
10/11/2010

© 2010 ASCD 1© 2010 ASCD

Why Don’t My Why Don’t My 
Students Students 

Pay Attention?Pay Attention?

Judy Willis
www.RADteach.com

www.ascd.org

Goals for This PresentationGoals for This Presentation

Consider why you benefit from knowing Consider why you benefit from knowing 
th i f l ith i f l ithe neuroscience of learning. the neuroscience of learning. 
••Recognize Recognize NeuromythsNeuromyths
••What are What are neuroneuro--logicallogical brain researchbrain research--
compatible strategies tocompatible strategies to capture and capture and 
sustain students’ attention?sustain students’ attention?
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They are ALLThey are ALL

NEUROMYTHSNEUROMYTHSNEUROMYTHSNEUROMYTHS

Judy’sJudy’s
PrelessonPrelesson

“Ad ti t”“Ad ti t”

Judy’sJudy’s
PrelessonPrelesson

“Ad ti t”“Ad ti t”“Advertisement”“Advertisement”“Advertisement”“Advertisement”

VideoVideo
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=zxWlnIs2m7Q
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If that video If that video 
captured your captured your 

attentionattentionattention,attention,
let’s find out let’s find out 

why.why.

Before Before anything can be anything can be 
learned and retained in learned and retained in 
memory  it needs to be memory  it needs to be memory, it needs to be memory, it needs to be 
attended to (selected) by attended to (selected) by 
the brain.the brain.

All learning All learning 
comes throughcomes throughcomes through comes through 

the senses.the senses.



10/11/2010

© 2010 ASCD 4© 2010 ASCD

Sensory input must be “selected” by the Reticular Sensory input must be “selected” by the Reticular 
Activating System (RAS) for students to attend to it.Activating System (RAS) for students to attend to it.

Reticular Activating Reticular Activating 
System (RAS) System (RAS) t

Let’s see what Let’s see what 
youryour RAS chooses RAS chooses 
to edit and let into to edit and let into 

your conscious your conscious 
brain.brain.
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Read the followingRead the following 
slide aloud:

Count the number of times 
the letter “F” appears in the 
following slide:
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FINISHED FILES ARE THE 
RESULT OF YEARS OF 
SCIENTIFIC STUDYSCIENTIFIC STUDY 
COMBINED WITH THE 
EXPERIENCE OF MANY 
YEARS

Six times Your RAS didn’tSix times. Your RAS didn’t 
care about the “f”s in “of”

FINISHED FILES ARE THE 
RESULT OF YEARS OF
SCIENTIFIC STUDYSCIENTIFIC STUDY 
COMBINED WITH THE 
EXPERIENCE OF MANY 
YEARS
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Your RAS edited Your RAS edited 
which sensory which sensory 
input got yourinput got yourinput got your input got your 
attention.attention.

Millions of bits of sensory data available every secondMillions of bits of sensory data available every secondMillions of bits of sensory data available every secondMillions of bits of sensory data available every second

Only 2000 bits of sensory data can get through RASOnly 2000 bits of sensory data can get through RASOnly 2000 bits of sensory data can get through RASOnly 2000 bits of sensory data can get through RAS

To get to 
the 

conscious 
brain, 

sensory 
input must 
be R.A.S. 

35

“selected”
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What is primary purpose of a What is primary purpose of a 
brain?brain?

Keep the body aliveKeep the body alive

Preserve the species Preserve the species 

For SurvivalFor Survival

What information would a What information would a 
sensory intake filter select? sensory intake filter select? yy

Things that have changed, Things that have changed, 
are novelare novel

For Survival, What Would For Survival, What Would 
Get Priority?Get Priority?

First, is the novel input a First, is the novel input a 
danger?danger?

If not, can it improve survival If not, can it improve survival 
in the future? in the future? 
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When students are not When students are not 
paying attention to the paying attention to the 
lesson it doesn’t meanlesson it doesn’t meanlesson it doesn t mean lesson it doesn t mean 
they are they are inattentive.inattentive.

They are paying They are paying 
attention to sensory attention to sensory 
inputinput just not thejust not theinput, input, just not the just not the 
sensory input of the sensory input of the 
lesson.lesson.

How can you How can you 
influence influence 
what gets what gets 
through your through your 
students’ students’ 
RAS?RAS?
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S S 

Novelty (Change)

Alerts the brain to pay attention and sensory input 
to pass through the RAS filter. 
Examples of building novelty into learning new 
information:information: 
• Changes in voice or appearance (costume, 

hat).
• Color, movement, music, and discrepant 

events.
• Advertising.

Strategies to Maintain Attention and 
Focus with Curiosity and Novelty

Novelty and surprise with curiosity promoting 
objects, music, costumes, and demonstrations. 
Discrepant Events: Walk backward before a lesson 
in negative numbersin negative numbers.
Physical alterations in the classroom: Students are 
curious when they enter the room and see the 
unusual or unexpected on bulletin boards, hanging 
objects, or changes in seating arrangements.
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THE PURSUIT OF NEW THE PURSUIT OF NEW 
EXPERIENCES & EXPLORATIONEXPERIENCES & EXPLORATION

CCUURRIIOOSSIITTYY

IS NECESSARY FORIS NECESSARY FOR
SURVIVAL ANDSURVIVAL AND
LEARNING ONE’S LEARNING ONE’S 
ENVIRONMENT.ENVIRONMENT.
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To sustain interest in the To sustain interest in the 

curiositycuriosity--provoking experience provoking experience 

 ti  ll t d t  k    ti  ll t d t  k   

To sustain interest in the To sustain interest in the 

curiositycuriosity--provoking experience provoking experience 

 ti  ll t d t  k    ti  ll t d t  k   or question, all students make  or question, all students make  

predictions. predictions. 

or question, all students make  or question, all students make  

predictions. predictions. 

Predictions are mental “bets” so Predictions are mental “bets” so 
students value finding out if their students value finding out if their 
predictions are correct (attention). predictions are correct (attention). 

That information is 
selected for RAS 
i t k dintake and 
subsequently for 
memory.
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Prediction “bets” Prediction “bets” Prediction “bets” Prediction “bets” 
can be private or can be private or 
public.public.
can be private or can be private or 
public.public.

Prediction Before and 
Throughout the Class/Unit as 

Clues Come Up 

•KWL for the whole class 

•Whiteboards for each student

•Prediction boards

•Journals

•Partner share

ADVERTISE
to promote
ADVERTISE
to promote

CCUURRIIOOSSIITTYY
andand

PREDICTIONPREDICTION

CCUURRIIOOSSIITTYY
andand

PREDICTIONPREDICTION
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Advertise Advertise 
for curiosity and for curiosity and 
prediction with prediction with 

videos.videos.

Advertise Advertise 
slopeslope

VideoVideo
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=qCbAjFUNTNQ
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Animoto.com for 
Attention and CuriosityAttention and Curiosity 

Priming 

Advertise with novel, 
unusual, or cool 

photos.

52
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PERSONALIZED AND 
HUMOROUS

PREDICTIONS
ARE MORE MEMORABLE.

Because They WANT  Because They WANT  
to Learnto Learn

What You HAVE to What You HAVE to 
TeachTeach
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IN THE WESTWARD MOVEMENT, THE NATIVE AMERICANS WERE 
TREATED UNFAIRLY.

LIKE THE RADISHES, THEY WERE CALLED MEAN NAMES LIKE “RED 
SKINS.”

TRIBES THAT NEEDED LARGE TERRITORIES TO HUNT WERE 
FORCED TO LIVE CLOSE TOGETHER, BUNCHED UP LIKE THE 
RADISHES.

TRIBES THAT FARMED NEEDED GOOD SOIL AND RAIN, BUT WERE 
GIVEN THE WORST LAND. THEIR HARVESTS MADE THEM BITTER 
LIKE RADISHES.

THE NEW WORLD PEOPLE KEPT THE BEST LAND FOR THEIR OWN 
FARMING AND GREW GREEN, LEAFY CROPS LIKE THE LEAVES NEXT 
TO THE RADISHES. 
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The “So, what?”The “So, what?”

In planning your lessonsIn planning your lessonsIn planning your lessons, In planning your lessons, 
consider: “How can I help consider: “How can I help 
students value the students value the 
information?”information?”

SYN-NAPS
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My Web site has access to articles I’ve My Web site has access to articles I’ve 
written, book chapters, and to my ewritten, book chapters, and to my e--mail.mail.

www.RADTeach.comwww.RADTeach.com
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Thank you for joining Thank you for joining 
the webinar. the webinar. 

The next “Ask Dr. Judy” webinar The next “Ask Dr. Judy” webinar 
will be July 2010.will be July 2010.

How Can I Motivate My Students?How Can I Motivate My Students?


