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Introduction

Gaze aversion, which is the act of looking away from something, has been found to benefit adults when dealing with difficult problem-solving activities.  The researchers in this study investigated the impact of using gaze aversion with children to see how it would affect their problem-solving abilities.

The researchers tested the benefits of teaching five-year-olds to use gaze aversion when working on arithmetic and verbal reasoning questions and found that they performed significantly better than the control group on more challenging questions. The researchers also found that pupils’ use of gaze aversion naturally increases during their first year of schooling. 

This small-scale UK study, funded by the ESRC, involved a sample of 20 five-year-old pupils (Year 1).  Ten of the sample acted as a control group.  The study also tested the use of gaze aversion in 30 Year 1 pupils during their first year of school to monitor how its use naturally changes and develops over time. 
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How does gaze aversion influence pupils’ problem solving?

The researchers in this study found that the test group, which had been trained to use gaze aversion, used gaze aversion more than the control group. The test group used the technique significantly more with difficult questions and were found to be more accurate than the control group in answering both verbal reasoning and mental arithmetic questions.

Results for the use of gaze aversion and answer accuracy

	
	Use of gaze aversion
	Accuracy in answers to questions

	Test group
	52.5%
	72.5%

	Control group
	34.7%
	55.9%


The researchers conclude that Year 1 (five-year-old) pupils can learn to use gaze aversion when working with arithmetic and verbal reasoning questions, and this has been found to increase their accuracy and performance.   Gaze aversion works by giving pupils the opportunity to concentrate on the problem without immediate distractions. 

Interestingly, the researchers found that when questions were too easy or trivial, gaze aversion did not significantly help pupils. 
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How does gaze aversion develop in Year 1 pupils?

The study also investigated the spontaneous or natural use of gaze aversion in Year 1 pupils during their first year at school. The pupils were not introduced to gaze aversion or given any training in its use, the researchers were interested to see how gaze aversion changed naturally. The investigation found that pupils had a low level of gaze aversion use at the start of Year 1, but that this increased naturally during the year and was significantly higher at the end of the year. 

The substantial acquisition of gaze aversion and sophistication in using it by pupils during their first year of school has been linked to both pupils' cognitive development and exposure to teaching and learning in school. 
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What is ‘gaze aversion’?

Gaze aversion is the act of looking away while thinking.  This commonly happens when people are concentrating, reflecting or speaking.  For example, gaze aversion is likely to occur when someone is searching their memory or doing mental arithmetic.  People often avert their eyes, especially from faces and other distracting stimuli such as TVs, while they are thinking.  Gaze aversion tends not to be used when listening to someone speak, because the listener wants/needs access to the visual cues which accompany speech, such as gestures and facial expressions.

Previous research has shown that the use of gaze aversion can be taught and tends to increase as people tackle increasingly difficult tasks.  It has also been suggested that gaze aversion is an overt sign of thinking (cognitive activity).  Previous research has also shown that gaze aversion while thinking can significantly benefit performance, especially when working on challenging problems. 
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How was the study carried out?

This study aimed to investigate the links between gaze aversion and performance in problem-solving tasks.  The research focused on Year 1 pupils (five-year-olds) as previous research has shown that this age group do use gaze aversion but inconsistently and infrequently.  The researchers were keen to investigate whether this age group could be trained to use gaze aversion and its potential benefits as a teaching strategy for young pupils.

The researchers wanted to see whether pupils could be trained to use gaze aversion and whether this would influence their accuracy in arithmetic and verbal reasoning questions.

Twenty Year 1 pupils were selected from primary schools in Stirlingshire, and ten acted as the test group. These pupils were trained in the use of gaze aversion and were asked to look away (avert their gaze) after they had been asked a question and then to respond with an answer. The other ten pupils acted as the control group and did not receive any training in gaze aversion. 

The tests took fifteen minutes per pupil and involved videoing pupils while they were asked verbal and arithmetic questions by the researcher. Half of the questions were easy and half were moderately difficult. The researchers sat less than one metre from the pupil and maintained their gaze on the pupil’s face throughout the test. The video recording was then used to analyse the frequency at which pupils looked away (averted their gaze) from the researcher.

Examples of the types of questions used in the test

	Verbal Questions

	Easy
	What is a dog?; Tell me the colour of the sea

	Moderately difficult
	What is a telescope?; Tell me the 7 days of the week

	
	

	Arithmetic Questions

	Easy
	1 + 1?, 2 – 1?, Count to 10

	Moderately difficult
	4 + 4?, 2 x 3?, Count backwards from 10


The researchers also investigated the change in pupils’ use of gaze aversion in Year 1 of school. Previous research has shown that children starting Year 1 used considerably less gaze aversion than those finishing Year 1. The researchers wanted to examine this process in more detail.

This part of the study involved testing 10 pupils at the start of Year 1 (October), a different group of 10 pupils six months into Year 1 (February) and a different group of 10 pupils at the end of Year 1 (June).  Easy and moderately difficult arithmetic and verbal reasoning questions were used in this part of the study, and differentiated to match pupils’ age.  Gaze aversion was recorded on video while pupils answered these questions.
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What are the implications?

In completing this digest the author began to ask the following questions about the implications for teachers and school leaders:

Teachers

· In the study the researchers identify that gaze aversion is a behaviour exhibited by Year 1 pupils when they are thinking. Is this true for your pupils too? You might want to pay special attention to your pupils when they are tackling challenging mental problems to see if they use gaze aversion. Which pupils are using it often? Does it seem effective for these pupils?

· The study explains that gaze aversion has been found to be a beneficial strategy for dealing with cognitive challenges, for young children right through to adults. How might you incorporate gaze aversion into problem-solving activities with your pupils? Could you ask pupils who seem to use it successfully to describe what they do and how it could help others?

School leaders

· This study has shown the positive impact of pupils using gaze aversion.  In what way could your institution make information available to staff about the potential benefits of promoting this technique with pupils? Would staff be interested in holding a focus group to discuss their ideas and experiences of gaze aversion?

· The study identified that the use of gaze aversion can develop rapidly in young children.  Would some early years’ professionals be interested to carry out some practitioner research to explore which pupils use it, and which could make effective use of this strategy? 
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Where can I find out more?

Practitioners may be interested in other TRIPS digests about pupils' learning and the strategies that can be used to enhance it. The following digests might interest you:

Effects of a cognitive acceleration programme on Year 1 pupils. Available at: http://www.standards.dfes.gov.uk/research/themes/thinkingskills/6553/ [Accessed: 28/03/07] 

This study looks into the way in which teachers can positively influence children’s development early in their education and have a lasting impact. 

A classroom investigation of the growth of metacognitive awareness in kindergarten children through the writing process. Available at: http://www.standards.dfes.gov.uk/research/themes/early_years/metacognitive/ [Accessed: 28/03/07]

This small-scale study investigates the growth of metacognitive awareness (knowing about knowing and thinking about thinking) in literacy development for Year 1 pupils.

Resources linked to the study
Further information about gaze aversion and an explanation of the research undertaken by Stirling University can be found at: http://www.psychology.stir.ac.uk/staff/lcalderwood/GazeAversionResearch.htm 
[Accessed: 28/03/07]

An American study by Morency et al. investigates the use of gaze aversion in conversation. 

Morency, L-P.; Christoudias, C. M. & Darrell, T. (2006). Recognising Gaze Aversion Gestures in Embodied Conversational Discourse. ICMI’06 November 2-4. This study is available at: http://people.csail.mit.edu/lmorency/Papers/Morency_icmi06.pdf [Accessed: 28/03/07]

