
Take Action On Distraction

Insights from developmental neuroscience 
into supporting children’s concentration

Professor Sam Wass
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Children are changing





She didn’t 

understand

what she

was seeing,

so what 

kept her

watching?



Why did

it make

her ratty

afterwards? 
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How all learning works
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How all learning works



Too predictable Too unpredictable

We learn best from situations where we can predict 

what will happen next sometimes but not always. 
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Too predictable Too unpredictable

The Goldilocks zone



Young brains learn best from predictable experiences



Older brains learn best from unpredictability

Too predictable Too unpredictable

The Goldilocks 

zone keeps moving
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understand

what she

was seeing,

so why did
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it make
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Attention capture
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Attention capture Attention control

Driven by what in 

the environment 

‘pulls our 

attention in’

Driven by what we 

want to pay 

attention to

Driven by what in 

the environment 

we want to pay 
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Attention capture develops early
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When I can’t predict what will happen next I go 
into high alert mode



In high alert mode, attention capture increases



In high alert mode, attention capture increases

High arousal

Drawn to movement/

complexity

High stimulation
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Child today
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What can we do to help?



Our brains are prediction machines 



Design environments that minimise 

attention capture

For everyone

Not empty

High signal to noise

Visual noise



Design environments that minimise 

attention capture

For everyone

Auditory noise

Not empty

High signal to noise



Too easy

Can’t concentrate

Too hard

Can’t concentrate

The 

Goldilocks 

zone

Not too easy, not too hard

For everyone



For young children

Repetition



For young children

Be clear and predictable



For older children

Encourage active, goal-directed media use



For older children

Encourage active, goal-directed media use

Dopamine-based, curiosity-driven learning



For older children

Encourage active, goal-directed media use

Useful for 

school

Builds on my

knowledge of x

My friends might

find funny

Builds on my

knowledge of y

Too many decision criteria

Dopamine-based, curiosity-driven learning









For older children

Encourage active, goal-directed media use

Students analyse a short video that makes a factual claim.

Watch 10 videos and classify each:

TikTok claim
What evidence would support 

it?
Best source to check

“Medieval people never drank 

water”

Historical records of diet, 

brewing, sanitation

Museum, historian, academic 

article

“This plant removes toxins from 

your room”
Controlled air-quality studies Scientific review

“This study proves phones 

destroy attention”

Actual paper, sample size, 

measure, causal design
Journal article



Childhood is changing

Children are changing



Young brains learn best from predictability

Older brains learn better from unpredictability

Everybody learns best when they can predict what will happen 

sometimes, but not always



Screens capture attention through movement

Unpredictable movement increases arousal

High arousal increases attention capture



What can we do to help?



Design environments that minimise 

attention capture

For everyone

Visual noise/Auditory noise

High signal to noise

Not too easy, not too hard



For young children

Repetition

Be clear and predictable



For older children

Encourage active, goal-directed 

media use



THANK YOU!

Contact:

s.v.wass@uel.ac.uk

www.isey.org

Instagram @profsamwass/@isey_uel

Twitter: @profsamwass/@ISEY_uel

LinkedIn – personal: www.linkedin.com/in/sam-wass-987513202/ 

LinkedIn - ISEY: https://www.linkedin.com/company/107254666/
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