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The term mind wandering refers to thoughts shifting from the here and now to process task-

unrelated thoughts (TUTs). An important link has been established between higher rates of 

mind wandering and poorer performance in a range of learning activities (see Mooneyham & 

Schooler, 2013) in both adult and adolescent student populations (Mrazek et al., 2013; 

Soemer et al., 2019). When considering how and why mind wandering occurs, there is a need 

to distinguish between intentional and unintentional mind wandering (Seli et al., 2016). Mind 

wandering with intention refers to a controlled shift in attention from the task at hand to 

TUTs, whereas mind wandering without intention is spontaneous rather than deliberate and 

can occur despite an individual’s best efforts to remain on task. Exploring the construct of 

intentionality is essential to understanding the cognitive mechanisms that drive mind 

wandering during learning activities. Our previous study exploring intentionality in children 

has indicated that mind wandering episodes experienced by 6- to 11-year-olds are 

overwhelmingly unintentional (Cherry et al., under review). Charting the developmental 

changes in the relative ratios of intentional and unintentional thoughts is therefore particularly 

important. Although the occurrence of mind wandering in educational contexts appears to be 

detrimental to performance irrespective of the origin of its onset, previous research suggests 



that intentional mind wandering is more problematic for initial memory recall of lecture 

material, whereas unintentional mind wandering is implicated in long-term academic 

outcomes measured through exam performance (Wammes et al., 2016).  

While recent findings suggest that adolescents report fewer unintentional, compared to 

intentional, mind wandering in their daily lives (Gyurkovics et al., 2020), to the author’s 

knowledge, there is no research investigating the intentionality of adolescent mind wandering 

at the probe-caught level. Accordingly, the main purpose of this research was to assess probe-

caught intentional and unintentional mind wandering in 12- to 15-year-olds. To this end, we 

designed a mind wandering task in the form of a listening activity embedded with intermittent 

thought probes. Each thought probe sequence began with categorising current thoughts as on-

task or off-task. When a participant indicated their thoughts preceding the probe had been 

‘off-task’ the intentionality was probed by two further questions (‘What were you thinking 

about just now?’ and then, ‘Were you trying to think of [inset thought] on purpose?’). 

Participants then completed multiple choice questions to measure immediate memory 

retention of the story.  

While data collection is ongoing, interim results suggest participants report less intentional 

mind wandering (1-4%) compared to unintentional mind wandering (20-25%). This 

preliminary pattern of findings suggests that adolescents report intentional mind wandering at 

a rate that is considerably lower than adults (8.8%, Seli et al., 2016). Speculatively, if 

adolescents experience a higher rate of unintentional TUTs during learning activities, 

interventions to reduce mind wandering for this age group might need to be tailored to 

increase meta-awareness and equip adolescents with skills to frequently monitor and evaluate 

the content of their thoughts. This additional cognitive awareness might quickly alert the 

adolescent student to periods of unintentional mind wandering with greater efficiency and 



allow them to redirect attention to the task at hand.  It is also possible that low reports of 

intentional TUTS can be explained by an inability to readily dissociate intentional from 

unintentional mind wandering using the probe-caught technique. For this reason, future 

research should seek to further validate the consistency of probe-caught intentional and 

unintentional mind wandering in adolescents by gathering data from participants across 

multiple sessions.   
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