused engagement can positively impact learning. Through this exploration, I aimed to discover effective methods to foster student focus within lessons. Adolescents often face distractions in educational settings for various reasons, and understanding these influences is essential. As an educator, I recognise that awareness of these factors, while considering each student’s unique needs, is vital to enhancing their learning experience.

Although research specifically on distraction in singing lessons is limited, I found valuable insights from broader educational and psychological studies. This information helped me develop a practical guide (see Appendix A) that other teachers might use to integrate focus-building exercises into their sessions, providing students with a more enriching, productive learning experience.

Current pedagogical research supports the idea that pre-lesson focus strategies can enhance learning, lower anxiety and improve performance. By priming students for attentive engagement, instructors can leverage methods that optimise brain function, aiding in the accelerated development of musical and vocal skills. This could support students in gaining more value from their studies as well as supporting their confidence in pursuing a career in musical theatre. I believe this could add meaningful value to their learning experience.

Looking forward, expanding this work into a formal research project could reveal the tangible impact of these exercises. Exploring the science of habit formation could also complement this approach, reinforcing the benefits of regular focus routines. Additionally, developing a toolkit of resources, visual aids, and a structured teaching plan would enable me to share these methods with colleagues, supporting a broader application across our program.
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Hi, I'm Cat. Welcome to my guide on enhancing focus in your singing lessons. I absolutely love teaching the voice. One thing
that really rocks my geeky boat is when I don’t know the answer to something. So when I started my dream job teaching at a
Performing Arts Centre (of excellence!) I was stumped by one question: how do I optimise these 30 minute lessons to be the
best and most productive possible? The courses 1 teach on deliver world class training for students wanting a career in
Musical Theatre. The expectation on what a student achieves by the end of an academic year is high.

The students schedules are busy and demanding across all three disciplines (singing, acting and dancing). They do around
26 hours of vocational training per week. Their 30 minute technical singing lesson with me is scheduled at different times
each week. This is to avoid them leaving the same lesson twice. Therefore, they may have to leave half way through a class to
come to their singing lesson. They can turn up distracted and disengaged, with their mindset still in the lesson they have left
behind. There are many more examples of why a student can turn up to a lesson unfocused but nonetheless they all circle
back round to my question: how do I optimise these 30 minute lessons to be the best and most productive possible?

This led me to delve into the research in what causes distraction/disengagement and how to create focus to optimise a time-
limited singing lesson. I looked into education and adolescence, poured over journals, articles and books which helped me to
come up with a bunch of focus-led exercises to do within the first 1-2 minutes of a singing lesson. Where possible, this has
also been linked with an exercise that can be used as a vocal warm up to save further time.

The result will hopefully be more productive, optimised lessons, which leads onto improved learning and overall outcome.

I have broken this guide down into 6 bite-size easy to digest chapters. Enjoy!
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What causes distraction and disengagement?

Within education, there are many factors that can lead to a student experiencing

distraction and/or disengagement from their studies. It is important to also consider

the age of the student. Within my practice, [ work with predominantly 16-22 year olds

which still falls under the brackets of adolescence. I will focus on this age bracket
below.

Education
Factors that can lead to distraction and disengagement within education:

« Internal distractions such as hunger, fatigue, wondering thoughts and stress

« [External distractions: environmental factors such as interruptions, social media, noise,
smartphones and peers

« Using a multitude of media which can lead to poorer academic performance and
shorter attention spans

« Internet and digital tools are thought to be rewiring the brains which leads to shorter
attention spans

o The presence of a smartphone can serve as an ongoing distraction which decreases
cognitive function

« Physical environment of a classroom such as lighting, excessive noise and layout can
contribute towards distraction and disengagement

« Cognitive load where a student hecomes overwhelmed by the volume of information or
complexity of information given

« Mind wandering can impair a students ability to focus

Mindfulness have been shown to have a positive impact on students by increasing attention
span. Teachers can also look to their environment to make adjustments to improve focus.
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Adolescnce

Adolescence is described as the onset of puberty, which is an area of significant
development, and ends in a person mid 20s. The effect of puberty is different for each
individual and involves a profound amount of change developmentally. These factors must
be considered when looking at the cause of distraction and disengagement for the following
points:

Cognitive function and focus: Adolescents often display attention spans which are
inconsistent

Impact of hormones and focus: Hormonal shifts can lead to reduced ability to
concentrate

Emotional and psychological factors within focus: Adolescents are more likely to be
distracted by their peers

Risk taking and impulsivity: Adolescents are more likely to take part in impulsive and
risk-taking behaviours which includes seeking out distractions and procrastinations
which can affect their ability to focus on educational tasks

Academic motivation and interest: Academics can be affected by change in motivation
when a student has competing interests around personal identity exploration and their
social life

Environmental and contextual factors: Focus can be affected by transitional periods
where a student moves onto more complex academic demands

Mental health and focus: Adolescents with anxiety disorders are likely to display
impairment in attention, especially in academic tasks.

Breathing, mindfulness and visualisation techniques have all been shown o help improve focus
by decreasing distraction/disengagement. These tools could be important for adolescents to use

across their academic skills.
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O 2 Mindfulness exercises aimed at improving focus
Mindfulness has been shown to improve focus. Using 1 or 2 of the following exercises at
the start of a singing lesson could help improve focus. Read these exercises like a script

to your student.

Q) Foewsed Ao |y

In this exercise, you focus your attention on a single object, like your breath, a candle flame, or a simple
sound (like a bell). The goal is to gently bring your focus back to the object every time your mind
wanders. Over time, this strengthens your ability to maintain attention.

Guide to follow:

o Step One: Sit or stand comfortably and focus on your breathing

o Step Two: Think of breathing like a singer: using intercostal diaphragmatic breath. Feel your ribs
expand as you inhale and your stomach release

o Step Three: Follow each inhale and exhale, noticing the sensations in your body

o Step Four: Introduce a soft humm on your exhale, feeling your stomach draw back towards your
spine

o Step Five: When your mind wanders, gently bring it back to your breath without judgment

o Step Six: Where else can you feel the breath? Make it as comfortable as possible to extend your exhale

« Step Seven: Start with 30 seconds and gradually increase the duration to 2 minutes across a number
of lessons
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The body scan helps to cultivate awareness. This is through mentally scanning your body from head to toe.
Try to notice sensations without passing judgement. This exercise improves concentration. This is through
training you to stay present and to observe bodily sensations. This is an ideal exercise to do with a student
who has come from a busy schedule with little break and can therefore be distracted.

Guide to follow:
« Step One: Sit/stand comfortably.
« Step Two: Begin by focusing on your toes, noticing any sensations.
o Step Three: Gradually move your focus up your body, spending a few moments on each part.
o Step 4: If your mind wanders, gently bring your focus back to the part of the body you're observing.

C) 5-4-3-2-1 &W”/”ﬁ W

5-4-3-2-1 Grounding Technique helps the student to focus on the present moment. It engages the senses.
Often used to bring awareness and a sense of calm back to the body. This enhances concentration. This
technique is good to use when a student is feeling a heightened sense of anxiety or worry. This could be
before a performance, running up to a performance or when experiencing a sense of overwhelm. Be clear
about your boundaries of competence: you are not a trained psychologist. This is a well known technique
which calms the parasympathetic nervous system and in turn can reduce anxiety whilst increasing
concentration on the task ahead.

Guide to follow:

Acknowledge 5 things you can see.
Acknowledge 4 things you can touch.
Acknowledge 3 things you can hear.
Acknowledge 2 things you can smell.
Acknowledge 1 thing you can taste.

To summarise on mindfulness:
o Mindfulness is a well-known method of obtaining focus and remaining in the present moment.
o Mindfulness is a good technique for helping combat distracted or disengaged students
« When incorporating exercises into the start of singing lessons, try to bring it back to vocalising. I tend to use
Semi Occluded Vocal Tract Exercises (SOVTs) such as humming, sironing on a NG vowel or lip trills
« Remember to ethically use these exercises whilst being clear about your boundaries of competance
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Breathing exercises aimed at improving focus

o YHI

Using breathing as a technique to obtain better focus can be used alongside the
mindfulness exercises outlined in chapter 1. Breathing is an effective tool to enhance
focus by calming the mind and activating the body’s relaxation response
(parasympathetic nervous system). Using 1 or 2 of the following exercises at the start of
a singing lesson could help improve focus. Read the guides as a script to your student.

Q) sl Dephangoe By (e By gy

Intercostal diaphragmatic breathing engages the breathing system fully, promoting efficient oxygen
exchange and calming the nervous system, which enhances focus and concentration. This helps the singer
to gel into an optimal position for breathing within singing and can contribute to warming the voice up.

Guide to follow:

o Step one: Stand comfortably in an optimal vocal position* with one hand on your chest and the other on
your abdomen.

« Step two: Breathe in slowly through your nose, ensuring your abdomen rises while your chest remains
still.

o Step three: Exhale slowly through your mouth or nose, feeling your abdomen fall.

o Repeat: repeat this motion whilst introducing some SOVTs such as humming/NG siron on one
comfortable low note

*aligned, shoulders rolled back and relaxed, knees unlocked, jaw loose and relaxed
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Another visual technique for engaging the PNS through slow breathing is Box Breathing. This is a simple
technique used to manage stress and improve focus through regulating breath in a structured pattern.

Guide to follow:
1.Inhale: Breathe in slowly through your nose for a count of 4.
2.Hold: Retain your breath for a count of 4.
3.Exhale: Exhale slowly through your mouth using an SOVT such as humming or NG siron for a count of 4.
4.Hold: Pause again for a count of 4 before the next inhale.
5.Repeat: Continue this cycle for around 30 seconds.

C)offroie el Pty

Used within yogic breathing, this technique helps to balance the left and right hemispheres of the brain,
promoting focus. This could be useful for students arriving disengaged from a busy day or towards the
end of the term when students tend to be more tired and ready for a break (such as half term, Christmas
holidays, summer holidays)

Guide to follow:
e Step one: Stand comfortably with a straight spine.
« Step two: Use your right hand; place your index and middle fingers between your eyebrows, thumb
on the right nostril, and ring finger on the left nostril.
o Step three: Close your right nostril with your thumb and inhale slowly through the left nostril.
« Step four: Close the left nostril with your ring finger, open the right nostril, and exhale slowly.
« Step five: inhale through the right nostril, close it, and exhale through the left nostril.
o Repeat: Continue alternating for 5-10 cycles.
-n
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This technique is deigned to increase focus and reduce anxiety by altering the breath cycle. Remember your
boundaries of competence. If you are not a trained therapist, you must make this clear when working with
students with anxiety. However, breathing techniques can be a great way to engage the PNS and therefore calm
the system down which can improve feelings of anxiety.

Guide to follow:
« Step one: Sit with your back straight (stand comfortably if no chair is available).
o Step two: Place the tip of your tongue against the ridge of tissue behind your upper front teeth.
e Step three:
o Inhale quietly through your nose for a count of 4.
o Hold your breath for a count of 7.
o Exhale completely through your mouth for a count of 8, making a sighing descending siron sound.
o Repeat: Complete the cycle four times.

e) Posed- [y Pty

Pursed-Lip breathing helps to slow down breathing which improves oxygen exchange and can aid in
concentration. This technique can also help to control air-flow which could be a useful exercise to do with
students who are working on balancing their air-flow management.
Example:

« Step one: Breathe in slowly through your nose for two counts.

o Step two: Purse your lips as if whistling and exhale slowly for four counts.

« Repeat: Practice for 60 seconds, focusing on the prolonged exhalation.

To summarise on breathing:

e Regular practice of these exercises can lead to studenls enhancing their ability to concentrate. Breathing
exercises are effective tools to enhancing focus by calming the mind and aclivating the PNS which is the body’s
relaxation response.

e Some of these exercises you can do for much longer, I have adapted them to meet the needs of a limited 30
minute lesson. You can delve further into these techniques by looking up the references.

e Some exercises also suggest sitting or lying down which is not always possible in a singing lesson, and
therefore 1 have adapted to be standing instead. IU's advisable to practice in a quiel environment free from
distractions, this can difficult in performing arts training facilities. My practice room is on a music corridor
which is generally full of sound and activity, therefore some exercises might not be as effective.
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Visualisation exercises aimed at improving focus

Using visualisation exercises can enhance focus through engaging the mind in

structured, deliberate imagery. The exercises are aimed to improve concentration and

performance through the power of mental imagery. This could be useful for using with

students who use imagery within their learning style. Read the guides as a script to
your student

Q) G Jragery f Froy

Guided imagery for focus involves mentally picturing a relaxing or empowering scene, which helps the
mind to reduce distractions and stay centred.

Guide to follow:

« Step one: Stand comfortably in an optimal vocal position*

o Step two: Close your eyes and imagine yourself in a peaceful environment, such as a beach or forest.

o Step three: Focus on the details: the sound of the waves, the feel of the sand, or the scent of the trees. Or
bring it back to singing. Performing on stage, singing freely in the moment of the character you are
playing.

« Step four: Stay with this image, bringing yourself back to it whenever your mind wanders.

o Step five: Practice for 1-2 minutes, using this imagery Lo clear mental clutter and improve focus

* aligned, shoulders rolled back and relaxed, knees unlocked, jaw loose and relaxed
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Using mental rehearsal is where the student visualises themselves successfully completing a task. Using this
visualisation helps to increase focus. It can be a good tool to use for goal setting, and outlining the purpose of
the lesson ahead. Asking the student what they want to achieve by the end of the lesson, end of the term, or by a
specific performance.

Guide to follow:
« Step one: Choose a task that requires focus, such as singing on stage or successfully learning a voice
technique.
o Step two: Close your eyes and visualize yourself performing the task successfully from start to finish.
o Step three: Imagine every detail: how you feel, what the environment looks like, and the specific actions you
take.
« Repeat this imagery several times to mentally rehearse the task and boost confidence.

C) Jocuy Pt sl s

Focus point visualisation helps to improve focus on one thing at a time. It involves concentrating on a single
point in your mind’s eye. For this exercise I have suggested using a glowing ball of light. It is a useful tool to
use for a student who is feeling overwhelmed or distracted.

Guide to follow:
« Step one: Stand comfortably in an optimal vocal position* and close your eyes.
« Step two: Imagine a glowing ball of light or a simple shape (like a circle or square) in your mind's eye.
o Step three: Keep your mental gaze fixed on this shape. Every time your mind starts to wander, gently bring
it back to the focus point.
« Step four: Incorporate a breathing exercise into this alongside some gentle SOVTs

« Hold this mental image for 30 seconds-1 minute. “

* aligned, shoulders rolled back and relaxed, knees unlocked, jaw loose and relaxed
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Creative visualisation is where the student imagines themselves as their ideal future self. This helps to
engage focus through aligning long-term goals and the steps needed to achieve them.

Guide to follow:
o Step one: Stand comfortably, and invite yourself to close your eyes
o Step two: Visualise your future self in a scenario where you have achieved a specific vocal goal
o Step three: Picture the details: How do you feel? What actions did you take to get here? What challenges
did you overcome?

« Step four: Focus on this image for 30-60 seconds, feeling motivated and driven to pursue what you need
Lo do Lo achieve this goal.

€) {/seafsdfor frv Phobfn Sofoey

Visualisation for problem-solving involves mentally solving a problem or challenge. It can help to focus on
solutions and organise thoughts. It helps to develop a clear path to approaching the issue at hand. This can be
useful when experiencing barriers to learning in session which can lead to disengagement.

Guide to follow:
o Step one: Think of a problem you are currently facing.
« Step two: Close your eyes and visualise the problem as clearly as possible.
o Step three: Next, imagine different solutions and mentally rehearse implementing them.
o Step four: Focus on the positive outcomes, breaking down the solution into actionable steps.
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Visualisation of a calming object can help a student when they’re feeling distracted or stressed. This is
through visualising a calming symbol or object. This helps to bring focused attention.

Guide to follow:

« Step one: Close your eyes and imagine a peaceful object that symbolises calm and stability to you,
such as a leaf gently floating down a stream or a candle flame.

« Step two: Focus on every detail of this object, from its colours and textures to its movement or
stillness.

o Step three: When you feel distracted, bring your attention back to this object, using it as a mental
anchor for calm focus.

« Step four: Take 30-60 seconds to do this and incorporate a breathing exercise with gentle SOVTS
or stretches aimed at getting the voice ready to sing.

To summarise on visualisation:
o Visualisation techniques are useful to use with students who are visual learners.
« Itcan be coincided with breathing exercises at the start of singing lessons and could also be used during
the session if challenges arise for the student.
« Some exercises have been adapted to fit within the environment of the teaching space.
o Regular practice of these visualizalion techniques will help improve students focus and clarity, enhancing
their ability to stay centered on tasks and achieve their goals.
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Your Teaching Environment

Creating a teaching space that encourages focus involves designing an environment
that minimises distractions, supports concentration, and promotes engagement. Here
are strategies, examples, and research-based insights to optimise your teaching space
for focus:

Q) Phemse Yisea] wod Aty Dirions

A cluttered or noisy environment can be detrimental to focus. Streamlining the space by reducing
unnecessary visual and auditory stimuli helps students maintain concentration. For example:

o Keep walls simple

¢ Avoid excessive decorations or bright colours

« Use neutral or calming colours such as light blue/green/grey which are known to enhance focus

« Reduce ambient noise by using soft furnishings or noise-cancelling materials such as rugs, carpets,
acoustic panels to absorb the sound

o Eliminate non-necessary materials {rom view

b) o Lot

Proper lighting can dramatically influence focus. Natural light is ideal, as it enhances
alertness and reduces eye strain, but in classrooms or spaces where natural light is limited,
adjustable lighting can help create an optimal learning environment.
For example:
e Maximise natural light by positioning student near to windows or use light-filtering
blinds to prevent glare
e Incorporate adjustable, warm-toned LED lights to reduce harsh lighting that can cause
fatigue
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Incorporating elements of nature; such as plants, natural materials, and views of the outdoors; can
enhance focus and reduce stress. Biophilic design has been shown to improve cognitive function and
well-being.
For example:

« Indoor plants to create a calming and fresh atmosphere (succulents/ferns)

« Using wood or natural materials for furtniture or accents to create a grounded and earthy feel

« Provide views of nature or outdoor spaces to offer brief periods of mental breaks which can

enhance concentration

) Fepie o Fovs s

Strategically placing focus cues such as motivational posters, or simple prompts can
remind students to stay on task. Visual anchors can help students manage their attention
and time effectively.
For example:
« Display posters or charts with focus tips, goal-setting reminders or inspirational
messages Lo encourage concentration and persistence.

Summary of Teaching Environment
By incorporating these strategies into your teaching space, you can create an environment that fosters
better focus, engagement, and productivity, helping students succeed both academically and personally.
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Using a variely of the exercises outlined in chapters 1 to 4 at the start of a singing lesson, aiming for no
more than 2 minutes, could lead to better focus which will optimise the lesson experience as well as
learning outcomes. The variety of exercises means you can continue to put the student at the centre of
the teaching and choose exercises best fitting to their learning style.

Looking at your environment, as shown in chapter 5, within your teaching space and how to make it
optimal for focused learning can also help embedding focus.

There are aspects not taken into consideration within this guide, such as:
e Student experience
e Students ability to use mindfulness, breathing and visualisation optimally
e Mental health of the student
e Noise and distraction surrounding the teaching space
e Vocal health of the student at time of the lesson and impact on lesson
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Thank you for reading this guide,
your feedback is important to me.
Please get in touch!

I We @

cal@catogdensinging.com
@catogdensinging

www.catogdensinging.com





