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ANSON DORRANCE COACHES the University of North Carolina women’s soccer team. He’s won more national championships than any other coach and not just in soccer. His 22 titles are the most by any women’s Division One college team. Dorrance also coached the U.S. Women’s National Team to the first-ever Women’s World Cup Title in 1991.

A sportswriter once complimented legendary UNC men’s basketball coach Dean Smith for having such a dominant program. Smith’s reply? “This is a women’s soccer school. We’re just trying to keep up with them.” At the time, Smith was the winningest basketball coach of all time.

Not long ago, I went to Chapel Hill to interview Dorrance about his methods. At the outset of nearly every UNC women’s soccer practice, Dorrance bellows loud enough for the whole team to hear, “Let’s get better!” He told me that he can make poor players fair, fair players good, and good players extraordinary. His favorite phrase to remind each player of his expectation is: “There’s another level in you.”

That’s the path to the Green Mind: “Ever Better.” 

And “Ever Better” starts with intense focus.

There is a battle going on inside your head. A contest to win control of how you think about yourself and your work. A fight between distraction and concentration. 

A battle between the Gray Mind and the Green Mind.
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THE GRAY MIND

The color gray is safe but drab and indecisive. It doesn’t stand out. Gray is the color of conformity. The Gray Mind says you are the way you were born; your effort does little to affect who you become. 

The Gray Mind is like fog, clouding your mind with interruptions and diversions that cause you to doubt, criticize, and judge yourself. 

The Gray Mind treads water in a shallow pond of disconnected facts, wasted time, and mindless effort. I call it “pond-splashing.” 

Busyness masquerading as achievement is the most common student mistake in studying. Spending meaningless time is empty effort or fake studying. I have a term for that, too: Doing the work. The Gray Mind clock-watches: passive, sidetracked, taking more time to learn less.

The Gray Mind has allies: All the people who advise you on what everyone seems to believe is the secret to success, in school and in life: 

	10,000 hours of hard work and you can be Bill Gates, Serena Williams, or J.K. Rowling! 

	Be like the South Koreans: The Smartest Kids in the World, as a best-selling book called them. Why are they successful? They study more!

	The Beatles sang, “It’s been a hard day’s night, and I’ve been working like a dog.” Coolio rapped: “Power and the money, money and the power, minute after minute, hour after hour. Everybody’s runnin’ but half of them ain’t lookin’.... They say I gotta learn, but nobody’s here to teach me. If they can’t understand it, how can they reach me?” Nipsey Hussle rapped, “All my life, been grindin’ all my life. Sacrificed, hustled, paid the price.”

	Ever heard this classic joke? “How do you get to Carnegie Hall?” someone asks. The answer: “Practice, practice, practice!” 

	And, of course, the slogans: “What doesn’t kill you makes you stronger,” “There’s no substitute for hard work,” “Give 110%.”


When you look up, eyes glazed from fighting diversions, with little learning to show for hours of effort, that’s the advice you get. “Buckle down! Dig in! Eyes on the Prize!” Really? That’s supposed to be helpful? That’s a plan? Work your way out of distraction merely by applying more effort?

In my 30+ years of teaching, I’ve seen lots of kids brutalized by these sentiments. Maybe you’re one of them. Bruised, frustrated, discouraged. The Gray Mind inflicts repeated injuries.

When your effort turns Gray, life as a student becomes cold, dreary—a slog.

Guess what? The Gray Mind has a voice. That’s the Inner Critic you hear throughout the day. The Doubt Maker, the Stress Maker. It pretends to help you be more self-aware by pointing out your deficiencies, especially your inability to concentrate. “You can’t resist the phone, go ahead and answer that text. Your mind will wander anyway, so why fight it?” 

Gray’s Voice becomes so pervasive you think it’s normal to hear such harsh comments. You think it’s you. Gray criticizes your lack of attention, but Gray is the one interfering. 

As the motivational speaker Zig Ziglar used to say, “It’s stinking thinking!”
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THE GREEN MIND

The color green is about growth, action, renewal, and hope. The Green Mind represents all that you can be—your potential, your abilities, that part of you that can respond to any interference with a plan. 

The Green Mind is self-aware and knows action cures distraction. It welcomes risk in the pursuit of insights and dives deep into the coursework while connecting to prior knowledge.

The Green Mind is like sunlight, clearing the fog. Green says, “I control my success by working smarter and working differently, not by working harder or longer.” It asserts, “Focused is what I choose to become. I can get better at getting better.”

The Green Mind wins the mental battle against Gray’s disconnection, doubt, and diversions. Control your mind and you control your learning. You get out of your way.

Embracing the Green Mind means you have choices about how to deal with interruptions, how to react to them, and ultimately defeat them. Green Mind learners are students who pay more attention to their inner world. A better way to achieve, therefore, is to become aware of how your thoughts and actions affect your concentration, rather than just giving in to distractions.

Learners are simply students who are more aware of when their attention wavers and how that affects their performance. The Green Mind approach declares that students have the power to choose focus over diversion, purposeful effort over “doing the work.”

Whatever interferes with your concentration is Gray. Whatever allows you to overcome the interference and go deep into your studies is Green.
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FOCUS PROPELS DEPTH

Where your interest is, your attention is. Intense studying—the Green Mind—draws your attention toward what you’re learning and locks it in. Concentration is to your mind what flippers are to the scuba diver. (By the way, analogies like that are one of the Intense Focus Methods coming up.)

When you’re not interested, you fight to stay engaged. Then Gray’s internal orders return: “Keep your eyes on the page! Get with it!” But focus doesn’t bear fruit on command.

This is no great revelation; you know this. Concentration sharpens when attention engages. The weary mind splashes on the shallow surface of the coursework. Distraction walks hand-in-hand with boredom. You become easily sidetracked because your mind doesn’t perceive enough detail to hold its interest. Treading water in the shallow pond, getting nowhere.

To use another analogy, an uninterested student on autopilot is like taking a picture without enough light: The image lacks clarity and detail. Light, when scattered, is lessened. But remember how, as a kid, you concentrated sunlight through a magnifying glass? By pointing that magnifier on a leaf, the light became so acute the leaf caught fire. Intense focus transforms your mind into a magnifying glass. 

Thomas Edison was so “in the zone,” as we’d say today, lost in his latest project, that on his wedding day someone had to go find him. Concentration is captivating.

Green Mind focus does not ask anything beyond your power to engage, but it equips you to explore the full range of your power. Result? More learning, less doing. Faster. 

I’d stand in line for that.
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TRYING FAILS

None of you are surprised to know that achieving the Green Mind requires concentration. When I ask my own students, “Who has been told it’s important to concentrate?” all hands go up. When I ask them for specific ways they’ve been given to do that, there’s silence. They all try to focus (whatever that means). But then they’re so intent on trying to concentrate their minds drift from the actual assignment. I’ll be blunt: The brutal truth is, trying fails.

The 21st century, with all its technology, Internet, and social media, has been called “The Age of Distraction.” Search Amazon. There are tens of thousands of books on the subject and how to deal with it. But you only hear one piece of advice. Some version of “Eyes on me,” “Listen,” “Sit in front,” “Get away from him.” Or you’re told what not to do: “Stop daydreaming,” “Don’t look out the window,” “Quit fidgeting.” 

Funny: I recently came across a delightful but old-fashioned description of distracted students: “flibbertigibbet.” That’s fabulous (look for it in the song lyrics below). Bet you’ve never heard that one in class, even from the strictest teacher. I think I’ll use it this year, just to get a reaction: “Johnny, don’t be a flibbertigibbet!”

The Gray Mind pretends to be on your side; instead, the Voice makes your interference worse by spreading the fog of self-doubt: “This, right here, is why you’re such a bad English student,” “See? Math is too hard for you,” and so on. The more you fight Gray, the more it turns on you.

The whole process is an unfair fight. An exhausting waste of time. Eventually, since no one has given you specifics for winning this contest, you’ll just give in to Gray’s interference. Surrender is a welcome relief from stumbling around in the fog.
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ABOUT THIS GUIDE

You must train your thoughts so you can trust your thoughts. But you’ve never been told, exactly, what methods work—until now. With my 19 Intense Focus Methods, I’ve done the research, so you don’t have to. After
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