
Take Action On Distraction

Insights from developmental neuroscience 
into supporting childrenõs concentration

Professor Sam Wass
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Children are changing





She didnõt 

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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Attention capture
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Attention capture Attention control

Driven by what in 

the environment 

ôpulls our 

attention inõ

Driven by what we 

want to pay 

attention to

Driven by what in 

the environment 

we want to pay 

attention to



Attention capture develops early
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When I canõt 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



Child 200 

years ago

Child today

Arousal
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High

Age
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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

Canõt concentrate

Too hard

Canõt 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


