
For teachers whose classes drift off task

SELF-REGULATION & ATTENTION

The small buzzer that helped
learners steer their own attention

How much of your lesson gets lost to drifting attention, and

what if learners could catch it themselves?

Evidence from three 11-year-olds with additional learning and behavioural

needs in one US special education classroom; a promising, low-cost idea

worth testing with any learner who drifts off task, not proven for a whole

class or a UK setting.

Three 11-year-olds in a US special education classroom, each identified

with speech, language, learning or emotional and behavioural needs,

wore a small buzzer that vibrated every few minutes; each time it

buzzed, they simply asked themselves whether they were paying

attention and marked it down, and their time spent on task rose from a

mean of 55% to more than 90% of the intervals observed.

Evidence: Early signal

Independent randomised classroom trials of MotivAider with larger,

mainstream UK samples would test its effect beyond three US
special-education learners.
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WHAT HAPPENED

Time on task nearly doubled once learners checked in on
themselves

Three 11-year-olds in one US special education classroom, all referred for low levels of on-task behaviour, learned a simple

routine. They wore a small device clipped to a waistband that vibrated every few minutes, and each time it buzzed, they

asked themselves whether they were paying attention right then and marked yes or no on a form. No teacher prompt, no prize

for getting it right, just a private check-in.

Before self-monitoring Mean 55% of intervals

Once self-monitoring began
Mean over 90% of

intervals

Mean percentage of directly observed intervals coded as on-task behaviour, across three learners, before self-monitoring and once the buzzer routine was in place (Amato-

Zech, Hoff & Doepke, 2006). Trained outside observers watched and coded the behaviour; this was not the learners simply reporting on themselves. When the buzzer was

removed, on-task time fell again, though not all the way back to where it started.

The routine, step by step

1
Learn what "on task" means

Two short training sessions using a simple checklist of what paying attention
looks like.

2
Wear a small buzzer

A device clipped to a waistband, set to vibrate every few minutes during a
lesson.

3
Ask "was I paying attention?"

Each time it buzzed, learners checked in with themselves in that moment.
4

Mark it down and hand it in

A quick yes or no on a paper form, collected by the teacher.
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MAKE IT YOURS

Across your subjects and classes

This comes from three learners with additional needs in one US special education classroom, not a UK school or a whole class. What follows are

sensible ways the same self-monitoring routine could work in your subjects, worth trying, not proven for your context.

Subject How it could translate

Science A quiet buzz during practical work, prompting a learner to notice whether they're following the method or drifting to chat.

English During independent writing, a private check-in on whether attention has wandered from the task in front of them.

Maths During independent practice, a self-check on whether they're working through the method or watching the clock.

Humanities During a reading or source-analysis task, a prompt to notice whether they're still following the text.

Adapt it to the class in front of you

Quieter or less confident classes

A silent, private cue removes any public "being told off" moment; well suited to a

learner who dislikes being singled out.

Livelier or lower-attaining classes

Teach the checklist of what "on task" looks like first, clearly, before asking a

learner to judge it in themselves.

Top set or higher-attaining group

A longer interval between buzzes may suit a learner who already sustains

attention well: a light check-in, not a constant prompt.

EAL or SEND learners

The tactile cue (a vibration, not a sound or a spoken reminder) avoids singling a

learner out audibly, and worked well for the three learners with additional needs
in the source study.
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HOW SOLID IS THIS?

A promising early result, from a small, single-case study

Early signal
This rates the evidence's firmness, not our endorsement of the idea. A real, repeated within-learner

pattern across three learners, but a small sample, one classroom, and the very first test of this

specific method.

• Three learners, one US classroom: all three had already been identified with speech, language, learning or emotional and behavioural needs, so we

don't know how this plays out with a typical mixed-ability class.

• No separate comparison group: each learner is compared with their own earlier behaviour, not with a similar group of learners who didn't self-monitor.

• When the buzzer was removed, on-task time fell but didn't return fully to where it started. The researchers themselves aren't sure whether that means

learners were partly learning to manage their own attention, or simply still relied on the buzzer.

• This is, in the authors' own words, the first published test of this specific tactile buzzer for this purpose; no independent replication yet exists.

What that means for you: treat the buzzer routine as a promising, low-cost idea worth trying with a learner who struggles to stay on

task, not a proven whole-class strategy. It was tested with three learners who already had identified additional needs; a typical class

may respond differently.
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TRY IT THIS WEEK

Your first small step

THIS WEEK

Agree a private, silent signal with one learner who drifts off task; a vibrating timer in a

pocket works. Each time it goes off, they ask themselves "was I paying attention?" and jot

a quick yes or no.

Try it and watch: notice whether simply noticing their own attention starts to change it, even before you say a word. That's your own

evidence, not just the study's. In the researchers' own words, self-monitoring using this kind of buzzer "appears to be an effective and

practical intervention for increasing on-task behavior for students with learning difficulties and behavioral challenges."

Go deeper

Map It, our self-regulation tool · structural-learning.com/free-
resources/map-it-guidance

Open a free account

app.structural-learning.com/register

Structural Learning · evidence without the hype.
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