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Dramatic changes in education have occurred in the last twenty years
due to technological developments, including social media, smartphones,
increasing access to the internet, the move to learning management systems, the
growth of online classes, and artificial intelligence, just to name a few. Most
recently, a global pandemic caused higher education institutions to experiment
with remote learning and different course models such as HyFlex. In the same
twenty years, two different generations, demographically distinct from previous
generations of college students, have moved into universities with the
expectation that a college education is necessary for success. As such, it is
unsurprising that higher education needs have shifted. Yet, in many ways, higher
education has not changed at all. Structurally, it is more of the same in terms of
the scheduling of classes, classroom management, syllabus policies, grading and
assessment, and accommodations.

The gates of academia may seem open to all who wish to attend, yet the
academic cultural walls are hard to climb once inside. The structures and systems
of higher education are predisposed to accept and support specific types of
students with specific expectations for those students, based on long-held higher
education conceptions of intelligence and how it is demonstrated in the
classroom. Bernard Stiegler articulates deep attention as being needed to solve
the “battle for intelligence” and to counteract the problems of ADHD.! This
conception fits with the structural setup of higher education, ignoring the diverse
forms of brain function, behaviors, and intelligence that exist among the student
population and the world. Notions of the hegemonic good student,’ academic
excellence, and cultural capital acquired in higher education’s hidden
curriculum?® are tied up in conceptions of attention that reach back to Eurocentric
ideas of learning. However, neurodivergent students and their capacities do not
fit so neatly into the boxes of higher education, and neither do their forms of
attention; yet, often, these students are penalized through classroom management
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policies and traditional ideas of structured education.* Rather than trying to force
these students into such boxes, this paper will argue it is necessary to
reconceptualize what deep attention might be for these students and what
educational possibilities exist if that is done.

CONCEPTIONS OF THE ATTENTION ECONOMY, DEEP ATTENTION AND HYPER
ATTENTION

The attention economy is conceptualized as the new modern economy
in which attention is the scarcest resource and exists as a valuable commodity
with a growing industry of companies that specialize in capturing and measuring
attention in a world where information runs rampant.’ This attention economy
has created changes in the ways people work, play, and learn with social media
being a major driver in such shifts.® There has been much worry and conversation
regarding the loss of attention (or what consumes attention) with discussion over
causes and what could be done to bring back the ability to focus.

Bernard Stiegler conceptualizes attention across multiple works and in
doing so, ADHD is brought into the discussion multiple times.” For Stiegler,
attention is much more than concentration, instead involving the meshing of past
experiences described as primary and secondary retentions and anticipation of
future experiences described as protentions; attention itself is the accumulation
of these retentions and protentions.® Stiegler states, “It is an accumulation of
experiences in what I have previously called secondary retentions that the
horizons of anticipation are formed.” Stiegler adds the concept of tertiary
retentions, which are externalized memories that transcend the individual and
create the collective memory, consisting of technological artifacts (ranging from
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writing to art to video and more) containing this collective memory.!° Attention
itself is not an individual capacity but a psychic and social capacity.!!

In Taking Care of Youth and the Generations, Stiegler discusses at
length deep attention in contrast with hyper attention,? starting with Katherine
Hayles's conception of deep attention and hyper attention.!* Hayles describes
deep attention as being “characterized by concentrating on a single object for
long periods (say, a novel by Dickens), ignoring outside stimuli while so
engaged, preferring a single information stream, and having a high tolerance for
long focus times.”!* Hyper attention meanwhile is “characterized by switching
focus rapidly among different tasks, preferring multiple information streams,
seeking a high level of stimulation, and having a low tolerance for boredom.”!®
Hayles argues that higher education institutions must recognize the shift in
cognitive modes that has occurred in recent generations and adapt accordingly.
In articulating this shift, Hayles recognizes that both forms of attention have their
advantages and that the development of deep attention occurred after that of
hyper attention as deep attention requires certain environmental necessities that
are luxuries—a quiet, secure environment with danger at bay. Deep attention is
most effective at solving complex problems that are presented in a single
medium, while hyper attention is useful for being flexible and adapting to rapidly
changing environments with multiple information streams. Hayles argues a
synergic combination of the two forms of attention should be cultivated to take
advantage of each form’s strengths.

Stiegler critiques Hayles’s conceptualization of deep attention as focusing
on duration rather than concentration, a distinction he makes in connection to his
larger conceptualization of attention.'® He argues that “attention’s depth has less
to do with duration than with the length of the circuits of transindividuation it
activates...required precisely at the moment of learning, for this depth.”!”
Further, Stiegler asserts that hyper attention, rather than focusing on multiple
streams at once, instead is hypersolicited, meaning there are no circuits being
activated, producing what he calls “infra-attention, a superficial form of
attention that does not allow for length or complexity in mental connections. !
Stiegler recognizes the implications of cultivating such a combination of deep
attention and hyper attention proposed by Hayles and rejects it; he does not see
the value in hyper attention, seeing it as more informational consumerism than
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distributed attention, resulting in “an often hyperactive attentional deficit,” and
advocates strongly for a return to deep attention. Because he views attention as
more than individual, as psychic and social, he argues that the cognitive shift
from deep attention to hyper attention is a crisis of intergenerational
relationships. Attention is created through intergenerational relationships in
which the adults transmit experiences and knowledge to the next generations,
“constructed of refentions, which then create protentions, that is, the
expectations without which attention is impossible.”!?

Stiegler argues that Foucault’s biopower?® has been replaced by
psychopower, a form of power focused on turning people into consumptive
markets stimulated by media cultural institutions.>! Such psychopower has
resulted in the destruction of “attention itself, along with the ability to
concentrate on an object of attention, which is a social faculty; the construction
of such objects is, in fact, the construction of society itself, as civil space founded
on [cultural] knowledge including social graces, expertise, and critical thinking
(i.e., contemplation).”?? Stiegler sees the form of deep attention as vital for the
continuation of society, entrance into adulthood, and intelligence. As Stiegler
articulates his argument, he claims even the ability to think is under threat, but
that it is possible to win this “battle for intelligence” in the educational system
by cultivating deep attention.?

REPRODUCTION OF BARRIERS AND CONCEPTION OF THE “GOOD STUDENT”

Stiegler is not wrong in arguing that educational institutions are one of
the main distributors of cultural knowledge, and with that, cultural capital.
Cultural capital is “an economy of cultural goods” that is considered legitimate,
including the knowledge, skills, behaviors, language and other less tangible
resources that accompany one’s social class.>* Connected to cultural capital is
also Pierre Bourdieu’s concept of habitus, which can be defined as the
dispositions that individuals learn over time, which organize their actions toward
social situations.?® Individuals can have multiple forms of expression organized
by the habitus, but for these expressions to count, they must be validated by the
institutions in which they operate. According to Bourdieu, institutions do not
fully determine how individuals will act, behave, or talk because individuals
have different life histories that have taught them lessons about what is
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appropriate in different situations (and if they do not know, they improvise). In
addition, institutions cannot exist if people do not collectively behave according
to some semblance of what the institution sanctions as appropriate behavior.

Higher education institutions distribute cultural capital to those who
make it through their hallowed halls and beyond. Education has often been
presented as the equalizer for students, a transformative opportunity for students
to move up in society, yet this is not true for everyone. Michael Apple notes,
“[jlust as our dominant economic institutions are structured so that those who
inherit or already have economic capital do better, so too does cultural capital
act in the same way.”?® Those students who know and understand the norms,
expectations, and values in higher education institutions are at an advantage and
already equipped to succeed.?’” The educational system sets up the facade that
everyone exists on the same playing field with the same resources, and thus, the
winners have earned their way to the top, even though entrance to the field of
competition comes with stigmatized backgrounds, experiences, and educational
differences. The likelihood of reaching the highest levels of education reduces
with each increase of level, especially for those students who do not fit the mold,
although such a possibility is never precluded. Although scholars like Bourdieu,
Apple, and others are referring to the influence of class in educational
institutions, this can be extended to students who do not fit the mold of the “good
student” that has been in place since the beginning of higher education.

The image of the “good student” permeates higher education and is
based upon previous educational experiences, requires years of preparation to
become, and involves more than academic prowess. Socially appropriate
behaviors are included as well, such as timeliness, active participation in class,
organization, “paying attention,” following the rules, respect for authority,
responsibility, good work ethic, etc. This has often been described as the hidden
curriculum of education.?® This good student image exists as its own form of
cultural capital in the minds of students, parents, administration, staff, and
faculty. For faculty who may conceive of themselves as former good students,
this conception travels with them into the classes they teach and guides their
expectations, teaching methods, and policies. This kind of thinking allows
educators and their institutions to avoid dealing with the complex issues that
surround difficulties in higher education, some of which stem from the ways in
which higher education is conducted. Students who are already disenfranchised
are further stigmatized as “not measuring up” to standards that are centered in
middle to upper-class norms and designed for wealthy, white students going back
hundreds of years. What is considered normal is rarely questioned; only
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expectations for students to “measure up” are established. Moreover, the
knowledge that students come with is not considered legitimate. Instead, it is
something that needs to be fixed or corrected, positioning students as the source
of the problem rather than addressing the failure of the current educational
structure to match the students, a structure that has long been ableist in its design.

Students can internalize this deficit thinking as well, which can result
in students becoming detached in class and struggling even more, confirming
that they are not good students.?’ Angela Valenzuela notes that this detachment
from the learning environment can also occur when students perceive their
knowledge, identities, and values are not acknowledged or valued in return.
The current neoliberal practices of higher education, such as increasing class
sizes and expectations for administrative labor from faculty, add strains that
disincentivize them from reaching out to students perceived to be struggling.®!
Internalized deficit thinking for students can run up against the teacher’s concept
of the “good student,” as detachment and disruptive behaviors do not fall in line
with the idea of a “good student.” If a professor (even mistakenly) perceives that
a student does not care about the class, there is even less motivation for the
teacher to reach out with support.3? At the very least, this could continue a hostile
relationship with education for the student.

This relationship is most evident in the student’s relationship with the
faculty member. It is the instructors, lecturers, and professors who provide access
to recommendation letters, connections to internships, resources, scholarship
help, etc., opening up not only cultural capital but also social capital. To access
these forms of capital, students need to develop close relationships with their
professors; those most likely to accomplish this are those considered to fit the
concept of the good student. The meeting of students and teachers creates the
classroom learning experiences through the hidden curriculum, intentional or
not, which translates into these relationships.

NEURODIVERGENCE IN HIGHER EDUCATION

While the hidden curriculum of higher education has yet to change,
what has changed is the student population. College populations have diversified
more than ever across a variety of diversity markers.** Included in this is the
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increase in neurodivergent students attending college, both domestically and
internationally.’* Neurodiversity acts as an umbrella term, including Autism
Spectrum Disorders (ASD), Attention Deficit Hyperactivity Disorder (ADHD),
dyslexia, dyspraxia, dyscalculia, dysgraphia, Meares-Irlen Syndrome, Tourette’s
Syndrome, Synesthesia, and other similar atypical conditions.*> The term arose
in the late 1990s out of the work of Judy Singer, an autism and disability activist
and Australian sociologist, as a way to shift perceptions from a deficit
perspective to one of different strengths and abilities and disrupt ableist thinking
and structures.*®

Higher education has long been structured in ableist ways, and until the
Americans with Disabilities Act (ADA) in 1990, there were no requirements to
adjust these structures. However, even with the ADA in place for the last three
decades, there is still much about higher education that retains this ableist
structure. Fiona Campbell defines ableism as “a network of beliefs, processes
and practices that produces a particular kind of self and body (the corporeal
standard) that is projected as the perfect, species-typical and therefore essential
and fully human. Disability then is cast as a diminished state of being human.”’
Critical disability studies examines ableist structures in higher education, and
scholars frame it as a methodology that examines not the bodily or mental
capacities but instead the social norms and conditions that stigmatize the
disability community.®® Dianne Pothier and Richard Devlin point out,
“[d]isability is not fundamentally a question of medicine or health, nor is it just
an issue of sensitivity and compassion; rather, it is a question of politics and
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power(lessness), power over, and power to.”* It is within this framework that
neurodivergence and neurodiversity have come to describe not a deficiency but
a naturally occurring variation in brain development that results in different
strengths and challenges like anyone else who may be neurotypical.*’ Strengths
may include better memory, ability to solve complex mathematical calculations
in one’s head, easy visualization of three-dimensional objects, aptitude for
repetition, ability to learn things quickly, and others.*! While neurodiversity
contains many different types of brain variations, as Stiegler focused on ADHD
as an issue with deep attention, this will be the focus of the remainder of this

paper.
NEURODIVERGENCE AND ATTENTION

It is easy to see why ADHD is the subject of focus when talking about
a deficit in attention as it is right in the name of the disorder—attention-
deficit/hyperactivity disorder. ADHD is “a persistent pattern of inattention
and/or hyperactivity-impulsivity that shows clear evidence of interference with
social, academic, or occupational functioning in two or more settings,” such as
in the home or school.*> There are a variety of therapies and treatments for
ADHD, including education, behavior therapy, help with social skills, and
medication. All of these can prove helpful in reducing ADHD symptoms,
especially if used in a combination of treatments. There is also research that
shows good academic success for students with ADHD, provided the students
are supported well.** It is a matter of what these supports look like.

In higher education, the practice until now, as pointed out earlier, is to
fix the student (usually through accommodations) rather than examine barriers
within the structures and pedagogy. A common pattern is a student presents a
documented diagnosis of ADHD to the accommodations office on campus,
which then decides what accommodations are needed for the student and sends
a letter of accommodation to the professors. All of this is done without knowing
how the courses are set up or what policies exist in the course; in addition, the
letter that is sent to all professors is the same. The accommodations may not even
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be applicable, e.g., extended exam time for a course that does not have exams
but may have other pedagogical or structural issues that the accommodations do
not address. Students often do not know the range of accommodations that exist
and instead are set up with a pre-existing set of accommodations that may not
meet their needs.** Common accommodations for ADHD students include audio
recording of lectures, testing in separate rooms, additional time for exams, audio
books, notetaking services, distraction-free rooms, adaptive equipment, and
other technology.* However, there is no feedback loop for the existing practices
in the course to be accommodated. Instead, if something is not working the
student must return to the accommodations office to request changes.*® This
indicates that it is not the structures or pedagogy being adjusted, but the student.
This is all dependent on a student having a diagnosis to begin with, which can be
difficult to get for students who have little access to healthcare. It may seem as
if this works in the moment. Yet, ADHD students are often masking their
behaviors in order to fit in and avoid negative criticisms from other classmates
and the instructor. Masking involves repressing natural responses and is
emotionally and mentally exhausting for the student, which can lead to a variety
of mental health issues.*” Moreover, while providing accommodations to
students may allow a university to comply with the law, this is the bare minimum
and does not constitute prioritizing pedagogical practices that affirm ADHD
students. To do this, higher education institutions need to incorporate universal
design in everything, physically and educationally.*®

The advocation for universal design for learning (UDL) is not new. The
Center for Applied Special Technology (CAST) published the framework in
2002 to design instruction to meet the needs of all learners, with multiple means
of engagement, representation, action, and expression of learning.*® Since then,
a large body of literature has accumulated, documenting its success in a variety
of educational settings and contexts, including higher education.’® The benefit of
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UDL is that courses are designed as accessible for everyone from the beginning,
including ADHD students as well as other neurodivergent students, making
accommodations largely unnecessary. However, there still exist barriers to its
widespread implementation, including a discourse of normalcy regarding ability
that exists in higher education.’! One of the major obstacles to UDL in higher
education is the way in which professional development is approached as
voluntary. Faculty are first rarely trained in effective teaching practices while in
graduate school, and then are not required to participate in teaching and learning
sessions once in professor roles, making widespread creation of accessible
courses hard to achieve as each professor must decide to do it for themselves.
Stiegler is concerned with future generations not being able to tackle
complex problems that face our current world, but more than that, he considers
the destruction of attention to be a social crisis, a relationship crisis, one which
must be remedied in order to take care of the youth and future generations, and
that education must take steps to do so. However, three important factors are not
considered. First, it is not that people with ADHD cannot pay attention as
described in deep attention; it is that it just looks different than the neurotypical
standard, nor do the behaviors that may accompany ADHD fit with what is
considered good classroom behavior (e.g., stimming, in which repetitive
movements or noises are made). There is also a phenomenon known as
hyperfocus that is associated with ADHD and other forms of neurodiversity.
Hyperfocus has four criteria consistently reported in research: an intense state of
concentration or focus; when engaged in hyperfocus, unrelated external stimuli
do not appear to be consciously perceived; to engage in hyperfocus, the task has
to be fun or interesting; and during a hyperfocus state, task performance
improves.>? In addition to forms of attention such as hyperfocus being an aspect
of ADHD, it is also important to note that complex problems require perspectives
and ideas from across the board, meaning that cognitive diversity in the way
people think is a benefit, not a disadvantage. Increased creativity and novel
problem-solving abilities are associated with having ADHD.’* But more
importantly than this is that taking care of people involves not leaving them
behind. To create inclusive learning environments, higher education must not
rely on old methods of teaching but must open its doors to the students that are
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here already and build relationships with them, not with some imagined ideal of
what they should be.

CONCLUSION

In 2022, philosopher Rosi Braidotti stated that even with “new ways of
thinking about what we are becoming, what is becoming possible for us today
with gene editing, with all the stem cell research, will all the amazing things that
we have developed and discovered. And yet our values, our representations, our
forms of self-understanding are still attached to older visions of the human.”>*
This is higher education’s issue in many cases, but certainly in the case of
neurodivergent students. These students deserve a learning environment that is
constructed to include them fully, not as an afterthought and not as something to
be fixed. The students come to universities to learn, and it is the universities who
must adjust to fit the students. First and foremost, universal design needs to be
required across institutions along with required training for faculty about
neurodivergence and its effects. For needed accommodations, conversations
with the institution’s ADA office and faculty need to happen so that the
accommodations work effectively for the courses involved. Syllabi policies also
need reworking to remove behavioral grading. Assessment of learning should be
focused solely on learning rather than on creating compliant employees, a
purpose that belongs outside of higher education.’> These are just a few of the
changes that could help welcome diverse learners. Such learning spaces can be
transformative for everyone, but especially for neurodivergent students whose
self-fulfilling prophecies of not being good students may stem from negative
experiences of trying to conform, rather than learning how to work with their
strengths. It is time to reimagine what higher education can be and move beyond
one-dimensional solutions.
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