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Measuring student attention as student and teacher reflection 
 

Neil Allison, University of Glasgow, Scotland 

Background – the importance of attention and the value of measuring 
attention in the classroom 
 

Attention is a term that is largely studied in neuro-science and psychology under various 

terms and sub-categories. In education, it is probably under-studied i.e. insufficient attention 

has been given to attention.  

 

This presentation summarised a scholarship project that used mixed-methods to collect 

attention data in the context of a reading and writing English for Academic Purposes course. 

The project itself was originally intended to provide a comparison with published research on 

attention to gain a picture of how attention in a foreign language classroom changes over time 

and through three interaction types: group work, individual work, and full-class work, 

starting with a hypothesis that attention would be higher during group work. There is very 

little published attention research in foreign language contexts. 

 

The unexpected finding from this attention measurement project seemed to be in the value of 

the tools used for data gathering themselves; tools which I have subsequently used regularly 

to analyse the classroom experience of students. The tools effectively became a highly 

efficient form of classroom assessment technique/feedback on student experience, superior in 

some ways to directly seeking satisfaction feedback, which is flawed. 

What is attention  
 

At present there is no realistic ability to measure attention directly via brain scanning in the 

classroom yet attention is critical to learning. It is possible to identify four key headings to 

consider when analysing the construct: 

 

i. Top-down attention (salience/relevance): this relates to the importance of input and the 

context e.g. why am I motivated to pay attention. 

 



ii. Bottom-up attention: this comes via stimuli, alerting us to pay attention e.g. sounds; 

colours. However, distractors are also part of this (consider building work going on outside 

your classroom). 

 

iii. Sustained attention (vigilance): this is the  supressing of distractors and maintaining focus. 

Attention is a limited resource, meaning we cannot sustain attention indefinitely. It can, for 

example, be promoted through high perceptual load, and damaged through over demand on 

working memory. 

 

iv. Brain biological conditions: this is the underlying functioning of the brain and a positive 

or negative internal environment for learning, related partly to the production of dopamine 

and serotonin, influenced by lifestyle such as diet and sleep, and by feelings and emotions. 

Teachers and students should know the factors likely to improve top down and sustained 

attention including biological conditions, lifestyle elements, the role of emotion and the 

importance of purpose and relevance of information.  

 

For a fuller explication of factors relevant to attention, you can see in figure 1 in the next 

section, many of the factors students were asked to reflect on after each day of attention 

measurement. 

 

The findings from the scholarship project employing attention 
measurement tools 
 

Initially I conducted this research with a group of thirteen students of IELTS 5.5 level and 

used attention probes where students were asked to grade their attention level between one 

and six (or zero for not paying attention) at all stages of the lesson after a particular activity 

had concluded.  

 

Findings were published in Allison (2020). In this presentation I summarised the key points 

as follows: 

 

1. fairly consistently students showed a wave-like pattern of attention over 1.5 hour lessons 

with highest attention being somewhere between 15-30 minutes and then around 1 hour 15. 

 



2. attention was higher in group work than individual or whole class interactions 

Students were surveyed on reasons for low attention. The list of factors they were given are 

in figure 1. The most commonly chosen factor was lack of sleep. 

 

 
 
Figure 1 

 

 

The value of measuring attention to monitor classroom quality of life 
 

Why not just ask students directly whether they enjoyed or were satisfied with particular 

lessons or activities? Why seek to measure this indirectly, especially when attention is not a 

synonym for satisfaction? My presentation touched on a major flaw in the construct 

“satisfaction”. This flaw is attribution bias. A particular aspect of attribution bias that affects 

satisfaction attribution is hedonistic bias. Hedonistic bias is a tendency to blame others for 

failures while successes are attributed to our own intelligence or hard work. Measuring 

attention, assuming students have been sufficiently exposed to the construct, is seeking an 

emotionally neutral response relevant to learning. It would be for the teacher to interpret how 

lessons could be changed in future, considering the long list of factors affecting attention 

(table 1), or students could be asked to provide information on the causes of high or low 

attention. 
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