
191Module 10: Information Processing

while thinking about my “to-do” list for the day. Because each of these tasks, driving, listening 
to the radio, and planning my day are fairly easy and familiar to me, I am able to attend to all 
three at once. However, I recently drove into Chicago for the day where I was on less familiar 
roads with much more traffic than my typical drive. As a result, I needed to turn off my radio 
and focus my attention on driving. Fairly easy or familiar tasks are considered to use automatic 
processing, whereas difficult or new tasks require effortful processing, or conscious attention 
(Treisman & Gelade, 1980; Treisman, Sykes, & Gelade, 1977). Students who are learning new 
material or reading a difficult passage may need to limit disruptions so they can stay focused. 
However, when reviewing already learned material, students may be more apt to attend to other 
stimuli, such as chatting with a friend during class or listening to music while studying.

Attentional capacity changes throughout childhood and adolescence. Selective attention 
is the ability to focus on one stimuli and ignore others. Compared to younger children, older 
children and adolescents are better able to ignore many distractions that could be present in 
the classroom or hallway. For example, one study found that kindergarten children learning 
a science lesson were more distracted, spent less time on-task, and had lower learning scores 
when the classroom walls were highly decorated than when no decorations were present (Fisher, 
Godwin, & Seltman, 2014). Adolescents are also better than children at divided attention, or 
the ability to focus on multiple stimuli (Mizuno et al., 2011). However, educators should be 
cautious of students claiming they can “multitask.” Most often students are not doing two tasks 
at once but rather are switching their attention back and forth between tasks. This switching 
is inefficient such that tasks take longer and are completed with more mistakes in both edu-
cation contexts (Kirschner & van Merrienboer, 2013) and applied contexts, such as driving 
and talking on a cell phone (Strayer & Johnston, 2001). In short, multitasking tends to led to 
poorer learning and performance. Teachers need to be aware of these attentional limitations and 
plan lessons accordingly.

As a student, what strategies do you use to keep your attention focused on the 
course material during a lecture? How to you attempt to eliminate distractions 
when studying for an exam?

Perception Processing. 
Distance of objects can 
be determined from retinal 
image size and knowledge 
about the objects, such that 
people are smaller than 
buildings.
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