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Information; it also seems to relate to the 
time the activity takes. However 
motivating the content is, attention span 
will decline when methods remain the 
same. This is true of any method, for 
example lectures, presentations,  or 
demonstrations. 
 
‘Research on young babies shows that 
when a new smell is presented to them 
they turn to it with interest. But after a 
time they switch off. Then, when a new 
smell is introduced to them, even a 
weaker one, they show renewed interest.’ 
(1994:130) 
 
Sotto believes that we become more alert 
when there is a change in input. 
 
Educationalists suggest using 
interventions to keep attention high. The 
following graph suggests a reset or change 
every 10 minutes, but many adult tutors 
would suggest every 20 minutes is 
sufficient, depending on the task at hand: 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
What interventions make sense?           
If you have been talking or demonstrating 
for a while, try a buzz group method – put 
the class in pairs, give them an interesting 
question relating to your theme and ask 
them to discuss for a few moments. Then 
take quick feedback.  
 
If you can take a slightly longer break from 
your main method, perhaps you could use 
an appropriate case study, or other 
focussed activity, with the groups 
discussing in 3/4s.   

But my students don’t like group work! 
Then, given the pyramid of learning and 
the research on attention spans, 
introduce them to the concept slowly – 
it’s about learning effectively – for 
example the buzz groups can take as little 
as 5 minutes. 
 
But my students work individually on 
their own projects. 
Then they are already involved in ‘learning 
by doing’,  but even here an odd break 
can be welcomed. For example a student 
might be struggling with something they 
are doing. Rather than giving advice tutor-
student, maybe you could bring the group 
together to discuss the issue with their 
peers – it’s likely others will learn to avoid 
the problem and they have some 
moments to relate to each other and so 
build group identity. 
 
In summary –  

 Variety of method is not just good 
practice, it is central to the gaining 
and retaining of attention.  

 There are many ways to intervene or 
reset with a change in method.  

 The intervention can be very quick 
and does not necessarily involve any 
change in content.  

 The change itself will refocus student 
attention and so maximise learning 
possibility. 
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This issue is written by Sandie Alden, who is 
a teacher educator at City Lit.  
 
We recognise we don’t work in a ‘one size 
fits all’ profession. Contributions and 
feedback are very welcome: please contact 
Wendy.Moss@citylit.ac.uk 

 


