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Learning & Performance
Attention → Processing → Learning → Performing

“It’s a journey.”

Peter Doolittle
Educational Psychology, Virginia Tech

pdoo@vt.edu  peterdoolittle.org
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How do you learn?

1. Mostly, I …

2. Sometimes, I …

Time? Location? Materials?
Methods? Who With? Snacks?
Length of Time? Caffeine?

Introduction

You. Are Not. Normal.
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Learning is Hard
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How We Learn
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LearningObjectives Strategies Processing Performance

inform causes enables

Cognitive
Behavioral

Social
Affective

infer

Learning is Effortful.
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Sleep
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Attention
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Attention

What is attention?  Three words.
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Group 1 Group 2

Blue
Green
Orange
Purple
Red

Directions
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Group 1 Group 2

That’s All!

Ready?
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Group 1 Group 2

What do you remember?

That’s All!
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Group 1 Group 2

5

4

3
2

1

0
G1 G2

Let’s Check
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Group 1 Group 2

What do you remember?
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Group 1 Group 2

5

4

3
2

1

0
G1 G2 G2G1

Why?Let’s Check

No Attention. No Learning.
16
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Attention
Captured vs Selected

No Attention. No Learning.

Focus vs Suppression
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Attention & Learning: The Science

Principle 1: Attention is a competition for spotlight resources. 

Principle 2: Attention to one thing, suppresses other things.

Principle 3: Attention capacity is small and fragile (no multitasking).

Principle 4: Attention focus is effortful and often fails (mind wandering).

Principle 5: Attention is impacted by sleep, anxiety, and fatigue. 
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Attention & Learning: The Application

App 1: Activate prior knowledge and generate answers before new material. 

App 2: Select a topic and have students integrate as they learn.

App 3: Protect students thinking from multitasking and distractions.

App 4: Mind wandering is normal, so teach in segments & take breaks.

App 5: Emphasize students’ sleep and address anxiety.

19

Learning take time and effort – sleep on it.
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What are 2 things from the 
“attention” section that you found
useful, interesting, or confusing:?
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Break
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What are 2 things from the 
“attention” section that you found
useful, interesting, or confusing:?

23

Making Meaning
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Attention
Making Meaning

What is meaning? Three Words.
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Focus on Clarity
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That’s it!

Copy a Sentence
1

The falling snow was quiet.Mom hugged her laughing child.Most cold food smells little.Juan’s friendly wolf snored.Dark clouds hid the bright sun.Windy days spark concern.Kids love the big airplane.Chris abhors writing poetry. Deep sounds of the quiet forest.He broke the picture frame.
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That’s it!

Walking Tiger

Write a Sentence
1

Blue SkyReading CornerThoughtful ArtistBusy LifeLittle DifferenceNew WorldSlow CowsHistorical TruthDeep River
Write a sentence.Write a sentence.Write a sentence.Write a sentence.Write a sentence.Write a sentence.Write a sentence.Write a sentence.Write a sentence.Write a sentence.

28



8/21/26

15

Word Pairs

What do you remember?

29

That’s it!

Falling _____

Copy a Sentence
What do you remember?

2

_____ ChildPicture __________ FoodFriendly __________ SunWindy __________ AirplaneWriting __________ Forest
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That’s it!

Walking _____

Create a Sentence
What do you remember?

2

_____ SkyReading __________ ArtistBusy __________ DifferenceNew __________ CowsHistorical __________ River

31

Copy a
Sentence

Create a
Sentence
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Groups

1 2

Why?What we process, we learn.

32



8/21/26

17

foster

LearningObjectives Strategies Processing Performance

inform causes enables

infer

Meaning
Significant

What we process, we learn.

Connections
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Processing & Learning: The Science

Principle 1: The deeper the processing, the deeper the learning. 

Principle 2: Activating prior knowledge is essential for new learning. 

Principle 3: Revisit, reintegrate, and reorganize what you know. 

Principle 4: Directly compare and differentiate ideas that you often confuse. 

Principle 5: Learning is effortful; what feels easy, isn’t learning. 
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Processing & Learning: The Application

App 1: activating prior knowledge and generating an answer before study. 

App 2: retrieving, spacing, and generating, not reviewing and re-reading.

App 3: generating self-explanations (what and why) in your own words.

App 4: reorganizing what you know around meaningful relationships.

App 5: attending, connecting, generating, applying,
   integrating, differentiating, and organizing… 
   celebrate what you don’t know and you’ll learn it.

Learning is facilitated by:

processing

35

What are 2 things from the 
“meaning” section that you found
useful, interesting, or confusing:?
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Attention
Meaning Making

Learning is Messy.
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A Synthesis

List three ideas, concepts, or 

conclusions that you think 

are worth remembering.
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Learning & Performance
Attention → Processing → Learning → Performing

“It’s a journey.”
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