
Six lessons to develop your skiing performance and enjoyment

Lesson 1 - Focus Your Attention 

Learning to focus your attention in sport is a key skill that not only helps you to perform at 
your best, but also helps you to focus on the task in hand, so that you can acquire new 
skills and practice those skills so that they become learned. In this lesson I will look at 
some strategies to help you remain ‘present’ and focused while also looking at ‘mind 
wandering’ and how and why to avoid it.  

So what exactly is ‘attention’?  
Mihaly Csikszentmihalyi (2002) in his classic book Flow, refers to attention as being psychic 
energy. Each person has a limited amount of attention available and a useful way of 
thinking about it is to “focus it intentionally like a beam of energy” (p. 33). Focused attention 
can be said to bring order to consciousness. The opposite of psychic energy is psychic 
entropy where there is disorder in consciousness. In the ski lesson environment, 
distractions such as fear and anxiety can divert attention to things that are undesirable, 
moving your thoughts away from the original task or goal, leading to disorder.  

Furthermore, focused attention creates interest and in turn interest helps with maintaining 
attention. When learning a skill, if one is interested in the task, set by the instructor, then it 
will be easier to keep attention on task. However, it could also be argued that if one is good 
at maintaining focused attention then it can lead to greater interest in the task! So, 
developing your ability to focus your attention fits very well with the philosophy of Learn it, 
Love it, Live it (Tate, 2015).  
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How do you avoid ‘mind wandering’?  
First, it would be useful to establish what mind wandering is or is not. Mind Wandering is 
not being able to focus on the task in hand. This is not the same as Daydreaming (Kaufman 
& Gregoire, 2016). Kaufman talks about positive constructive daydreaming (Singer, 1975) as 
being a useful version of ‘mind wandering’ as it helps you to have creative, planful and 
playful thoughts. However, in terms of developing your skiing performance the concern of 
this lesson is with the version of mind wandering that leads to poor attentional control. 

Matt Killingsworth (2011) in his Ted Talk says that mind wandering is likely to be a cause of 
unhappiness. He has carried out studies that found that, people who are present focused 
are substantially happier than people who's minds are wandering, no matter what the 
activity! One of the big reasons for this is that when people’s minds wander they often think 
of unpleasant things e.g., worries, regrets, anxieties etc. So the benefit of remaining focused 
on task is two fold; 1) you will develop the skills more quickly and 2) you will be happier as a 
result. 

Tip: Try to reduce distractions from outside sources such as mobile phones and watches. 
When engaged in a lesson or practice session put your phone on silent and avoid looking at 
the time! 

How do you practice and improve your ability to focus your attention?  
There are many ways to develop your ability to focus your attention so for the purposes of 
this lesson I will cover; Mindfulness, Refocusing and Task Goals. 

Mindfulness is one of those terms that seems to be used by everyone these days but there 
many benefits to the practice not least to help improve your ability to stay focused on the 
present moment. It is also used as a 
way of reducing stress through 
Mindfulness-based stress reduction 
(MBSR) and as a way of developing 
your strengths through Mindfulness-
based strengths practice (MBSP). 
Essentially, mindfulness is “a state of 
mind that keeps you locked into the 
present moment” (Csikszentmihalyi, 
Latter & Duranso, 2017 p.86). It can be 
practised in many ways through 
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Focused 
attention allows 
for full 
engagement of 
the task in hand. 
This is an active 
process that can 
be improved 
over time. 

(Csikszentmihalyi, Latter & 
Duranso, 2017)  

TRY THIS 
Nature walks are a great way to practice    

focusing your attention. Look, listen and 
feel. Look at the beautiful surroundings, listen to 
the sounds around you and feel the air against 
your skin. Try to remain present by choosing one 
thing to focus on. 
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meditation programs and in everyday 
life through activities like mindful 
walking, mindful driving and mindful 
chairlift riding. Jon Kabat-Zinn has 
been largely credited with bringing 
mindfulness into mainstream society. 

Focusing on Task Goals is preferable to focusing on Outcome Goals. Remaining focused 
on the task and the process involved helps you to hone in on specific movement patterns 
involved in executing a skill, e.g., modulating edge angle to influence the desired amount of 
skidding vs. carving. A focus like this keeps you very much in the present allowing you to 
challenge and develop your performance.  

Refocusing is a skill that can allow you to regain lost focus. In a sport like skiing 
concentration is fluid rather than static so you need to focus moment by moment on the 
relevant information. This can take time and experience to develop but one of the first steps 
is to recognise when your attention has slipped and then switch back to the original focus or 
the most relevant focus for the moment. In the book ‘Skiing Out of Your Mind’ (1988), the 
authors liken it to switching channels on a radio where, over time, you can develop an 
automatic frequency control switch so that you tune into the most relevant cue’s and 
information.   

Effortful or effortless attention?  
Arne Dietrich (2010), a cognitive psychologist and neuroscientist has developed a theory 
called Transient Hypofrontality (THT) which, while sounding very complicated, really boils 
down to the idea that, as you narrow your attention to the task in hand, and providing you 
are well practiced at that task, your attention becomes effortless. This is because a skilled 
performer requires less mental energy to replicate a task. So from a skill acquisition 
perspective, if you are learning a new skill, your attention will not only be focused but 
effortful. This requires you to process information through the explicit memory. Skilled 
performers, on the other hand, use implicit memory meaning the skill is more automated. 

The diagram below helps to explain this process; 
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TRY THIS 
 Insight Timer is a great App with a big 

variety of guided meditation programs including 
mindfulness, gratitude and self compassion. And 
it’s FREE. https://insighttimer.com 

https://insighttimer.com
https://insighttimer.com
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Key Points 
• Psychic energy brings order to consciousness. 
• Mind Wandering is not being able to focus on the task in hand, leading to poor attentional 

control. 
• Remaining focused helps you develop skills more quickly and, as a result, makes you 

happier.  
• Focused attention allows for full engagement on the task in hand. 
• Focusing your attention is a skill that can be improved over time through practice.  
• Mindfulness helps you to remain locked into the present moment and can be practised in 

a variety of ways. 
• Task goals are preferable to outcome goals when focusing on challenging and improving 

performance. 
• Refocusing is a skill that can be developed to allow you to regain lost focus.  
• Effortful attention is required when learning a new skill. 
• Skilled performers use effortless attention meaning the task or skill is more automated.  
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