Concentration

As you progress in your career, the more important your ability to concentrate becomes.  Anything that moves your thinking away from your competitive arena increases the likelihood that your performance will lessen.  The art of centering  - your ability to become totally and internally centered - is a key to peak performance.  The following concentration practice exercises may assist you in the art of centering.

Concentration Practice Exercises

1.
Practice concentrating on one thing at a time and trying to passively maintain the focus.  Focusing on your breathing is a good exercise to practice as breathing is always with you.  Focus your attention by counting “one" as you inhale, and “two" as you exhale.  If your mind wanders between breaths, just disregard it, let the thoughts pass on through, and come back to focusing on inhaling and exhaling.  Keep the breathing relaxed; do not try to force or alter the regular breathing rhythm.  Just learn to let it happen with a passive but conscious awareness of the process.  When other thoughts intrude (as they most surely will) dismiss them, let them pass on through and come back to attending to your breathing.  With practice you will discover that you can focus for a longer period of time without having your mind wander.

2.
Find a quiet place.  Sit down, relax, and close your eyes.  Breathe through your nose and out through your mouth at a slow, natural pace.  Count to 10, counting both inhalations and exhalations.  Feel your breathing.  Hear the count in your mind.  Breathe in: one.  Breathe out: two ...

Your goal is to count to 10, eight consecutive times, without interruption.  If and when you lose attention to your task, think about what interfered with your concentration.  Recognize it; move it away.  Begin again.  See how close you can get to your goal in an allotted time of five minutes.

See how well you do tomorrow and each succeeding day.  Your improvement will not necessarily move on a continuous, upwardly inclined plane.  Your attitude, your physical fitness, and the environment will affect you from day to day.  But after an extended period of time, you’ll notice the improvement, assuming you have been conscientious.  And then, you are ready to put a new wrinkle into the exercise.  A challenge to increase your skill.

3.
Play instrumental music as you do the above exercise.  The goal is the same, but you have incorporated a potential interference into the routine.  The more effective your selective attention skills, the more likely that music will not be heard.

After a couple of days or so, play a song, with lyrics, with which you are very familiar.  You know the words by heart.  Same routine; same goal.  Tough exercise.  When you hear the lyrics - worse yet, when you hear your mind singing the lyrics – you are strayed from your course.

The song had a stronger pull on your attention than the exercise?  Start again.  But be sure to recognize whether your goal now is to work at improving your concentration skills - or whether your selective attention is being directed at that great song on the radio.  It is an important distinction and an important exercise.  A very difficult one.

4.
Locate an advertising sign or an advertisement.  Many malls or magazines have them.  

You have seen that sign, many times.  Now really see it.  See the color of each individual object in the illustration.  Is the ad’s message in printing or in script?  All capital letters?  What did the sign painter wish to be the viewer’s central focus?  Is it for you?  Focus on all the other details.

Turn away from the sign.  Re-create it.  Visualize it.  Recall every element of the sign.  Turn back to look.  How good an observer were you?

How effective was your concentration?  Did your mind wander?  Did you lose interest?  Did other thoughts intrude?  Did you allow yourself to be aware of these intrusions - to know that they had pulled your attention from the sign?  Did you give them their due, and then gently guide your mind back to its task?  Your task!?

Repeat the process later in the day, using a different object for your attention.  The entire process should not take more than 10 minutes.  Of course, the more your mind wanders, the more time will be spent.  After a number of days, you will find your skill will be improving.  By the end of the first week, a player should begin to gently restrain his wandering concentration - keeping it on the specific object of focus.  No force, but a guiding restraint.

