
 



THE STUDY PROTOCOL   ·   2 

 

THE STUDY PROTOCOL 

Copyright 2026. All rights reserved. 

No part of this guide may be reproduced, distributed, or resold without written permission from the author. 

READ THIS FIRST 
This guide describes a study system that worked for me while I was holding down a retail job, 
attending university full time, and grinding through technical certifications. It is not medical, 
psychological, or clinical advice. 

Where I reference research, I have cited it so you can check it yourself. Where something is my own 
opinion or personal method, I say so. There is a real difference between the two and most guides in 
this space blur it deliberately. 

If you are dealing with something clinical, an attention disorder, a sleep disorder, anything in that 
category, talk to an actual professional. A study system is not a substitute for that. 
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Why This Exists 

I was twenty years old, working thirty five to forty hours a week in retail, enrolled full time at university, 
and studying for a certification on top of both. Nobody made me do the certification. There was no 
deadline and no professor checking. It was the one thing in my week that had no external pressure 
attached to it at all, which made it the easiest thing in the world to skip. 

And the material was boring. I want to be honest about that, because most guides on this subject open 
by telling you to find your passion for the topic. Some of it genuinely was interesting. Large portions of it 
were not. Memorizing port numbers is not interesting. Learning the difference between forty variations 
of the same acronym is not interesting. It is just work. 

Meanwhile there was an entire universe competing for that same hour. Friends going out. A phone in my 
pocket engineered by very smart people to be more compelling than a textbook. Video games. Netflix. 
The gym. Sleep, which I genuinely needed and was not getting enough of. 

Motivation showed up maybe twice a month. The certifications did not 
care. 

So I stopped relying on motivation and built a system instead. What follows is that system. It got me 
through Security+, then CCNA, then progressively harder material including CCNP and CISSP, 
alongside a full time job and a degree. 

I am not a neuroscientist and I am not going to pretend the mechanisms are simpler than they are. 
What I can tell you is that this worked, that parts of it are well supported by research I have cited at the 
back, and that a couple of the popular ideas in this space are oversold. I will flag those as we go. 
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The Real Problem 

People describe this as a discipline problem. I think that framing is wrong and it makes the situation 
harder to fix. 

You are not lazy. You sat down and opened the book, which is more than most people do. The issue is 
that the moment you opened it, you entered a competition you were always going to lose on willpower 
alone. 

What you are actually competing against 

Your phone is not a neutral object. Every application on it was built by teams whose measurable job is 
to hold your attention for as long as possible. They test variations against millions of people and keep 
whatever wins. The feed is not random. The autoplay is not an accident. The notification timing is not 
arbitrary. 

A textbook chapter on subnetting has no team behind it. Nobody optimized it. It is just sitting there 
being difficult. 

So when you tell yourself to focus, you are asking a tired person at the end of a work day to voluntarily 
choose the harder of two options, over and over, for months. That is not a discipline problem. That is a 
badly designed situation, and the fix is to redesign the situation rather than to try harder inside it. 

THE SHIFT THAT MATTERS 
Stop asking how to make yourself study. Start asking what would have to be true for studying to be 
the easiest thing available to you in that hour. 

Everything in this guide follows from that question. 

The three levers 

There are only three things you can actually change, and the rest of this guide is those three things in 
order. 

● Reduce what you are competing against. Fewer high stimulation options in the hour you 
study. 

● Lower the cost of starting. Starting is a separate problem from continuing, and it needs its own 
solution. 

● Attach something you want to the act itself. So that sitting down stops being pure cost. 

None of this requires you to become a different person. It requires you to change the conditions the 
person is operating in. 
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S E C T I O N  O N E  

Clearing The Field 

Before you add a habit, remove what is drowning it out. 
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1. Audit What Is Competing With You 

You cannot cut what you have not counted, and almost nobody has actually counted. 

Before I changed anything, I spent three days writing down where my time and attention were going. Not 
a rough guess. An actual list, written down, no editing for how it made me look. 

Do this for three days 

Every time you reach for something out of habit rather than intention, write it down. You are looking for 
the automatic reaches, not the deliberate choices. 

● Phone pickups. Your phone tracks this. Go look at the number before you guess, because the 
guess will be low. 

● Time in each application. Also tracked. Screen Time on iPhone, Digital Wellbeing on Android. 

● Video. Streaming, short form video, long form video, all of it. 

● Games. 

● Food and drink used as a break rather than as a meal. Snacking while bored counts. 

● Anything else you do specifically because you do not want to do the other thing. 

What you are looking for 

Two numbers come out of this, and both of them tend to be uncomfortable. 

The first is total hours. Most people find somewhere between two and five hours a day they had not 
accounted for. That is your study time. It already exists. You are currently spending it on something 
else. 

The second is the frequency of the automatic reach. If you pick up your phone a hundred times a day, 
that is a hundred moments where your attention resets. That fragmentation matters more than the 
total, because deep work requires sustained blocks and you are not getting any. 

DO NOT SKIP THIS AND DO NOT ESTIMATE IT 
You will be tempted to read this chapter, agree with it in principle, and move on without doing the 
audit. Everyone is. 

The audit is the only part of this guide that tells you what your specific situation actually is. 
Everything after it is generic until you have your own numbers. 

Three days. Notes app. Write it down. 

Be honest about the useful ones 

Not everything on your list is a problem. The gym is on my list. Time with friends is on my list. Those are 
not things to cut, they are things to schedule around. 
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What you are hunting for specifically is the stuff you do not actually enjoy, that you do anyway, out of 
habit. Most people know exactly which items those are the moment they see the list. Forty minutes of 
short form video you would not have chosen deliberately and do not remember afterward is a very 
different thing from an hour with people you care about. 
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2. Cut It 

I went cold turkey. I am not going to pretend that was easy or that it is the only way, but it is what I did 
and it is what I would do again. 

Cold turkey or taper 

Both work. They fail for different reasons and you should pick based on which failure mode you are 
more prone to. 

Approach How It Works Where It Fails 

Cold turkey 
Delete the applications. All at once. First week 
is genuinely unpleasant, then it gets noticeably 
easier. 

People reinstall on day four and 
conclude they cannot do it. If you 
reinstall, you have not failed, you have 
gathered data. Delete it again. 

Taper Set a shrinking daily limit. Two hours, then 
ninety minutes, then an hour, over a few weeks. 

Requires you to enforce a limit using 
the same willpower that is already 
losing this fight. Tends to quietly stop 
being enforced around week two. 

 

I favor cold turkey for one reason: it removes the decision. A limit means deciding, every single day, 
whether today is the day you honor it. Deletion means there is nothing to decide. Fewer decisions is the 
entire point. 

What actually helps 

● Delete, do not just log out. Logging out is a two second obstacle. Deleting is a real one, and 
real obstacles are the only kind that work when you are tired. 

● Put the phone in another room. Not face down on the desk. Another room. Proximity alone 
degrades focus even when you are not touching it. 

● Use a separate space if you can. Even a specific chair. You want a physical location your brain 
associates with one activity and nothing else. 

● Tell one person. Not for accountability theatre, but because saying it out loud makes it a 
commitment rather than an intention. 

On the phrase dopamine detox 

You will see this idea everywhere and I want to be honest with you about it, because the honest version 
is more useful than the marketing version. 

The popular claim is that heavy stimulation raises your dopamine baseline, and that a period of 
abstinence resets it, after which ordinary activities feel rewarding again. The underlying research on 
reward, adaptation, and tolerance is real and there is a serious book on the subject by Anna Lembke 
that is worth reading. But the tidy version, where you detox for thirty days and your receptors reset like a 
machine, overstates what the science actually supports. 
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Here is what I can tell you honestly. 

● The behavioral effect is real and you will feel it. When you remove constantly available high 
stimulation options, lower stimulation activities become comparatively more attractive. 
Reading stops feeling unbearably slow. That is contrast, and it does not require any particular 
claim about neurochemistry to be true. 

● The first week is the hard part. Boredom, restlessness, reaching for a phone that is not there. 
This passes and it passes faster than people expect, usually inside a week. 

● Do not wait for a reset before you start studying. Some people treat the detox as a 
prerequisite and spend three weeks not studying while they prepare to study. Start studying on 
day one. The cutting and the studying happen at the same time. 

THE PRACTICAL VERSION 
You do not need to understand the neuroscience to use this. You need to remove the things that 
are outcompeting your textbook, notice that the textbook gets easier within about a week, and 
keep going. 

Anyone selling you a precise mechanism for what is happening in your brain is more confident than 
the research is. 
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3. Substitute 

This is the part that made the difference for me, and it is the part almost nobody does. 

Cutting alone is subtraction. You have removed the things you wanted and replaced them with the thing 
you were avoiding. That is a worse deal than you started with, and it is why most people who quit social 
media to study end up doing neither. 

You need to attach something you actually want to the act of studying itself. 

What I did 

I like music. So I made a rule and I did not break it. 

Music only while studying. Never at any other time. 

Not in the car. Not at the gym. Not while cooking. Not while cleaning. The only time music was 
permitted in my life was when the book was open and the timer was running. 

And it was one specific kind. Instrumental, low intensity, no lyrics. What most people call lo-fi. There is 
a practical reason for that on top of the conditioning: language processing competes with reading. 
Lyrics genuinely make reading comprehension harder for most people. Instrumental music does not 
compete in the same way. 

Why this works 

This is basic conditioning and it is one of the most reliably documented effects in psychology. Pair a 
neutral thing with a rewarding thing consistently, and the neutral thing starts to carry some of the 
reward. 

For the first week or so, nothing happens. You are just a person studying with music on. Somewhere in 
the second or third week, something shifts. The opening bars start functioning as a signal, and the 
resistance you normally feel about sitting down gets noticeably smaller. By the second month I was 
looking forward to study sessions, which sounds absurd but is the honest description. 

The scarcity is what makes it work. If you listen to music all day, music is not a reward, it is background. 
The rule only functions because you are giving something up everywhere else. 

If music is not your lever 

Pick something else. The requirements are narrow but simple. 

● You have to genuinely want it. Not something you think you should enjoy. Something you 
would miss. 

● It has to be compatible with concentration. Anything with words or a plot competes with the 
material and defeats the purpose. 
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● It has to be exclusive. The moment you allow it outside study time, it stops working. 

● It has to be repeatable daily. Something rare cannot become a signal. 

Alternatives that have worked for people I know: a specific coffee or tea they only drink while studying, 
one particular cafe they only go to for this, a specific desk lamp, a candle. It sounds trivial. It is not, 
because the mechanism is the pairing rather than the thing itself. 

WHAT DOES NOT WORK 
Rewarding yourself after studying. An hour of video after two hours of work sounds reasonable and 
it does not produce the same effect, because the reward is not paired with the activity, it is paired 
with the activity ending. 

You want the good thing happening during, not after. That is the whole distinction. 
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S E C T I O N  T W O  

Running The Session 

Starting, structuring, and actually retaining it. 
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4. Starting Is The Hard Part 

Once I am twenty minutes into a session I am fine. The problem was never the studying. The problem 
was the ninety seconds between deciding to study and actually opening the book, because that is 
where the negotiation happens. 

You know the negotiation. I will start after this video. I will start at seven. I am too tired today, tomorrow 
will be better. None of it is a real decision, it is just delay wearing the costume of a decision. 

The countdown 

The tool I use for this comes from Mel Robbins, who wrote a book called The Five Second Rule. The 
mechanic is exactly one sentence long. 

Count backwards. Five, four, three, two, one. Then move. 

The moment you notice you should be studying, you count down from five out loud or in your head, and 
on one you physically move. Stand up. Open the book. Start the timer. No thinking permitted between 
five and one. 

Robbins got the idea watching a rocket launch. The specific claim she makes is that the countdown 
interrupts the mental chatter and gets you into motion before hesitation can build a case. Whether her 
explanation is exactly right is beside the point. What matters is that it gives you a fixed, repeatable 
action to perform in the exact moment where you currently do nothing. 

Why it works when trying harder does not 

The countdown replaces a decision with a procedure. Deciding is where you lose, because you are tired 
and the other options are more attractive. A procedure has no branch in it. You count, you move, you 
are up. 

It also gives you something to do with the discomfort. The urge to delay does not disappear. You just 
have somewhere to put it now, which is the counting. 

IT FEELS SILLY. DO IT ANYWAY. 
Counting backwards from five like a child feels ridiculous the first several times and I nearly 
abandoned it. 

Give it two weeks and stay strict about it. Once you count, you move, every time, with no 
exceptions. The moment you allow one exception it stops being a procedure and goes back to 
being a decision, and you already know how decisions go. 

Lower the cost of starting further 
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● Set up the night before. Book open to the page. Notebook out. Pen on top. Headphones on the 
desk. Removing four small steps removes four small chances to talk yourself out of it. 

● Start absurdly small. Commit to ten minutes, not two hours. Ten minutes is not intimidating, 
and you will almost always keep going once you are moving. The commitment is the obstacle, 
not the work. 

● Same time every day. A habit tied to a fixed time needs less willpower than one you fit in 
whenever. You are trying to make this automatic. 

● Never miss twice. One missed day is a day. Two missed days is the beginning of a new pattern. 
Whatever happened yesterday, go today. 
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5. Structuring The Block 

Once you are sitting down, you need a shape for the session. Open ended study is where hours 
disappear without much to show for them. 

The Pomodoro technique 

Francesco Cirillo developed this in the late nineteen eighties while struggling to study at university. He 
used a tomato shaped kitchen timer, which is where the name comes from, pomodoro being Italian for 
tomato. 

The original method is specific. 

Step Duration Rule 

Work block 25 minutes One task. No switching, no messages, no exceptions. 

Short break 5 minutes An actual break. Stand up, move, water. Not thinking about 
the task. 

Repeat Four blocks Mark each completed block on paper. 

Long break 15 to 30 minutes After four blocks. This is where the material consolidates. 
 

I want to correct something I used to believe and repeat: I thought it was fifty minutes on and ten off. 
That is a real and widely used variant, but it is not the original. Cirillo's method is twenty-five and five. 

The part nobody tells you about the twenty five 

There is no peer reviewed study establishing twenty-five minutes as optimal. It is the interval Cirillo 
personally found workable, formalized into a method and published. The broader principle, that 
focused bursts with real breaks beat unbroken grinding, is well supported. The specific number is 
convention. 

This matters more than it sounds, because a meaningful number of people try Pomodoro, find it does 
not fit, and conclude the failure is theirs. Usually, the interval just does not match the task. 

PICK THE INTERVAL TO MATCH THE WORK 
25 and 5 works well for material with a low warm up cost. Flashcards, memorization, practice 
questions, reading you can pick up and put down. 

50 and 10 works better for anything that takes a while to get into. Labs, configuration practice, 
working through a complex problem. Stopping every 25 minutes is disruptive when it takes you 10 
to get oriented. 

90-minute blocks suit deep work if you can sustain them, which most people cannot at the start. 
Build up. 
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Cirillo himself has said the timer is not the technique. It is one expression of a broader idea about 
working with time instead of fighting it. 

What I actually ran 

Fifty minutes on, ten off, three or four rounds, then a longer break. Most of my sessions were reading 
and video with hands on lab work mixed in, and twenty-five minutes was too short to get properly into 
the lab portion. 

Start with twenty-five and five for a week. If you consistently feel cut off mid thought, move to fifty and 
ten. If you consistently drift at minute eighteen, stay at twenty-five. Both are correct answers to 
different situations. 

Rules for the break 

● Actually leave the desk. The break exists to let attention recover. Sitting in the same spot 
looking at the same screen does not achieve that. 

● No phone. This is the one that ruins people. A five minute break becomes forty minutes 
because a feed has no natural stopping point. Walk, water, stretch, stare out of a window. 

● Set a timer for the break too. Same reason. Unbounded breaks expand. 
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6. Making It Stick 

Everything up to this point gets you sitting down and staying there. This chapter is about whether any of 
it is still in your head next month, which is the part most people get wrong. 

I had a theory that if you repeat something six or seven times you have learned it. That is roughly the 
right instinct and completely the wrong model. The number of repetitions matters far less than when 
they happen and what you are doing during them. 

The forgetting curve 

In 1885, Hermann Ebbinghaus ran the first systematic experiments on memory by memorizing 
nonsense syllables and measuring how fast he lost them. What he found has been replicated for well 
over a century. 

Memory does not fade evenly. Most forgetting happens fast, in the first hours and days, and then levels 
off. Without review you can lose the large majority of new material within a day. 

If you study something once and never touch it again, most of it is gone 
within a week. 

That is not a personal failing. That is the default behavior of human memory, and every hour you spend 
reading without a review plan is largely being donated to it. 

The two things that fix it 

Active recall 
Rereading feels productive and is close to useless. The material looks familiar, familiarity feels like 
knowledge, and you walk away confident about something you cannot actually produce. 

Retrieving is different. Close the book and make yourself produce the answer from nothing. The effort of 
retrieval is what strengthens the memory. This is well documented and usually called the testing effect. 

● Read a section, close it, and write down everything you can remember. Then check what you 
missed. 

● Turn every heading into a question and answer it out loud before reading the section. 

● Use flashcards but produce the answer before flipping. Recognizing an answer is not recalling 
it. 

● Explain the concept as if to someone who has never heard of it. The gaps become obvious 
immediately. 

Spaced repetition 

Reviewing at increasing intervals beats reviewing everything at once, which is the spacing effect and it 
has been confirmed repeatedly since Ebbinghaus first identified it. 
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The idea is to review just before you would have forgotten. Too early and you are spending time on 
material you still know. Too late and you are relearning from scratch. 

Review When Why 

First Same day, a few hours later Catches the steepest part of the curve 

Second Next day Where most of the loss would otherwise happen 

Third Three days later Interval starts expanding 

Fourth One week later Moving into longer term storage 

Fifth Two to three weeks later Maintenance 

Sixth One month later By here it is genuinely yours 
 

Harder material wants tighter intervals. Easier material can jump further. Software like Anki automates 
the scheduling and there is a reason medical students live in it, but a notebook and a calendar work 
fine. 

THE COMPARISON THAT SHOULD CHANGE YOUR PLAN 
Eight hours of study crammed the night before produces high retention the next day and very little a 
week later. 

The same eight hours spread across four weeks produces slightly better retention the next day and 
dramatically better retention a month later. 

Same hours. Different schedule. For a certification you actually have to use on the job, and for the 
interview where someone asks you about it, only one of those is worth anything. 
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7. Taking Notes That Do Something 

Notes are where a lot of study time goes to die. Copying text from a book into a notebook feels like 
work, produces something that looks like progress, and teaches you almost nothing, because 
transcription is not thinking. 

The rule 

Write it in your own words or do not write it. 

The instant you have to rephrase something; you have to understand it. That translation step is where 
the learning is. Copying skips it entirely, which is exactly why copying is comfortable. 

Tools 

This matters much less than people want it to. I have used Notion, Obsidian, OneNote, plain Word 
documents, and paper. All of them work. 

Tool Good For Watch Out For 

Notion Structure, tables, tagging, linking 
material together 

It is very easy to spend a week building a 
beautiful system instead of studying 

Obsidian Linking ideas, works offline, plain text 
files you own 

Same trap. The plugin ecosystem is a hobby of 
its own 

OneNote Free, syncs everywhere, handwriting on 
a tablet Search is weaker than the others 

Paper Retention. Slower writing forces 
compression Not searchable. Easy to lose 

 

If you are undecided, use paper for concepts and something digital for reference material you will need 
to search later. And be honest with yourself about the tool building trap, because it is the most 
sophisticated form of procrastination available to technical people. Reorganizing your notes is not 
studying. 

Other things that help 

● Say it out loud. Reading aloud engages more than reading silently. If the house is asleep, 
whisper it. It feels strange and it works. 

● Draw it. Network topologies, packet flows, trust relationships, process diagrams. If you can 
draw it from memory you understand it. If you cannot, you do not. 

● Keep a wrong answers page. One running list of every practice question you got wrong. That 
page is worth more than the rest of your notes combined, because it is a precise map of what 
you do not know. 
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● Write the summary from memory. At the end of a session, close everything and write what you 
learned. That is a review session disguised as note taking. 
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S E C T I O N  T H R E E  

Overcoming Excuses 

You have a job, family, insert excuse here. That is not a reason, it is a constraint. 
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8. Finding The Hours 

This is the objection I hear most, and I want to address it directly, because I have heard it from people in 
genuinely difficult situations and from people who watch four hours of television a night, and both use 
the same sentence. 

When I was doing this, I worked thirty five to forty hours a week and carried a full university course load. 
I still found ten to fifteen hours a week. Here is where they came from. 

Early morning 

This was the single most valuable change I made. Five or six in the morning, before anyone else was 
awake and before the day had a chance to make demands on me. 

● Nothing competes for it. Nobody texts you at five. Nothing is scheduled. No one needs 
anything. 

● It cannot get taken. An evening plan gets eaten by a late shift or a friend calling. A five in the 
morning session is finished before the day starts making decisions for you. 

● You are not depleted yet. Difficult material at nine at night after a full shift is a fight. The same 
material at six is noticeably easier. 

The cost is real and you should know it going in. It means going to bed earlier, and it means saying no to 
things. Do not cut sleep to do this. Sleep is when memory consolidates, so trading sleep for study hours 
is trading away the thing that makes the study hours work. 

Late night 

Same logic in reverse, for people who are genuinely not morning people. Ten to midnight, everything 
quiet, nothing competing. It worked for me some nights. 

The catch is that late night sessions get cancelled far more often. By ten at night you have been making 
decisions for sixteen hours and you are worse at insisting on this one. Morning wins for most people for 
that reason alone, but a late session you actually do beats a morning one you skip. 

The gaps 

This is where more time is hiding than people expect, and it is the part almost nobody uses. 

● Lunch break. Thirty minutes of flashcards on your phone, four or five days a week, is around ten 
hours a month. 

● The commute, if you are not driving. If you are driving, audio material works. 

● Waiting. Appointments, queues, anywhere you would otherwise scroll. 

● The bathroom. I am being completely serious. You have your phone out anyway. Have 
flashcards on it instead of a feed of games, social media, etc. 
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None of these are deep work and none of them replace a real session. But review does not need deep 
focus, and review is most of what makes material stick. The gaps are where your spaced repetition 
lives. 

THE ARITHMETIC 
One hour before work, five days a week, is five hours. 

Thirty minutes at lunch, five days a week, is another two and a half. 

Two hours on a weekend morning is two more. 

That is nine and a half hours a week without touching your evenings, your weekends, or your gym. 
Security+ takes most people 60 to 90 hours. That is roughly two months. 
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9. The Thirty Day Protocol 

Everything in this guide, assembled into something you can actually run. Thirty days, because that is 
enough for the conditioning to take hold and short enough to commit to. 

Days 1 to 3, audit 

● Track everything, as described in Chapter 1. Do not change anything yet, just count. 

● Check your phone's own screen time report before you guess at the number. 

● At the end of day three, identify your two biggest sources of automatic reaching. 

Day 4, cut and set up 

● Delete those two applications. Not log out, delete. 

● Pick your paired reward. Music is the default. It must be exclusive to study time from this 
moment. 

● Pick your time slot and set the alarm. Morning if you can manage it. 

● Set up your space. Book, notebook, pen, headphones, ready the night before. 

● Tell one person what you are doing. 

Days 4 to 10, the hard week 

● Study every day at the same time. Five, four, three, two, one, and go. 

● Start at twenty five and five. Four blocks if you can, two if that is what today allows. 

● Phone in another room during blocks. No phone during breaks either. 

● Expect this week to be unpleasant. Restlessness and boredom are the process working, not a 
sign it is failing. 

● Never miss twice. 

Days 11 to 20, it starts working 

● Somewhere here the music starts acting as a signal and sitting down gets easier. 

● Add active recall. Close the book and write what you remember at the end of every session. 

● Start the review schedule from Chapter 6. Same day, next day, three days, one week. 

● Adjust your interval if twenty five is not fitting the material. 

● Start using the gaps. Flashcards at lunch. 

Days 21 to 30, lock it in 

● The habit should be close to automatic by now. If it is not, you have missed too many days. 
Restart at day 4 without drama. 

● Start the wrong answers page and work from it. 
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● Book the exam. A date on the calendar changes how you study more than any technique in this 
guide. 

● Do a full practice exam under real conditions, timed, no notes. 

THE ONLY METRIC THAT MATTERS 
Not hours logged. Not pages read. Not how sophisticated your notes look. 

Did you sit down at the time you said you would? That is the whole thing. Do that thirty times and 
the studying takes care of itself. 
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10. What To Expect 

An honest timeline, so you know whether what you are experiencing is normal. 

When What It Feels Like 

Days 1 to 3 Fine. You are just counting things. Slightly uncomfortable seeing the totals. 

Days 4 to 7 The worst of it. Restless, bored, reaching for a phone that is not there. Some people sleep 
badly for a few nights. This is the part where most people quit and it is the shortest part. 

Days 8 to 14 Noticeably easier. The urge to check things fades. Sessions still take effort to start but the 
resistance drops. 

Days 15 to 21 The pairing starts working. Music, or whatever you chose, begins acting as a cue. Sitting down 
stops being a fight. 

Days 22 to 30 Close to automatic. You will notice you are mildly annoyed when something interrupts a 
session, which is the clearest sign it has taken. 

Month 2 
onward This is now just what you do. The effort moves from starting to choosing what to study. 

 

When you fall off 

You will. Something will come up, you will miss three days, and you will feel like the whole thing 
collapsed. 

It did not. Restart at day four. Do not restart the audit, do not overhaul the system, do not spend an 
evening redesigning your note taking. Delete the application you reinstalled, put the alarm back on, and 
study tomorrow. 

The people who succeed at this are not the ones who never break the streak. They are the ones who 
restart faster. 

The honest limitations 

● This does not make boring material interesting. Port numbers are still port numbers. What it 
does is remove the fight about whether you sit down. 

● It does not replace hours. CISSP takes what it takes. This makes the hours available and 
makes them count for more. It does not shrink the total. 

● The music trick has a shelf life. After several months the effect flattens. Change the reward 
when that happens, or accept that by then the habit is carrying itself. 

● It will not fix a genuinely impossible schedule. If you are working two jobs and raising kids 
alone, the answer is a longer timeline, not a better system. Four months instead of two is still 
finishing. 
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The Short Version 

If you take nothing else from this, take these. 

 The Move 

1 Count what is competing with you for three days. Do not estimate. Write it down. 

2 Delete the two worst offenders. Not log out. Delete. 

3 Pick something you genuinely like and make it exclusive to study time. Music with no lyrics is the easy 
default. 

4 Same time every day. Set it up the night before so there is nothing to decide. 

5 Five, four, three, two, one, move. Every time, no exceptions. 

6 25 and 5, or 50 and 10 if the work needs longer runway. Real breaks, no phone. 

7 Close the book and produce the answer from memory. Rereading is not studying. 

8 Review same day, next day, three days, one week, one month. 

9 Use the gaps. Lunch, queues, anywhere you would otherwise scroll. 

10 Never miss twice. When you fall off, restart tomorrow, not Monday. 
 

You do not need more motivation. You need fewer decisions. 

Motivation is a feeling and it does not show up on schedule. Everything in this guide exists to reduce the 
number of moments where you have to decide, because every one of those moments is a chance to 
lose. Delete the app so there is nothing to resist. Set the alarm so there is nothing to plan. Count 
backwards so there is nothing to negotiate. Set the timer so there is nothing to judge. 

Do that for thirty days and studying stops being something you have to force. It becomes the thing you 
do at six in the morning with the music on, and eventually you will find you look forward to it, which is a 
genuinely strange thing to discover about yourself. 

Then you pass the exam, and the next one is easier, because the system is already built. 

Five. Four. Three. Two. One. 
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Sources 

Where I have made a factual claim in this guide, here is where it comes from, so you can check it rather 
than take my word for it. 

The countdown 

● Mel Robbins, The 5 Second Rule. The countdown is 5-4-3-2-1, not 3-2-1, and the instruction is 
to physically move on one. 

Focused work intervals 

● Francesco Cirillo developed the Pomodoro Technique in the late 1980s. The original interval is 
25 minutes of work, a 5 minute break, and a 15-to-30-minute break after four cycles. 

● pomodorotechnique.com  Cirillo's own site, including his point that the timer is not the 
technique. 

● There is no peer reviewed study establishing 25 minutes as optimal. It is the interval Cirillo 
found workable, later formalized. The general principle of focused bursts with real breaks is well 
supported. 

Memory and review 

● Hermann Ebbinghaus, Memory: A Contribution to Experimental Psychology, 1885. The original 
forgetting curve work, replicated consistently for over a century. 

● The spacing effect, that distributed review beats massed cramming, was identified by 
Ebbinghaus and developed substantially by Landauer and Bjork in the 1960s and 1970s. 

● The testing effect, that retrieving material strengthens memory more than rereading it, is 
associated with Roediger and Karpicke, 2006. 

● Cepeda, Pashler, Vul, Wixted and Rohrer, 2006, is the standard quantitative review of 
distributed practice if you want the depth. 

Reward and habit 

● Anna Lembke, Dopamine Nation, is the serious treatment of the pleasure and pain balance that 
popular dopamine detox content is loosely based on. 

● I have deliberately avoided precise neurochemical claims in this guide. The behavioral effect of 
removing high stimulation inputs is real and you will feel it. The tidy mechanism people describe 
online is more confident than the research supports. 

 

A NOTE ON EVERYTHING ELSE 

https://www.pomodorotechnique.com/
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The rest of this guide is my own method, developed by trial and error while working full time and 
studying for certifications. It is not research. It is what worked for me and for people I have since 
passed it on to. 

I have tried to be clear about which is which throughout, because most guides in this space 
present personal opinion in the register of established fact, and you deserve to know the 
difference. 
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About The Author 

I am an Army veteran, a cybersecurity professional, and a mentor working in cleared technology. 

I did not get there because I am naturally disciplined. I got there because I studied the psychology of 
habit formation, attention, and reward in real depth, and then turned what I learned into systems and 
processes I could run, whether or not I felt like it on a given day. That distinction is the whole thing. 
Motivation is unreliable. A system is not. 

I have used these exact methods to pass Security+, CCNA, CCNP, CASP, and CISSP, and to earn a 
Bachelor of Science. Those are not certifications you pass by showing up. CISSP and CASP cover 
enormous domains and are known for low first attempt pass rates, and CCNP demands hundreds of 
hours of hands-on work before you are anywhere near ready to sit it. Every one of them required 
sustained, deliberate study over endless months, which is exactly the kind of work these systems were 
built to make possible.  

I ran them when I had no time to spare. I studied for Security+ while enrolled full time at university and 
working thirty-five to forty hours a week in retail, finding the hours early in the morning before the 
roosters woke up. I studied for CISSP while deployed to Baghdad Iraq, working twelve hour shifts seven 
days a week in an austere environment where quiet time was something you carved out or went 
without. 

Every technique in this guide is one I used to get through material I did not particularly want to read, at 
times when there was always something easier available. None of it is theory. 

I mentor people in this field now, and the thing I am proudest of is not the certifications. It is the friends 
and colleagues who took this system, ran it themselves, and changed the direction of their careers with 
it. 

 

IF THIS WAS USEFUL 
I wrote a second, longer guide about the career this study system was in service of: how to break 
into cleared defense contracting, earn a security clearance, and build real wealth in technology, at 
home or overseas. 

clearancetowealth.com 

Questions are welcome at support@clearancetowealth.com. I read everything that comes in. 

 

mailto:support@clearancetowealth.com
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