SCHOLARLY LEARNING  The Summer Planning Toolkit Page 1 of 6

A FREE RESOURCE FROM SCHOLARLY LEARNING

The Summer Planning Toolkit

A 20-minute planning exercise that helps graduate students begin the summer with
clarity, structure, and momentum

*

Summer can be one of the most valuable opportunities in graduate school. It offers time to make
meaningful progress on research, writing, analysis, and the work that is hardest to move during a busy
term.

But time alone does not create progress. Most students also need structure: clear priorities, a workable
weekly rhythm, and a way to stay in contact with their work across the summer months.

This toolkit is a starting point. In about 20 minutes, it will walk you through four high-leverage planning

actions that can help you begin the summer with more focus and intention:

1 Your Summer Goal Worksheet
Define the one deliverable that would make this summer feel meaningful and successful.

2 Your Default Weekly Plan
Build the weekly rhythm that protects your most important work.

3 Five Evidence-Based Strategies
Research-informed tactics you can begin using right away.

4 Reset Protocol
A 10-minute plan for getting back on track when the summer gets disrupted.

A note before you begin: Find 20 minutes this week. Print this toolkit or open it on your screen. Do
not overthink it. Imperfect answers are better than no answers. The point is to decide something,
not to plan everything.
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Your Summer Goal Worksheet

Before you plan your weeks, decide what this summer is actually for. The highest-leverage planning action
you can take is defining your single most important deliverable: the piece of work that would make the
summer feel focused, meaningful, and well used.

The SMART Framework
Specific What exactly will you do? Use action verbs.
Measurable How will you track progress? (word counts, interviews, finished chapters)
Achievable Is this realistic given your summer timeline and energy?
Relevant Does this align with your values and long-term vision?

Time-bound  When is your deadline?

Worked Example

General idea: Work on my literature review.

SMART version: | will complete a full rough draft of my Literature Review chapter (6,000—7,000
words) by August 15 by writing 400—-500 words every Monday, Wednesday, and Friday morning
from 9:00-10:00 AM. Progress tracked by: word count log and three writing sessions per week.

If you are unsure what counts as a deliverable, choose the one piece of work that would make the rest of your summer easier,
clearer, or more credible.

Now Complete Your Own
1. What is the ONE deliverable that would make this summer a success?

2. Rewrite it in SMART form (specific, measurable, achievable, relevant, time-bound)

3. What must happen by June 30 to stay on track?

4. How will you track progress? (word count log, submitted files, milestones reached)
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Your Default Weekly Plan

A goal without a weekly rhythm is difficult to sustain. Your default weekly plan is the structure you return to
each week, usually on Sunday. It protects your most important work from the smaller urgent things that will
otherwise fill the week.

THE WEEK OF:

One priority for this week (the thing that, if only this happens, the week is a success)

Three supporting tasks (tasks that advance the priority, not distract from it)

Choose tasks that are concrete and finishable this week. Good examples: draft the introduction paragraph, clean variables A—C, annotate 4 sources,
email advisor to confirm meeting.

1.
2.
3.

Capacity budget (how many focused hours can you realistically protect for your priority this week, given your actual schedule and energy?)

Obstacle plan (the most likely obstacle this week, and your If-Then response)

Example: If | check email before my morning block, then | will close it inmediately and start a 25-minute Pomodoro.

Your Daily and Weekly Rhythm

Consistent progress comes from two habits working together: a short daily check-in and a weekly review. The daily
habit keeps you connected to your work. The weekly habit helps you notice patterns, make adjustments, and begin the
next week with greater clarity.

Morning (5 min) Before email, messages, or other people’s priorities. Name one important
academic action. Decide how you will start. Choose one strategy. Plan for the most
likely obstacle.

Evening (7 min) While the day is still fresh. Notice what helped. Notice what got in the way. Choose
one adjustment for tomorrow.

Sunday (30 min) Complete a Weekly Synthesis: look back across the week and ask three questions.
What worked in my plan this week? What pulled me off track? What one change
will I make next week? Then reset your weekly plan: choose next week’s priority,
supporting tasks, capacity, and obstacle plan. This is where daily effort turns into
lasting insight about your own process.

Want to try the daily rhythm for a week? Download the free Daily Reflection Starter at ScholarlyLearning.org/resources
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Five Evidence-Based Strategies for Daily Progress

These strategies are drawn from four decades of research on habit formation, self-regulated learning, and
academic productivity. Each one is small, specific, and usable tomorrow.

*

1. The 2-Minute Starter

Lower the threshold to begin. Define a version of your work that takes two minutes or less to start.
Open the document. Re-read the last sentence. Outline one bullet point. Getting started is the
hardest part; once you are moving, momentum takes over.

Based on: Clear (2018), Fogg (2019)

2. Time-Blocking Before Email

Protect your sharpest thinking time for your most important work. Before email, social media, or
other people’s priorities take over the day, spend at least one focused block on your own work. For
many graduate students, this is one of the simplest ways to protect momentum and make
meaningful progress.

Based on: Newport (2016); implementation intentions research

3. If-Then Planning

Write a specific plan for the obstacle most likely to derail you. If | sit down and feel resistance, then |
will open the document and write one messy sentence. If | lose focus after lunch, then | will take a
10-minute walk and return with a shorter task. Pre-committing to your response makes
follow-through more likely when the obstacle appears.

Based on: Gollwitzer (1999); implementation intentions research

4. Environmental Design

Change your environment, not your willpower. Work in a location you associate only with academic
work (library, specific desk, quiet café). Close the browser tabs you don’t need. Put your phone in
another room. Your environment often shapes your behaviour more reliably than motivation alone.

Based on: Duhigg (2012); Clear (2018)

5. The Progress Principle

Record small wins daily. At the end of each day, write one sentence about what you accomplished,
however small. A paragraph drafted. A citation found. A method debugged. Noticing daily progress
helps strengthen motivation and keeps you connected to the work.

Based on: Amabile & Kramer (2011)
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When the Summer Derails

Most graduate students hit a point in the summer when the plan no longer fits reality. The question is not
whether this will happen. The question is how you respond when it does.

*

The Reset Protocol (10 minutes)

When you realise you are off track, do not try to fix the entire summer at once. Work through these five steps instead.
You do not need a perfect plan. You need a starting point and a way to recover when things change.

1 Step 1: Name what happened
Write one honest sentence. Naming what happened helps you respond more clearly.

2 Step 2: Name what is still controllable

Circle or note what is still in your control right now: a time block, a location, communication with
your advisor, the scope of the task, one small action, rest.

3 Step 3: Shrink the goal
What is a smaller version of the goal that is still meaningful and still achievable?

4 Step 4: Cut something
Name one task or sub-goal you will release. Release is a wise academic decision, not a failure.

5 Step 5: Plan 7 days

Plan only the next seven days. What is your one priority? What is your first step tomorrow
morning? When and where will you do it?

You are not restarting the whole summer. You are restarting the next seven days.
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Ready for the Complete System?

This toolkit is a foundation. The full system goes much deeper.

You have now completed four of the most important planning actions before summer begins: you have defined your
most important deliverable, built a weekly rhythm, chosen evidence-based strategies, and prepared for the moments
when the plan needs to change.

But planning is only the beginning. What helps you sustain progress after the first burst of motivation fades? What helps
you stay connected to the work through ordinary hard days? What helps you notice patterns, recover your footing, and
keep moving across the full season?

That is what the full journal is designed to support.

What The Graduate Includes

The Graduate: Summer 2026 helps you clarify your goals, build routines and habits, and design a structure that
supports sustained progress. It then walks you through 123 days of daily reflection from May 1 to August 31, with
morning planning and evening reflection, Weekly Synthesis pages that help you notice patterns over time, and Monthly
Turning Points for recalibration. It includes Lite Mode for hard days when three lines is enough, a Reset Protocol for
when the summer needs a restart, and an Evidence Log where you record visible proof that you are developing as a
scholar. At the end of the season, it helps you reflect on your growth and carry momentum into the fall.

You can begin at any point in the summer. You do not need to use every page perfectly for it to help you.

The Graduate: Summer 2026

A 123-Day Journal for Focus, Momentum & Meaningful Progress

Available on Amazon - Learn more at ScholarlyLearning.org

About the creator: Peter Arthur, PhD, is a Professor of Teaching at the University of British Columbia and a 2023 Killam Teaching Prize recipient. His
research focuses on metacognition, self-requlated learning, and student success.
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