Future-Ready Schools with Javeria Rana theworthyeducator.com/javetiarana

THE DISTRACTED CLASSROOM

!

THE ATTENTION PrRODBLEM WE KEEP MISDIAGNOSING

Few complaints about contemporary classrooms are voiced as confidently as this one: students
simply cannot focus anymore. Teachers describe learners reaching instinctively for devices,
abandoning demanding texts, moving restlessly between tabs, requiring repeated redirection, or
becoming impatient when explanations do not yield immediate answers. Parents worry about
screens, while public debate quickly turns toward shrinking attention spans, smartphones, social
media, and a generation supposedly conditioned for perpetual stimulation. The frustration is
understandable. The diagnosis, however, is often too convenient. When attention falters, education
tends to locate the problem first inside the learner—in weak motivation, poor habits, insufficient
self-discipline, or low resilience—before examining the conditions in which that learner is being
asked to think.

The familiar idea of a fixed “short attention span” illustrates the problem. Claims that learners can
attend for only ten or fifteen minutes have circulated through education for decades, often
acquiring the authority of scientific fact through repetition. Yet Karen Wilson and James Korn
found little empirical support for such a universal attentional limit and emphasized substantial
individual variation. Research on mind wandering likewise cautions against reading attention
directly from visible behaviour: a learner looking away may still be processing an idea, while a
student facing the teacher may be mentally elsewhere. Attention fluctuates, but it does not operate
like a classroom timer that expires predictably after a predetermined number of minutes.

A weak diagnosis produces weak remedies. If the problem is simply that children today cannot
concentrate, schools may respond by demanding greater compliance, shortening every activity,
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increasing stimulation, introducing another game, or removing a particular device. Some of these
interventions may be useful, but they do not address the wider attentional environment. A learner
may be expected to follow verbal instructions while a presentation changes, notifications appear,
classmates move between tasks, and several digital tabs remain open. Sustained focus is then
demanded within an environment that repeatedly invites interruption.

Digital distraction clearly intensifies this challenge. In PISA 2022, approximately 30 percent of
students across OECD countries reported being distracted by their own digital-device use in most
or every mathematics lesson, while about 25 percent reported distraction caused by other students
device use. Students reporting frequent digital distraction also performed lower in mathematics on
average, although these associations should not be treated as proof that devices alone caused
poorer achievement. More importantly, the findings reveal the social and environmental
vulnerability of attention: one learner’s distraction can become another learner’s distraction, and
classroom design determines how many competing claims on attention remain active at once.

b

Blaming technology alone, however, would reproduce the same mistake in another form.
Classrooms can fragment attention without a single smartphone present. Overloaded slides,
complicated instructions, unnecessary transitions, irrelevant decoration, prolonged teacher talk,
unclear purposes, constant activity switching, and tasks pitched far above or below learners’
current understanding can all make concentration more difficult. Technology adds powerful
competitors for attention, but it enters an instructional ecology already shaped by teachers and
schools. What matters is whether learners are given a clear intellectual object to attend to, enough
cognitive space to remain with it, and meaningful reasons to return when attention inevitably
wanders.

This does not remove responsibility from students. Developing attentional regulation is part of
becoming an independent learner. Students need to learn how to resist irrelevant impulses, return
to difficult work, tolerate uncertainty, persist when a task is not immediately rewarding, and
recognize when their own attention has drifted. But teaching self-regulation is different from
expecting self-regulation to compensate for environments organized around continuous
interruption.

Students have a responsibility to learn how to manage
their attention; educators have a responsibility not to
mabke that task unnecessarily difficult.

The distinction becomes especially important when schools respond to distraction by making every
moment more stimulating. There is an understandable temptation to compete with digital media
through shorter activities, brighter presentations, rapid questioning, gamification, movement, and
constant novelty. Yet education should distinguish between capturing attention and cultivating
attention. A surprising image can make students look up. A competitive quiz can produce
immediate participation. Neither necessarily demonstrates that learners can remain with a complex
argument, interpret a difficult passage, revise a misconception, or think through a problem whose
solution does not arrive quickly.

Attention therefore belongs at the heart of instructional design rather than at the margins of

classroom management. Students cannot reason deeply about information they barely process,
build durable connections with ideas encountered only fleetingly, or develop intellectual
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independence if every lapse in concentration is answered with additional stimulation. The more
useful question is:

What kind of attention does this learning require, and have we designed conditions in which
that attention is realistically possible?

The distracted classroom is not simply a room populated by distracted students. It is an
environment in which attention is continually negotiated among the learner, technology, peers,
instructional design, and institutional routines. Treating attention only as a student deficit obscures
this larger ecology.

A school cannot demand sustained attention while designing conditions that repeatedly
fragment it.

Understanding that tension requires us to look more closely at the cognitive architecture of
attention itself—and at the instructional choices that either protect or overload it.

ATTENTION HAS A COGNITIVE ARCHITECTURE

If attention is to be designed rather than merely demanded, educators need to understand what they
are designing for. Human attention is not an unlimited resource strengthened by willpower alone. It
is constrained by working memory, shaped by prior knowledge, and vulnerable to competing
demands. Cognitive load theory, developed by John Sweller and later extended with Jeroen van
Merriénboer and Fred Paas, begins from a central principle: novel information must be processed
through a working-memory system with limited capacity before it can be integrated into long-term
knowledge structures. When learners are required to coordinate too many unfamiliar elements at
once, cognitive resources can be consumed before meaningful learning has had sufficient
opportunity to develop.

This helps explain why distraction is not always dramatic or externally visible. Attention can be

fragmented by the instructional task itself. A teacher may explain a new scientific process while
students simultaneously read dense text, interpret a diagram, monitor a digital worksheet, and
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listen for submission instructions. Each element may be educationally relevant, yet their
simultaneous presentation can divide limited cognitive resources. Research on the split-attention
effect shows why designs that force learners to coordinate separated sources of information can
increase unnecessary processing, particularly when those sources must be mentally integrated
before they make sense.

The issue, then, is not simply how much information a lesson contains, but how attention must
move through that information. Richard Mayer’s work on multimedia learning is especially
useful here. The coherence principle cautions against extraneous material, the signaling principle
demonstrates the value of directing learners toward what matters, and spatial and temporal
contiguity emphasize the importance of presenting related information together. These principles
do not call for visually barren or technologically minimal classrooms. They make a more precise
point: every visual, animation, caption, sound, hyperlink, and transition competes for cognitive
processing, so instructional design should ensure that the most important ideas receive the
strongest attentional priority.

Prior knowledge further complicates this picture. Experts and novices can encounter the same
learning environment while experiencing very different cognitive demands. When knowledge has
already been organized into meaningful schemas in long-term memory, familiar information can
be processed with less conscious effort. A novice may need to attend separately to elements that an
experienced learner perceives as a coherent whole. Knowledge therefore does more than provide
answers; it changes what learners are able to notice, organize, and interpret.

Consider a complex historical source. A student who already understands the period, key actors,
vocabulary, and political context can devote attention to bias, causation, contradiction, and
interpretation. Another student may spend most of their cognitive effort decoding basic
terminology and references. Both may appear equally attentive, but their attention is doing very
different work. This is why focus cannot be separated from curriculum sequencing, background
knowledge, and instructional scaffolding. What looks like an attentional failure may sometimes be
partly a knowledge problem.

Cognitive load theory should not, however, be converted into an argument for making learning
effortless. Reasoning, evaluating evidence, constructing explanations, integrating perspectives, and
solving unfamiliar problems are demanding because the thinking itself matters. The goal is not to
eliminate cognitive demand, but to reduce processing that does not contribute to the intended
learning. A difficult mathematical relationship may deserve sustained effort; deciphering an
unnecessarily confusing worksheet does not. Interpreting conflicting evidence may deserve
attention; searching across poorly organized tabs for the relevant document does not.

This distinction is particularly important in classrooms where engagement becomes associated
with sensory richness. Teachers are often encouraged to add more visuals, transitions, digital tools,
movement, and interactive features in the hope that stimulation will secure attention. Yet
cognitively sophisticated learning may sometimes require the opposite: fewer simultaneous
signals, clearer sequencing, deliberate pacing, and enough time for attention to settle around one
consequential idea.

The practical implication is significant:

Attention is protected not only by removing distraction,
but by making the structure of thought visible.
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Teachers can signal what matters, sequence complexity, activate relevant prior knowledge,
integrate related materials, reduce unnecessary switching, and make clear whether students are
expected to notice, compare, retrieve, question, or explain.

Seen this way, attention is not simply about whether students appear focused. It is about where
limited cognitive resources are being directed and whether that allocation serves the learning
purpose.

And that leads to an important distinction: a classroom can be active, energetic, and visibly

participatory while still directing surprisingly little sustained attention toward meaningful
intellectual work. That is why engagement is not the same as attention.

The Cognitive Architecture of Attention

. Existing schemas help Incoming Information
LJ learners notice, organize,

and interpret l

=
Q Competing Demands ]— - —P} @% ‘_[11«24\3 Clear Sequencing J
\
j Split Attention cep 3 Workmg Memory , R) Slgmlmg What Matters

§ Limited capacity for
Extraneous Processing [= === processing new information ¢ "-‘-.sz‘ | Integrated Materials ]

b A

|

Meaningful Learning
B > ﬁ Attention is protected when cognitive

\
Long-Term Memory / Y
@ koo N

S)|E)

P —

resources are directed toward the
intended learning

[ Reduce unnecessary cognitive load. Make the structure of thought visible. ]

Figure 1. The Cognitive Architecture of Attention. An author-developed visual synthesis
illustrating how working-memory limits, prior knowledge, competing demands, and
instructional design shape the allocation of attention during learning. Informed by cognitive
load theory (Sweller, van Merriénboer, & Paas) and multimedia learning research (Mayer).

ENGAGEMENT IS NOT THE SAME AS ATTENTION

One of the easiest classroom mistakes is to equate visible activity with intellectual engagement.
A lesson may look energetic—students moving, responding, collaborating, using digital tools,
competing in quizzes—yet still produce shallow thinking. Observable participation tells us that
students are doing something; it does not tell us what they are thinking about, how deeply they are
processing it, or whether their attention is aligned with the intellectual purpose of the lesson.

Michelene Chi and Ruth Wylie’s ICAP framework helps clarify this distinction. ICAP
differentiates Passive, Active, Constructive, and Interactive engagement, showing that not all
participation demands the same cognitive work. Listening, highlighting, generating an explanation,
and debating an interpretation may all look like engagement, but they involve very different levels
of processing. The implication is important: activity can capture attention without necessarily
deepening it.
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Research on student engagement reinforces this point. Jennifer Fredricks, Phyllis Blumenfeld, and
Alison Paris described engagement as multidimensional, including behavioral, emotional, and
cognitive engagement. Johnmarshall Reeve and Ching-Mei Tseng later added agentic
engagement, emphasizing students’ active contribution to the learning process. Together, these
traditions challenge the assumption that engagement can be judged from behavior alone.

The Meaningful Presence Model builds on this multidimensional understanding by asking how
fully students are present in learning across four domains:

— Behavioral Presence
Attending, responding, participating, persisting, completing.

- Emotional Presence
Interest, belonging, safety, curiosity, and connection.

- Cognitive Presence
Reasoning, interpreting, questioning, comparing, evaluating, and revising.

- Agency Presence

Exercising ownership, making meaningful choices, contributing ideas, and shaping
learning.
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Figure 2. The Meaningful Presence Model. An author-developed model illustrating four interconnected dimensions
of meaningful student presence—behavioral, emotional, cognitive, and agency presence. The model builds on
multidimensional engagement scholarship and emphasizes that meaningful learning is strengthened when all four
domains are supported together rather than treated in isolation.
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The value of this framing is not that it replaces established engagement theory, but that it helps
educators distinguish technical participation from meaningful participation.

A student may demonstrate strong behavioral presence while doing little cognitive work. Another
may appear quiet while mentally testing an argument or reconsidering an interpretation. A
gamified activity may generate excitement and rapid participation yet direct attention toward
points and rankings more than toward the concept being learned. In each case, visible engagement
can conceal very different forms of presence.

This is why attention should be treated as related to engagement, but not identical to it. Capturing
attention gets the learner to orient toward something. Sustaining attention allows the learner to
remain with it. Meaningful presence concerns the quality of participation that occurs while
attention is there.

A busy classroom is not necessarily an attentive
classroom, and an attentive classroom is not
necessarily a deeply engaged one. The educational
task is not merely to capture attention, but to direct it
toward forms of participation that make learning
meaningful.

Classroom success, then, should not be judged by constant movement, noise, or responsiveness.
What matters is whether students’ attention is serving the intellectual purpose of the learning—and
whether that attention is producing genuine behavioral, emotional, cognitive, and agentic presence.

THE ARCHITECTURE OF DISTRACTION

Distraction is often treated as an interruption that arrives from outside the lesson: a phone vibrates,
a message appears, or a conversation begins. Yet many forms of distraction are built into the
learning environment itself. Switching platforms, monitoring notifications, interpreting several
representations at once, navigating rapid transitions, and following unclear instructions can
fragment attention even when every element appears educationally relevant. In this sense,
distraction is not merely an event. It can become an architecture.

A 2025 systematic review of digital distraction in education supports this broader view, identifying
technological, personal, and instructional-environment factors as contributors. The implication is
important: distraction cannot be explained solely by devices or weak self-control. It emerges from
the interaction among learners, technologies, and the way learning has been organized.

Media multitasking makes this especially visible. Students may move between a lesson and
messaging, a document and a search engine, or among several academic platforms. What feels like
simultaneous activity is usually repeated switching of attention. Each shift requires the learner to
disengage, reorient, and later reconstruct where the original task was left. Reviews of media
multitasking generally associate this pattern with weaker attention, working memory,
comprehension, recall, and academic performance, although much of the evidence is correlational
and concentrated among older students. The appropriate conclusion is therefore not that every
switch is harmful, but that constant switching should not be treated as cognitively free.
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The more useful distinction is between technology that serves the object of attention and
technology that continually multiplies possible objects of attention. A digital tool may clarify a
concept, provide access, or support collaboration. The same device can also keep alternative tasks
permanently available. The educational issue is therefore not technology itself, but whether it
strengthens or competes with the attentional purpose of the lesson.

The architecture of distraction also extends beyond screens. A lesson that changes mode every few
minutes may appear dynamic while requiring students to devote excessive attention to navigating
the sequence itself. A video becomes paired discussion, then an app, worksheet, whole-class
questioning, and online quiz. Each activity may be defensible, yet without intellectual continuity
the lesson can become a series of resets rather than a sustained encounter with an idea.

Visual and verbal overload create similar problems. Dense slides, decorative animation, multiple
simultaneous instructions, or asking students to read one source while listening to another can
make the signal difficult to distinguish from the instructional noise. Learners with stronger
prior knowledge may manage these demands more easily, while others spend substantial cognitive
energy simply deciding what deserves attention.

Transitions therefore deserve to be treated as part of cognitive design, not only classroom
management. A teacher who signals, “We have gathered the evidence; now we are evaluating
which evidence is strongest,” preserves intellectual continuity even as the activity changes. The
mode shifts, but the object of thought remains visible.

None of this requires sterile classrooms. Learners need movement, conversation, variety, and
social interaction. The goal is not to eliminate change, but to distinguish variation that renews
attention from variation that repeatedly resets it.

Teachers, then, are not only managers of distracted students. They are designers of attentional
conditions. The central task is to reduce unnecessary competition so that learners have enough
cognitive space to remain with ideas long enough for understanding to deepen.

And that leads naturally to the next issue: what sustained attention actually makes possible for
learning.
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WHAT SUSTAINED ATTENTION MAKES POSSIBDLE

Attention matters because some forms of learning require ideas to remain cognitively available
long enough to be connected, tested, revised, and applied. Understanding is rarely produced by
momentary exposure. Learners need time to hold information in mind, connect it with prior
knowledge, notice relationships, retrieve what they know, and reconsider what they first thought.

Research supports this connection. In a school-based study of more than 700 children aged nine to
fourteen, sustained attention was positively associated with mathematics fluency, reading
comprehension, and broader academic performance. Meta-analyses of mind wandering similarly
show that frequent task-unrelated thought is, on average, associated with weaker learning and
reading comprehension. The point is not that every wandering thought is harmful, but that learners
need the capacity to return attention deliberately when a task requires integration, inference,
or sustained comprehension.

This makes the distinction between exposure and processing especially important. Students may
encounter large amounts of information—slides, explanations, videos, search results—without
processing much of it deeply. Durable learning requires more than information passing through
awareness; it requires learners to do something cognitively consequential with it.

Retrieval practice illustrates this clearly. When students try to recall knowledge rather than
immediately rereading or reopening the answer, they must reconstruct access to what they have
learned. That effort may feel less fluent, but extensive research shows that retrieval can strengthen
later retention. In this sense, well-designed learning does not merely demand attention; it gives
attention meaningful work to do.

The same principle applies to reasoning and transfer. A student comparing two historical accounts
must hold their claims together long enough to notice contradiction and weigh evidence. A learner
revising an argument must return to it closely enough to see weaknesses. Transfer requires
recognizing similarities beneath surface differences and adapting prior knowledge to a new
context. These processes are difficult to achieve when attention is repeatedly reset.

Interest can support this work, but interest should not be confused with entertainment. Teachers do
not need to make every task immediately pleasurable; they do need to make its intellectual
significance visible. A meaningful problem, contradiction, puzzle, or question can give learners a
reason to remain cognitively connected to the task.

Teachers must also become comfortable with productive cognitive quiet. A learner staring at a
problem may be retrieving, comparing, rehearsing, or revising rather than disengaging. Not all
meaningful cognition is externally visible.

The purpose of protecting attention, then, is not simply to reduce distraction. It is to preserve the
cognitive space required for comprehension, retrieval, reasoning, revision, and transfer.

We protect attention not because uninterrupted focus
is an educational virtue in itself, but because some
forms of understanding need time to take shape.
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DESIGNING FOrR ATTENTION: WHAT TEACHERS CAN DO

If distraction is partly environmental, attention can also be supported through design. Teachers
cannot engineer perfect concentration, but they can reduce unnecessary competition, clarify what
deserves focus, and create enough cognitive space for students to remain with important ideas.
Many of the strongest strategies involve subtracting rather than adding.

1.

Reduce competing signals.

When students are expected to listen, read, navigate a platform, monitor instructions,
and interpret visuals at the same time, divided attention may be the problem—not
motivation. Multimedia-learning research supports reducing extraneous processing
and signaling what matters. Simpler slides, fewer open tabs, and separating
instructions from device navigation can make a significant difference.

Before asking students to focus harder, make sure the lesson is not asking them
to focus everywhere at once.

Make the object of attention explicit.

Students sustain attention more effectively when they know what deserves noticing.
Instead of “Read this paragraph carefully,” a teacher might say, “Notice where the
author moves from presenting evidence to interpreting it.” Strategic cues give
attention a destination without reducing the task to a checklist.

Use variation without fragmentation.

Changing activities can renew attention, but constant novelty can repeatedly reset it.
Teachers can vary how students think about the same idea—predicting,
examining evidence, discussing, then revising—while preserving intellectual
continuity.

Variety should renew attention, not repeatedly reset it.

Protect periods of sustained thought.

Some learning requires uninterrupted time. Students need opportunities to read,
reason, solve, write, retrieve, or interpret without a continuous stream of new
prompts. There is no universal attention-span clock; the duration should reflect the
cognitive demand of the task. Complex reasoning deserves more time than a quick
factual retrieval.

Retrieve before adding more information.

Retrieval practice offers a simple way to make attention active. Rather than
immediately reopening notes or repeating an explanation, ask students to reconstruct
what they already know. Agarwal, Nunes, and Blunt’s systematic review of
classroom research found substantial benefits from retrieval practice across subjects,
age groups, and formats.

Students might recall three ideas from yesterday’s lesson, reconstruct a process
before seeing the example again, or explain a concept before consulting notes.
Retrieval turns attention toward searching for knowledge rather than waiting for
it to reappear.
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6. Protect thinking time after worthwhile questions.
Mary Budd Rowe’s influential work on wait time showed that teachers often move
too quickly after asking questions. Longer pauses can produce more substantive
responses. The lesson is not to impose a fixed number of seconds, but to recognize
that complex questions require processing time.

Silence should not automatically be interpreted as disengagement. Sometimes it is
evidence that thinking has begun.

7. Control when technology enters the sequence.
Technology can support learning without remaining continuously available.
Teachers can establish defined moments for device use: students might predict
before searching, attempt a problem before requesting digital support, or close
devices during discussion and synthesis. The purpose is attentional sequencing—
deciding when technology serves the thinking and when it competes with it.

8. Teach students to regulate attention themselves.
Schools should not protect attention so completely that learners never learn to
manage it. Students need opportunities to recognize distraction, notice when
concentration deteriorates, and identify strategies that help them return. Brief
reflection after a demanding task can make attention something learners understand
and gradually regulate rather than merely a behavior teachers police.

These practices point toward a different image of the attentive classroom. It is not necessarily
silent, device-free, or teacher-controlled. It is a classroom in which attentional demands are
deliberate: unnecessary competition is reduced, important ideas are made visible, cognitive pauses
are protected, technology enters with purpose, and students gradually assume greater responsibility
for their own focus.

The objective is not to make every lesson more entertaining. It is to create enough clarity,
continuity, and cognitive space for students to remain with worthwhile ideas long enough for
thought to deepen.
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ATTENTION, DIFFERENCE, AND EQUITY

Any argument about attention becomes misleading if it assumes there is one correct way to look
attentive. Schools often rely on a narrow behavioral image of focus: stillness, eye contact, quick
responses, visible compliance. Yet learners differ in how they regulate sensory input, process
language, use movement, tolerate novelty, and recover from distraction. Attention is therefore not
only limited; it is also variable.

Universal Design for Learning is useful here because it treats learner variability as predictable
rather than exceptional. CAST’s 2024 UDL Guidelines emphasize that no single form of
engagement works optimally for every learner. Some students benefit from novelty and
collaboration; others concentrate better with predictability, reduced sensory stimulation, or periods
of independent work. The implication is not unlimited choice, but more deliberate attention to the
conditions that make focus possible.

This matters because visible behavior can be deceptive. A student who fidgets, doodles, avoids eye
contact, uses sensory support, or requests a quieter workspace may be regulating attention rather
than abandoning it. Conversely, a student who appears perfectly compliant may be cognitively
absent. Equating attentiveness with one behavioral profile risks rewarding conformity instead of
cognition.

The same principle applies to pace. Additional processing time does not indicate inattention, just
as immediate response does not guarantee deep understanding. Language proficiency, prior
knowledge, working-memory demands, task familiarity, and confidence all shape how quickly
students can engage.

The central equity principle is simple:

Equitable attention design does not reduce intellectual
demand. It reduces the barriers that prevent learners
from directing attention toward that demand.

In practice, this may mean reducing sensory clutter, previewing transitions, offering visual
structure, allowing brief movement, providing processing time, or creating quieter spaces for
sustained work. These supports do not make the intellectual task easier; they make access to it
more plausible.

Belonging also matters. A learner preoccupied with embarrassment, exclusion, or public failure
has fewer cognitive resources available for the task. Protecting attention therefore includes
psychological safety as well as sensory and instructional design.

At the same time, equity should not become a rationale for lowering expectations. Students who
are perceived as easily distracted or less confident should not be given permanently shorter,
simpler, or more fragmented learning experiences. The goal is supported participation in
increasingly demanding attention, not exemption from it.

The Meaningful Presence Model reinforces this point. Behavioral presence may look different
across learners; emotional presence depends partly on belonging and safety; cognitive presence
requires access to the intellectual work itself; and agency presence includes understanding and,

increasingly, influencing the conditions under which one learns best.
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The deeper principle is that attention is not a performance for the teacher. It is a resource for the
learner. Designing equitably means preserving every learner’s access to sustained, meaningful
thought.

THE PHONEZ-BAN QUESTION IS TOO SMALL

The rapid spread of school phone restrictions reflects genuine concern about distraction. By March
2026, UNESCO reported that 114 education systems—358 percent of countries worldwide—had
introduced national restrictions on mobile phones in schools, up sharply from 2023. The policy
momentum is understandable. Smartphones combine messaging, entertainment, social media,
gaming, search, and algorithmic recommendation in a device capable of competing continuously
for the same attentional resources teachers are trying to direct toward learning.

There is evidence that restrictions can help. OECD analysis of PISA 2022 found that students
reported less digital distraction in mathematics lessons where mobile-phone bans were in place,
particularly when those policies were consistently enforced. Yet the same data reveal an
implementation problem: substantial numbers of students in schools with bans still reported
frequent smartphone use during the school day. A rule can remove permission without necessarily
removing habit, temptation, or the wider culture of continuous availability.

This is why the phone-ban debate, while important, is ultimately too narrow. Removing a device
may reduce one powerful source of distraction, but it does not automatically create an attentive
classroom. Students can still move rapidly between unrelated tasks, experience overloaded
explanations, navigate unnecessary transitions, or spend long periods completing activity without
encountering a compelling intellectual problem.

Removing distraction creates an opportunity for
attention. It does not determine what education
does with that opportunity.

The distinction matters because absence of distraction is not the same as presence of
engagement. A student without access to social media may be more available for instruction, but
the lesson must still give that attention somewhere worthwhile to go.

The evidence also cautions against reducing the issue to a simple pro-phone or anti-phone position.
Digital tools can support accessibility, translation, research, collaboration, formative assessment,
and creative production. The more useful distinction is between purposeful technological use and
permanently available technological possibility. A device that enters because the learning
requires it is different from a device that remains cognitively present throughout the lesson simply
because it can.

Page | 13


https://theworthyeducator.com/javeriarana

Future-Ready Schools with Javeria Rana theworthyeducator.com /javetiarana

Development matters as well. Younger learners may reasonably need stronger environmental
boundaries while self-regulatory capacities are still developing. Older students gradually need
opportunities to manage technology with greater autonomy. Environmental design and self-
regulation should therefore work together: good environments reduce unnecessary temptation
while helping learners develop habits they can eventually sustain without external control.

Consistency is equally important. Policies that vary dramatically from classroom to classroom can
generate their own form of distraction as students test boundaries and teachers repeatedly negotiate
exceptions. Effective policy therefore requires more than prohibition. Schools need clear
expectations, defined instructional uses, coherent enforcement, reduced unnecessary notifications,
communication with families, and explicit teaching about digital self-regulation.

Phone policies can also become part of digital literacy. Students can examine how notifications,
recommendation systems, persuasive design, and platform habits compete for attention. In this
way, the goal moves beyond compliance toward understanding how digital environments shape
concentration and choice.

The strongest phone policy, then, is not simply the one that makes devices disappear. It is the one
that contributes to a broader culture in which attention is treated as valuable, finite, and worth
learning how to protect.

After the phone is put away, what have we designed
that is worth attending to?

That question shifts the discussion from technological control to educational purpose—and leads
directly to the next challenge. Artificial intelligence does not merely compete for attention; it can
increasingly shape what students attend to, how quickly uncertainty disappears, and how much
cognitive work remains with the learner.

Al AND THE NEW ECONOMY OF ATTENTION

Artificial intelligence introduces a different attentional challenge because it does more than
compete for students’ focus. It can increasingly shape what learners attend to, how quickly
uncertainty is resolved, and how much cognitive work remains necessary. Earlier digital tools
often fragmented attention by multiplying stimuli. Generative Al can do something subtler: it can
reduce the need to sustain attention at all.

A student facing a difficult text can now request a summary, explanation, translation, example, or
direct answer within seconds. These capabilities can improve accessibility and provide valuable
scaffolding. But immediacy creates a tension: when assistance arrives too quickly, learners may
spend less time remaining with uncertainty long enough to process it independently.

The OECD’s Digital Education Outlook 2026 makes an important distinction between improved
task performance and actual learning. Students may produce stronger work with generative Al
while developing less independent capability if too much of the cognitive work is delegated. This
is closely connected to cognitive offloading—the use of external tools to reduce internal mental
demands. Offloading is not inherently problematic; humans have always relied on notes,
calculators, diagrams, and reference materials. The educational issue is whether the tool removes
peripheral burden or performs the very thinking the learner is meant to develop.
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Writing illustrates the difference. Al may help a student clarify grammar after they have
constructed an argument. But if it generates the thesis, organizes the evidence, develops the
counterargument, and produces the conclusion, the student may remain behaviorally active while
doing far less of the conceptual work through which writing expertise develops.

The same distinction applies elsewhere. In reading, Al can clarify unfamiliar vocabulary without
replacing interpretation. In mathematics, a hint may redirect attention toward the structure of a
problem, while a complete solution can terminate the need for sustained reasoning. In science, Al
can generate competing hypotheses, but it can also collapse uncertainty prematurely by providing a
polished explanation before students have examined the evidence.

The relevant distinction is therefore not simply between using AI and not using Al, but between
using Al to support attention toward the learning problem and using it to make sustained
attention to that problem unnecessary.

This also connects with the earlier distinction between engagement and meaningful presence. A
student can appear completely absorbed in an Al interaction while remaining only partially
responsible for the intellectual work. Continuous interaction should not be mistaken for deep
cognition.

Teachers therefore need to think about Al as an allocator of cognitive responsibility. Every time
Al enters a task, some work remains with the learner and some shifts to the system. That

redistribution should be intentional.

A useful instructional sequence is:

Think first. Use Al second. Return to thinking third.

Students might develop an explanation before asking Al for a competing interpretation, attempt a
problem before requesting a hint, or read independently before using Al to clarify background
knowledge. The purpose is not to impose one rigid routine, but to ensure that Al has a
pedagogically defined moment of entry rather than becoming the default response to difficulty.
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As generative systems become more personalized and embedded in learning platforms, the
attentional risk may become harder to see. Students may appear intensely focused while the system
increasingly performs the prompting, explaining, monitoring, and deciding that learners once had
to practise themselves.

Future-ready education therefore needs to think beyond technologies that merely capture
attention. It must also consider technologies capable of carrying cognition.

Al should not simply make difficult thinking easier to avoid. It should help learners become
more capable of sustaining difficult thinking for themselves.

And because schools shape how these tools are adopted, sequenced, and normalized, attention is
not only a classroom responsibility. It is also a leadership responsibility.

ATTENTION IS ALSO A LEADERSHIP RESPONSIBILITY

Teachers shape the attentional conditions of lessons, but school leaders shape the wider
environment in which those lessons occur. Timetables, digital platforms, communication systems,
device policies, assessment schedules, professional expectations, and the number of initiatives
operating at once all influence what teachers and students are repeatedly asked to notice, switch
toward, and prioritize. Attention is therefore not only a cognitive or pedagogical resource. It is also
an organizational resource.

William Ocasio’s attention-based view of organizations is useful here. His work argues that
structures, routines, and communication channels influence what organizations notice and act
upon. Applied to schools, the implication is clear: fragmentation can become institutional before it
becomes individual.

A school may say that deep learning matters while operating through systems that continually
privilege immediacy. Teachers receive messages across multiple platforms. Students move among
overlapping applications. New initiatives arrive before previous ones are embedded. Meetings
generate additional priorities. Notifications interrupt planning and instruction. In such
environments, constant switching becomes part of the culture.

This is closely related to Michael Fullan’s work on coherence. Improvement depends not on
accumulating initiatives, but on aligning priorities so that practices reinforce one another.
Attention functions in much the same way: every additional priority creates another claim on finite
professional bandwidth.

Leaders can therefore protect attention through subtraction as well as addition. They can
consolidate communication channels, limit unnecessary notifications, coordinate assessment
calendars, reduce avoidable transitions, protect planning time, and retire practices or platforms that
no longer serve a clear purpose. These may look like operational decisions, but their effects reach
directly into teaching and learning.

Leadership also shapes what counts as a “good” classroom. If observation systems reward constant
activity, rapid transitions, visible movement, and immediate responses, teachers may feel pressure
to replace cognitive quiet with performative busyness. Schools should value not only participation
and collaboration, but also concentration, deliberation, careful reading, revision, and intellectual
patience.
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Professional learning can reinforce this by helping teachers understand cognitive load, digital
distraction, questioning, task design, and learner variability as connected aspects of instructional
design. Students should also have a voice in identifying where the school itself creates unnecessary
attentional friction.

The deeper responsibility is cultural. A school communicates what it values through what it allows
to consume collective attention.

Attention is one of the invisible resources through
which a school turns time into learning. Leadership
determines, in part, how that resource is spent.

Protecting attention does not require rejecting technology, novelty, movement, or collaboration. It
requires greater discipline about what deserves sustained focus—and what does not.

CONCLUSION: PROTECTING THE CONDITIONS FOrR THOUGHT

The contemporary attention debate is often framed too narrowly. Students are described as
distracted, teachers are told to make lessons more engaging, schools debate phone bans, and
technology is alternately blamed or celebrated. Yet attention is not simply a student trait, a
classroom-management problem, or a technological issue. It is a condition of learning shaped by
cognition, pedagogy, relationships, environment, technology, and institutional design.

That is why deficit language is so limiting. Focus is influenced by cognitive load, prior knowledge,
instructional clarity, emotional safety, task design, digital interruption, pacing, and the perceived
significance of the learning. Students must learn to regulate their own attention, but they do so
within environments that can either support or repeatedly undermine that development.

The distinction between capturing attention and cultivating attention is therefore crucial.
Education has become highly skilled at capture: screens illuminate, games reward, platforms
respond instantly, and Al can resolve uncertainty almost immediately. These tools can support
access and participation, but they can also create an expectation that every pause, difficulty, or
moment of cognitive silence must be eliminated.
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Yet many of the capacities schools value require precisely the opposite. Critical thinking requires
staying with evidence. Reading demands sustained comprehension. Argumentation requires
holding competing claims in mind. Revision requires returning to an idea and seeing it differently.
Transfer depends on recognizing relationships that may not be immediately obvious. Deep learning
needs enough cognitive space for understanding to develop rather than simply appear.

The goal is not to create silent, technology-free classrooms or to romanticize an earlier educational
age. It is to design with greater intentionality. Teachers should reduce unnecessary competition
for attention. Students should learn how to recognize and regulate distraction. Leaders should
examine whether school routines protect or fragment concentration. Technology and Al should
support thinking without making sustained cognition increasingly optional.

The Meaningful Presence Model reinforces this distinction. Students may be behaviorally present
without being cognitively present, emotionally connected without exercising agency, or visibly
quiet while deeply engaged in thought. Attention matters because it makes meaningful
participation possible, but attention itself is not the final goal.

The goal is attention in the service of meaningful learning.

Equity also requires schools to recognize that attention does not look identical across learners.
Movement, additional processing time, reduced sensory load, greater structure, or different forms
of participation may help some students sustain cognitive engagement. Designing for attention
means preserving access to deep thinking, not enforcing one visible performance of focus.

As learning becomes increasingly saturated with information, personalization, and intelligent
assistance, attention may become one of education’s most valuable resources. The challenge will
not simply be gaining students’ attention, but helping them develop the capacity to remain with
ideas that deserve sustained thought.

The deepest purpose of protecting attention is not to
produce quieter classrooms. It is to create conditions
in which learners can remain with an idea long
enough for it to change what they understand.

That is the kind of attention future-ready education should learn to protect.

The following works provide strong foundations for educators who want to explore attention,
cognitive load, engagement, digital distraction, and instructional design in greater depth.

John Sweller, Jeroen van Merriénboer, and Fred Paas — Cognitive Load Theory

Their work is essential for understanding why attention is constrained by the limits of working
memory and why instructional design matters. Cognitive load theory helps distinguish
intellectually necessary effort from processing demands created by confusing, excessive, or
poorly organized information.
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Richard E. Mayer — Multimedia Learning

Mayer’s research is particularly useful for understanding how visual, verbal, and digital
information compete for cognitive processing. Principles such as coherence, signaling, contiguity,
and redundancy offer practical guidance for designing instructional materials that direct attention
toward what matters rather than simply adding more stimulation.

Michelene T. H. Chi and Ruth Wylie — The ICAP Framework

The ICAP framework distinguishes passive, active, constructive, and interactive modes of
cognitive engagement. It is especially relevant to the argument developed in this article because it
demonstrates why visible activity should not automatically be treated as evidence of deeper
thinking.

Jennifer A. Fredricks, Phyllis C. Blumenfeld, and Alison H. Paris — Student Engagement
Their influential synthesis established behavioral, emotional, and cognitive engagement as
distinct but interconnected dimensions of student engagement. This work provides an important
theoretical foundation for thinking beyond simple measures of participation or compliance.

Johnmarshall Reeve and Ching-Mei Tseng — Agentic Engagement

Reeve and Tseng extended engagement scholarship by emphasizing students’ constructive
contribution to the learning environment. Their work is particularly important when considering
attention not only as compliance, but as something learners can increasingly direct, regulate, and
use with greater agency.

Karen Wilson and James Korn — The Myth of the Ten-Minute Attention Span

Their review is valuable because it challenges one of education’s most persistent assumptions:
that attention follows a universal ten- or fifteen-minute limit. Their work reminds educators to be
cautious about turning popular teaching claims into scientific rules.

Agarwal, Nunes, and Blunt — Retrieval Practice in the Classroom

Their systematic review demonstrates how retrieval practice can strengthen learning across a
range of classroom settings and subjects. The relevance to attention is important: retrieval
requires learners to reconstruct knowledge rather than wait passively for information to be
presented again.

Mary Budd Rowe — Wait Time and Classroom Questioning

Rowe’s work remains foundational for understanding how the pacing of teacher questioning
shapes student thinking. Her research demonstrates why silence after a question should not
automatically be interpreted as disengagement and why intellectual processing requires time.

OECD — PISA 2022 and Digital Education Research

OECD analyses provide useful international evidence on digital distraction, device use, school
phone policies, and the relationship between digital environments and learning. These reports are
particularly valuable because they help move the discussion beyond anecdote and toward system-
level patterns.

CAST — Universal Design for Learning Guidelines 3.0

The UDL Guidelines provide an important equity perspective by emphasizing learner variability,
multiple pathways for engagement, and the need to reduce barriers without reducing intellectual
ambition. They are especially relevant to understanding why attention should not be judged
through one narrow behavioral image of the “focused student.”
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OECD Digital Education Outlook 2026 — Generative Al and Learning

This work is particularly relevant to the emerging relationship between Al and attention. It
distinguishes improved task performance from actual learning and raises important questions
about cognitive offloading, over-reliance, and the need to preserve meaningful cognitive
responsibility when Al support is available.

These traditions point toward a more sophisticated understanding of attention. Focus is neither a
fixed student trait nor something teachers can manufacture through stimulation alone. It emerges
from the interaction among cognitive architecture, instructional design, learner variability,
motivation, technology, and institutional conditions.

The practical implication is straightforward but demanding:

Attention should not merely be requested from learners. It should be deliberately supported
by the environments in which learning is expected to occur.
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