
Different types of attention

Attention is commonly separated into three core networks.  
Each of these networks are distinct but operate through overlapping neural circuits within the brain.

What is attention?
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The impact of inattention

Attention problems are common among preschool 
children. By the age of 4 years, as many as 40% of 
children have sufficient problems with attention to 
be of concern to parents and preschool teachers. 

Mahone, E. M., & Schneider, H. E. (2012).¹

Attention has been shown to be fundamental to 
cognitive development and social relationships, and 
plays an important role in maintaining mental health.
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The most important attention skill, 
as it includes foundational skills 
such as cognitive flexibility and 

inhibitory abilities.

Attentional Control

The ability to maintain an alert state 
and focus on a task.

Sustained Attention

The ability to orient your attention to 
specific objects in the environment 

that are relevant to your task.

Selective Attention

¹ Mahone, E. M., & Schneider, H. E. (2012). Assessment of attention in 
preschoolers. Neuropsychology review, 22(4), 361-383.
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Early assessment and intervention is key
Attention difficulties are typically apparent in early 
childhood, with ADHD being most commonly diagnosed 
around 7 years of age. If left untreated, they can lead to 
anxiety, depression, delinquency and increased risk of 
substance abuse.

A longitudinal study by McClelland in 2013 highlights how 
a few inattentive behaviours early in childhood have a 
strong and long-term impact on learning. 

Attention span at the age of 4 was a significant predictor 
of academic achievement and college completion at the 
age of 26. Therefore, early intervention is key. 

Attention and learning

Attention is important because:

Each of the different types of attention is closely 
associated with the ability to learn  
and academic attainment.

Studies have found: 

• Attention at the age of 4 years predicts maths and  
reading at the age of 21 years

• Attention at the age of 4 years predicts the odds of 
completing college by age 25 

• Children who were rated 1 standard deviation higher 
on attention span had 48.7% greater odds of college 
completion by age 25 McClelland, Acock, Piccinin, Rhea,  
& Stallings (2013) ²

• 30% to 80% of ADHD children still meet the full diagnostic 
criteria for the disorder in adolescence Kaminski, P. L., 
Turnock, P. M., Rosén, L. A., & Laster, S. A. (2006) ³

Identifying children with attention difficulties

Core symptoms of attention difficulties:

At a behavioural level, there are three core symptoms of attention difficulties.
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Inattention

having difficulty 
concentrating, forgetting 
instructions, moving from 

one task to another without 
completing anything

Hyperactivity

constant restlessness 
and fidgeting

Impulsivity

talking over the top of others, 
having a ‘short fuse’, being 

accident-prone

²  McClelland, M. M., Acock, A. C., Piccinin, A., Rhea, S. A., & Stallings, M. C. (2013). Relations between preschool attention span-persistence and age 25 educational outcomes. 
Early childhood research quarterly, 28(2), 314-324.

³  Kaminski, P. L., Turnock, P. M., Rosén, L. A., & Laster, S. A. (2006). Predictors of academic success among college students with attention disorders. Journal of College Counseling, 
9(1), 60-71.


