Attention Spans & Types of Learning

Attention Spans

Attention span can be defined as the amount of time an individual concentrates on a single subject.
 

Studies on attention span [have] shed light on why students have difficulty with the traditional lecture format. Adult learners can keep tuned in to a lecture for no more than 15 to 20 minutes at a time. In 1976, A. H. Johnstone and F. Percival observed students in over 90 lectures with twelve different lecturers, recording breaks in student attention. They identified a general pattern. After three to five minutes of "settling down" at the start of class, they found that "the next lapse of attention usually occurred some 10 to 18 minutes later, and as the lecture proceeded the attention span became shorter and often fell to three or four minutes towards the end of a standard lecture."

In 1985 Ralph A. Burns asked students to write summaries of presentations.
He reports that students recalled the most information from the first five minutes of the presentation. "Impact declined, but was relatively constant for the next two 5-minute portions, and dropped to the lowest level during the 15- to 20-minute interval." Both of these studies note the severe lapse of attention 15 to 20 minutes into a lecture. As researcher P. J. Fensham observes, "During the falls [in attention] the student has, in effect, phased out of attending to the information flow."  
Dimitri Christakis, a pediatrician (also a researcher and author) at the Children's Hospital and Regional Medical Center in Seattle says, “The possible link between watching TV and attention problems is of great concern because so many infants and toddlers are frequent viewers”. The American Academy of Pediatrics recommends no TV for children younger than 2 and no more than two hours of high-quality programming for older kids. Many children watch much more TV. Christakis used a government database to see how much TV 1- to 3-year-old children watched (as reported by their mothers), and then related this to their scores on a behavior checklist showing attention problems at age 7. Frequent TV viewers in early childhood were most likely to score in the highest 10% for concentration problems, impulsiveness and restlessness. Scoring within that 10% doesn't mean a child has attention deficit hyperactivity disorder (ADHD), but many would have it, and the others could face major learning problems, Christakis says. Every added hour of watching TV increased a child's odds of having attention problems by about 10%. Kids watching about three hours a day were 30% more likely to have attention trouble than those viewing no TV. The researchers accounted for many factors beside television that might predict problems concentrating, but the TV-attention link remained.
 In the first few years, human brains undergo "huge and very swift development," says Elizabeth Sowell, a UCLA neuropsychologist. The change isn't necessarily bad, Los Angeles media psychologist Stuart Fischoff says. As media exposure grows, "these kids could be expressing 'the new brain.' They could be an advance guard that suggests we may need new ways of teaching children exposed to a lot of media stimulation."
Some experts are concerned. "This should be a wake-up call…to take a closer look at how early media use affects children," says Vicky Rideout of the Kaiser Family Foundation. "We know hardly anything about it."
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Researchers have found that every hour preschoolers watch television each day boosts their chances — by about 10 percent — of developing attention deficit problems later in life. The findings back up previous research showing that television can shorten attention spans and support American Academy of Pediatrics recommendations that youngsters under age 2 not watch television. “Other studies have shown it [watching of television at younger ages] to be associated with obesity and aggressiveness”, said Christakis. The study, appearing in the April issue of Pediatrics, focused on two groups of children — aged 1 and 3 — and suggested that TV might over-stimulate and permanently “rewire” the developing brain. The study involved 1,345 children who participated in government-sponsored national health surveys. Their parents were questioned about the children’s TV viewing habits and rated their behavior at age 7 on a scale similar to measures used in diagnosing attention deficit disorders. The number of children whose parents rated them as having attention problems — 10 percent — is similar to the prevalence in the general population, Christakis said. Problems included difficulty concentrating, acting restless and impulsive, and being easily confused. About 36 percent of the 1-year-olds watched no TV, while 37 percent watched one to two hours daily and had a 10 percent to 20 percent increased risk of attention problems. Fourteen percent watched three to four hours daily and had a 30 to 40 percent increased risk compared with children who watched no TV. The remainder watched at least five hours daily. Among 3-year-olds, only 7 percent watched no TV, 44 percent watched one to two hours daily, 27 percent watched three to four hours daily, and almost 11 percent watched five to six hours daily. About 10 percent watched seven or more hours daily.


In talking about the younger generations, a blog by Jerry del Colliano says this: 

“The next generation isn’t going to listen to radio on the go the way radio and satellite companies hope they will. These Gen Y’ers have shorter attention spans. They will waltz in and out of musical genres and content of interest…some of my students tell me…that they (the brothers and sisters) can’t even listen to an entire song all the way through on their iPods. Don’t tell this to traditional media but they’re going to have to change what radio is because the next generation has changed their expectations.”


A GEEK Survey conducted by Harris Interactive revealed that women with children under 18 in the household are driving the family online. 25 percent of females surveyed introduced at least one child in their household to the Internet at the age of three or younger… Younger females between the ages of 18 and 34 -- the first generation to grow up with the Internet -- are leading the charge: 53 percent of females between the ages of 18 and 34 introduced at least one child to the Internet at the age of six or under, and 28 percent of women 18 to 34 introduced at least one child to the Web at three or younger. Southern adults with children under 18 in the household are more likely to allow children online at an early age, as 27 percent say they introduced at least one kid in their household to the Web at three or younger, compared to just 11 percent of Midwestern adults.
 This, especially when mixed with TV watching at a very young age could lead to bad learning habits or a lack of focus in the future. 
Types of Learning
There are three main types of learning processes. Although all are required in some way for optimal learning to take place, one type is usually dominant from person to person. 

Visual

Visual learners learn through seeing. Body language, facial expressions, and visual helps (graphs, charts, maps, etc) would be very important to this type of person. Many take down detailed notes in a presentation to remember important information.

Auditory

Auditory learners learn by hearing. Pitch of voice/voice inflections, sound effects, talking things through and listening to others is a key part of learning for this type of person. Written information, unless read aloud whether by or to the learner will be of little value. Auditory learners process information best when it is read aloud to them.
 
Tactile/Kinesthetic

Tactile learners are known as the “hands-on” learners. In order to learn about a subject, they would find it helpful to visit the place/explore the environment to learn about a subject while actively investigating the processes through which the topic works.
 
	
	Strengths
	Weaknesses

	Visual
	Strong, quick visual perception. Usually perceives things others don’t readily notice.  

	Easily distractible by visual ads, nonverbal signs, etc. Has trouble learning in a situation with a lot of activity. 

	Auditory
	Strong learner in classroom and conference settings. Tends to have good listening skills and remembers details well when communicated verbally. 
	Doesn’t process written information well. 
Can sometimes miss subtle nonverbal signs that could change the meaning or delivery of the intended message. 



	Tactile/Kinesthetic
	Tend to experience the subject in some way- a strong learning mechanism. Usually a good starter of ideas and projects.
	Can be distracted by anything that looks interesting to explore or experience. Might have more trouble finishing an idea or project. 


Some practical suggestions pertaining to each learning style might include:
“Visual Learners: 

· use visual materials such as pictures, charts, maps, graphs, etc. 

· have a clear view of your teachers when they are speaking so you can see their body language and facial expression 

· use colour to highlight important points in text 

· take notes or ask your teacher to provide handouts 

· illustrate your ideas as a picture or brainstorming bubble before writing them down 

· write a story and illustrate it 

· use multi-media (e.g. computers, videos, and filmstrips) 

· study in a quiet place away from verbal disturbances 

· read illustrated books 
· visualize information as a picture to aid memorization 

Auditory Learners: 

· participate in class discussions/debates 

· make speeches and presentations 

· record lectures instead of taking notes 

· read text out aloud 

· create musical [tunes] to aid memorization 
· discuss your ideas verbally 

· dictate to someone while they write down your thoughts 

· use verbal analogies and story telling to demonstrate your point 

Tactile/Kinesthetic Learners 

· take frequent study breaks 

· move around to learn new things (e.g. read while on an exercise bike, mold a piece of clay to learn a new concept) 

· work at a standing position 

· chew gum while studying 

· use bright colors to highlight reading material 

· dress up your work space with posters 

· if you wish, listen to music while you study 

· skim through reading material to get a rough idea what it is about before settling down to read it in detail.”
 

Attention Deficit Hyperactivity Disorder (ADHD)
Larry B. Silver, M.D., says this about ADHD:


“About half of individuals with LD [Learning Disorders] will also have ADHD. This problem is characterized by a chronic and pervasive history of hyperactivity, inattention, and/or impulsivity. The inattention might relate to being distracted by what is seen, heard, or thought or might relate to organization or executive function problems. For most people with LD, the problems with regulating their emotions are not situational, [but] neurologically-based. These problems have a chronic history, often beginning in early childhood, and are pervasive, occurring at home, in school, with friends, and during all months of the year.”

“[Anxiety disorders] might be related to themes such as separation, social interactions, performance, specific objects, or specific places. If the level of anxiety becomes too great, the child or adult will experience a panic attack with an increased heart rate, breathing rate, sweating and feelings of apprehension.”

“[Anger Control], also called Intermittent Explosive Disorder, results in angry outbursts that go beyond the typical tantrum. The child or adult will quickly lose his/her temper, often so fast that it is not clear what set it off. This rage will last for five to ten minutes or up to an hour. During this rage, he or she will be screaming, cursing, hitting, throwing, threatening. They are irrational and the person cannot be reasoned with. This episode ends almost as quickly as it begins. Once over, the person may feel sorry for what was done and have difficulty explaining the behaviors.”

For believers, this is another issue. There are many emotional problems out there, to be sure. The challenge comes in deciphering between what is an actual disorder and what is not; what are the real, physical problems (controllable without the use of medical needs) and what are not. Yes, medication helps. Is it the final cure for the problem? Not always. We have to know when and if we are a victim of something as opposed to lack of self-control. I Corinthians 9:25-27 says, “Everyone who competes in the games exercises self-control in all things. They then do it to receive a perishable wreath, but we an imperishable. Therefore I run in such a way, as not without aim; I box in such a way, as not beating the air; but I discipline my body and make it my slave, so that, after I have preached to others, I myself will not be disqualified”(NASB). Paul was talking of things he could control. Self-control is commanded in Scripture (II Peter 1:3-8), so if something is within our physical capacity to meet, we are obligated to fulfill it. 
Summary


Early exposure to television is generally considered to have adverse effects (in the long term) on attention span and behavior. This can lead (in large or small part) to many problems in the future, such as various emotional and mental effects and lack of physical health. 

In order to learn the best and retain the most, however, one must know how they learn (what areas of study interest them, what might be most conducive to their learning format, how, when, and where to study, etc). Because of the rapid influx and improvement of technology, it will be harder and harder to focus on just one thing or one way of doing something. This isn’t a bad thing. Attention span can affect time spent on a certain subject or activity, but does not have to affect the quality of focus on the same.
To meet these different needs, here are a few things we suggest addressing as a ministry.

1. Simple solutions. It is possible for simplicity and great interest to coexist (most successful inventions are fairly simple in concept). Effective can be short!
2. A variety of avenues, opportunities, and delivery mechanisms. 

· Videos

· Audio

· Print

· Interactive/games
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