
SUSTAINED ATTENTION

What is this developmental skill?
Sustained attention is the ability to remain focused on a task, zctkiq, or coflversation over time despite

distractions. It allows children to complete schoolwork, follow stoties, participate tnplay, and petsist through
actirrities that require mental effort. Sustained attention is not simply the ability to pay attention-it is the
ability to condnue paymg attendon long enough to accomplish. z goal.

Floqr does this notmally develop?
Sustained attention develops gadualiy tlroughout childhood" Infants attend to interesting sights and sounds

for only brief pedods, while toddlers can focus longer on prefered activities. Dwing the pteschool and
elementary years, children become increasingly able to maintain attention duriag play, leaming, and sttuctured
activities. This development is supported by brain maturadon, meaningfi-rl experiences, and adults who help

children retum tleit attention when they become distracted. Even in adolescence, sustained attention
continues to irnprove as executive fimctioning matures.

FIow can neglect interfete with its development?
Neglect can interfere with sustained attention because the brain may become organzed around monitodng
the environment f<rr potential threats or uflmet needs. Instead of focusing on a single task, children may

remain highly alert to chaflges atound them, making concentradon difficult. Limited opportunities for gui.ded

piay, shared reading and structured leaming may also teduce the experiences that strengthen attention over
time. As a result, attention diffrculties in neglected children may teflect developmental adaptaion rathet than
an inability to 1eam.

What might this look like?
A child with difficulties in sustained attention rnay:

Lose focus before completing tasks.

I}e easily distracted b,v sounds, mor.ement, or othcr people.
Frequendy switch from one actiritl- to another.
NIiss important details because their attenflon drifts.
l{equire repeated reminders to stay on task.
,:\ppear to da-vdream or "zofle out."
Hal,e difficulq' completing homervork or chores u,ithout frequcnt superv-ision.

Parenting Implications
Chrldren del.elop sustained attention through practtce in supportive enrritonments. Reduce uflnecessarv

clistractions r.vhen possible, establish predictable roudnes, and pror,,ide opportunities to c()mplete tasks i-u

manageable periods. Gradually iacrease the amount of timc a child is expected to stay focused rather than
expecting long pcnods of concentration immediatelr.. Build in short breaks, acknou,ledge effort, and tedirect
attention calmly when it rvanders. Interactive plav, reading togethet, puzzles, and hands-on actir.'ities can all

suengthen sustained attcntion.

From Understanding to Attunement
Instead- of thinking, "T'hey.fwst won't pay altention," consider, "Their brain rnay have leanted lbat scanning the

enrironntenl is mare iruportafi than Jbcusing on one task."'l'his perspectir.e tecogrizes that attention is shaped bv
der-elopment and experience. By creating environments that feel safe, predictable, and engaging, caregir.ers

help children gradually strengthen their ability to sustain attention and become more successful leatners.
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