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Promoting Attention and Listening 
 

Why is Attention and Listening Important? 

Children and young people (CYP) have to learn to focus their 

attention onto different things. This typically starts with attending 

to people, then to objects and then being able to share their 

attention between people and objects. Children need to develop 

their attention skills, before they can develop their receptive 

(understanding) and expression (use) of language.  

Listening is another important skill for CYP to be able to do. Listening to language involves 

hearing the words, attending to them and thinking about the. CYP need to be able to listen 

and recognise the words/sentences so that they can learn to understand and use words and 

sentences themselves.  

The Development of Attention Levels (Cooper, Moodley and Reynell, 1978): 

 

Top tips for attention and listening skills: 

1. Visual prompts may be useful to use. ‘Stop, look, listen’. We 
recommend people to allow their child to look in their direction 
instead of focusing solely on eye contact.  

2. Always call your child’s name to gain their attention.  
3. When communicating with your child, keep your voice interesting and animated to 

sustain their attention. 
4. Keep distractions to a minimum when participating in an activity. For example, turn 

off the TV. 
5. Consider the seating arrangements. Would it be beneficial to sit opposite or 

alongside your child? 
6. Sand timers/ visual countdown clocks for an activity that has an obvious end to it 

may be beneficial with maintaining your child’s attention.  
7. Listening games such as: Simon says, anticipatory games (ready, steady, go), 

listening walk and sensory activities.  

Ages and Stages of 
Attention  

What does this level look like? 

Fleeting Attention Very distractible at this stage. Attention is held by a dominant stimulus. This 
means that a child may turn to the sound of a parent talking or a sudden loud 
noise.   

Rigid Attention concentrates on a task of their own choosing. At this stage they will not 
respond to an interruption. For example, the child won’t look up when name 
is called but will respond to touch.  

Single Channelled 
Attention  

Can focus on adult’s choice of activity with support but needs support to 
transfer attention. For example, they my look up from a toy if their arm is 
touched then turn back to the toy when the adult points at it.  

Focusing Attention Focuses on one thing at a time, but can shift their attention without support. 
For example, a child will look up and listen to an instruction but only do one 
thing at once.  

Two Channelled 
Attention 

Can listen to instructions while completing a task. For example, they can 
listen to classroom instructions while looking at a book.  

Integrated Attention Two channelled attention is now well established across different situations 
with different people. At this stage a child will be able to stay on task without 
prompting from an adult. 
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