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CHAPTER 1

What Attention Is and Is Not

You've asked your child to put on their shoes. Ten minutes later, you walk past their room
and they're sitting on the floor, one shoe on, completely absorbed in something else — a
thread on the carpet, a toy they found under the bed, the sound of a bird outside. The shoes

are forgotten. Not out of defiance. Not because they didn't hear you.

Or maybe it's homework time. You sit down together, the page is open, the pencil is in
hand. And within two minutes, your child is talking about something that happened at
school last week, or noticing that the chair squeaks, or asking a question that has nothing

to do with anything on the page.

Or it's dinner. You've asked them to sit at the table. They're up again before the plate is half

empty, circling the room, coming back, leaving again.
Does any of this sound familiar?

These situations look different from the outside, but they share a common thread: your
child isn't doing what the moment seems to require of them. And the natural conclusion —
the one most of us reach without thinking — is that something is wrong. That attention is
missing. That if we could just get them to focus, everything would fall into place.

That conclusion is understandable. But it's also where a lot of confusion starts.

The shapes it takes

Attention problems don't show up in one neat form. They wear different clothes depending
on the day, the task, and the child.

One common shape is the child who can't seem to start. The task is in front of them, but
they drift — reorganizing their pencil case, sharpening pencils that don't need sharpening,
asking for a glass of water. They aren't avoiding the work in any deliberate way. They just

can't seem to land on it.

Another shape is the child who starts fine but can't hold on. They begin with energy and
interest, then somewhere in the middle, their attention slips off the track. They lose their
place, forget what they were doing, or look up and realize they've been reading the same

paragraph three times without taking any of it in.

Then there's the child who seems to notice everything except what's in front of them. A

conversation in the next room, a movement at the window, someone's footsteps in the



hallway — all of it pulls their gaze. They aren't more distractible in a character sense; their

attention just keeps answering the door.

And there's the shape that confuses parents most: the child who can focus for an hour on
something they love — building, drawing, playing a game — but can't get through five
minutes of something they don't. It looks contradictory. It isn't, and understanding why

matters.

What is actually going on

Attention is not a single thing that you either have or don't. It's a collection of processes

working together, and each of them can be strong or weak independently.

Think of attention as having a few moving parts. There's the part that lets your child
choose what to focus on — filtering out the rest. There's the part that keeps them there
over time, holding steady against drift. There's the part that lets them hold something in
mind while working with it — remembering the first half of an instruction while carrying
out the second. And there's the part that stops them from acting on every impulse that
arrives. These parts support each other, but they aren't the same thing. A child can be
strong in one and still struggle with another.

This is why the shoe situation, the homework situation, and the dinner situation aren't
necessarily the same problem wearing different disguises. In each one, a different part of
the system is being asked to do something specific. And in each one, the demand might be

landing at a moment when that part isn't at full strength.

That last point matters more than it might seem. Attention isn't a fixed setting. It shifts with
how tired your child is, how much sleep they got, how hungry they are, how loud the room
is, how many screens they've been looking at, and whether the task in front of them asks
for a kind of focus they find easy or hard. A child who can't sit still at 7 p.m. on a school
night after a full day is not showing you their capacity. They're showing you their current
state. Those are different things, and confusing them leads to conclusions you'll later have
to take back.

Why it repeats

If attention were simply a matter of willpower or good habits, it wouldn't keep happening.
But the patterns you're seeing — the same situations, the same slipping, the same
frustration — aren't random. They're the result of how attention naturally operates when

the conditions around it aren't helping.



The brain is built to respond to what's new, what's moving, what's loud, what's emotionally
interesting. That's not a flaw; it's how all of us are wired. For a child whose attention
system is still developing, that pull is stronger and the counterweight — the ability to
override the pull and stay with something less exciting — is still being built. So the thread
on the carpet wins over the shoe. The bird wins over the homework page. The movement
in the hallway wins over the dinner plate. It isn't that your child prefers those things. It's
that their attention keeps getting answered by whatever is most immediately engaging,

because the part that says "not now, stay here" is still under construction.

Underneath that, there's something worth naming plainly: attention follows interest, but it
also follows safety and steadiness. A child who is tired, dysregulated, or overwhelmed has
less attention available, not because they don't care, but because their system is already
spending energy elsewhere. This is why the same child can focus beautifully on a Saturday

morning and fall apart on a Tuesday evening. The child didn't change. The conditions did.

This is also why the "but they can focus on games" observation makes complete sense.
Games are designed to hold attention — they give constant feedback, clear goals, a steady
rhythm of reward. A worksheet does none of that. The contrast doesn't prove that your
child is capable and just unwilling. It shows that attention is easier to sustain when the task

meets it halfway.

And when you understand that, the questions change. Instead of "Why won't they focus?"
the more useful question becomes "What is the task asking of their attention right now, and
is there anything making that harder than it needs to be?" That question doesn't produce
instant answers. But it moves you out of the frustration loop and into something you can

actually work with.
That's where we'll go next.

t. So the child who zones out at the kitchen table isn't revealing a lack of ability. They're
showing you what happens when a task offers little to hold onto and the conditions aren't

carrying them.

What attention is not

It's worth being just as clear about what attention is not, because most of the worry parents
carry comes from a handful of quiet misunderstandings.

Attention is not the same as obedience. A child who doesn't follow through on an
instruction hasn't automatically decided to disregard you. The instruction may have been

heard and then lost before it could become action — held in a part of the system that was



already busy or tired. Treating every lapse as defiance turns a solvable attention problem

into a relationship problem, and that makes both harder.

Attention is not a fixed trait your child either got or didn't. It isn't eye color. It isn't a label
you receive once and carry forever. It's a set of skills and states that respond to sleep, food,
movement, environment, and practice. A child who struggles today isn't locked into
struggling later. That's not a promise that everything will resolve on its own, but it is a

correction to the idea that this is a verdict rather than a snapshot.

And attention is not something you can force into being by demanding it. You can demand
stillness, silence, and compliance. You can't demand focus. If anything, pressure tends to
tighten the system rather than steady it — a child who senses that their attention is being
watched and judged often has even less of it to give. What helps is building the conditions

in which attention can do its best work, not wringing it out of them.

Every child has their own profile

Here's the part that changes how all of this feels: no two children have the same attention

profile, and yours doesn't need to match anyone else's.

One child is quick to start but fades fast. Another starts slowly and then settles into deep
focus. One child can block out a noisy room; another needs quiet or they can't get their
footing. One moves between tasks easily; another gets stuck in one and can't switch. None
of these is better or worse in itself. They're different shapes, and each shape has situations

where it shines and situations where it struggles.

This is why comparison stings so much and helps so little. When you see another child
sitting calmly through homework, you aren't seeing their full picture — their bad evenings,
their particular struggles, the conditions that happen to suit them. You're seeing one
moment, and holding your child against it isn't fair to them or informative to you. The
useful question isn't "why can't you be like that?" It's "what does your attention need in
order to do its best work?" That question is answerable, and it's where the practical work

starts.

Start with observation, not correction
The first real step doesn't involve changing anything your child does. It involves watching

more closely, for a short while, without stepping in.

For the next couple of days, note what's happening in the moments attention falls apart.

Not to build a case against them — to gather information. When does the drift happen?



What was the task? Was there a transition right before it? How long had they been at it?
Were they tired, hungry, moving off a screen, coming home from school? You don't need a
chart unless a chart helps. A few lines in your phone's notes each evening is enough.

Keep the observing separate from the reacting. This is the hard part, because the usual
instinct in a hard moment is to correct it, and correction is exactly what clouds what you're
trying to see. If your child drifts during homework, the old move is to say "focus" or
"come on, keep going." The new move, for these two days, is to let the moment pass,
notice the conditions around it, and write it down later. You're collecting a few honest
observations, not fixing anything yet.

One small step you can take today

When you've got a few observations, pick one — just one — small, specific change that
fits the patterns you saw. Not a new system, not a routine overhaul. One change, small

enough that you could keep it going on a bad day.

Suppose your notes show that the hardest window is right after school, when your child
comes in and is expected to start homework almost immediately. One small step would be
to give that transition a set pocket of time — a snack, some movement, a few minutes of
quiet — before anything is asked of their attention. It's not a fix for everything. It's one

adjustment to one recurring moment.

Or suppose you noticed that the drift always begins at a particular point in the work —
around the ten-minute mark, say. One small step might be to build in a brief, planned pause
right before that point, so they stop on purpose rather than falling apart by accident. Again:

one moment, one adjustment.

The step should pass three tests. It's small enough to do today. It's specific enough that
you'd know whether you did it. And it doesn't depend on your child cooperating perfectly
for it to count. If your step requires them to suddenly do something they've never done, it's

too big. Shrink it until you can start it today.

To keep it going, treat it as an experiment rather than a rule. Give it a week or two before
deciding whether it's helping. Notice any small shift, and resist the urge to stack three more
changes on top just because this one seemed to work. Sustainable change in attention
grows one adjustment at a time, and each one needs room to settle before the next one
lands. If you build a whole new system overnight, it will collapse overnight too, and you'll

be back where you started.

Where people usually stumble



The first stumble is expecting the one small step to work completely, and immediately
feeling let down when the ten-minute drift still happens. It's worth being clear: a small step
reduces friction; it doesn't erase the pattern. If the drift has softened a little, or comes a bit
later, or recovers faster, that's the change doing its work. Look for progress, not
disappearance.

The second stumble is inconsistency — doing the new thing for two days, then dropping it
when life gets busy, then restarting later. That's not a moral failure; it's how habit change
actually goes. The response isn't self-blame; it's making the step even smaller so it can
survive a chaotic week. The version of your step that you'll actually do on a tired Tuesday
is worth more than the ideal version you abandon.

The third stumble is the return of pressure. It's easy to slip back into correcting, reminding,
and hovering — and that quietly undoes the conditions you're trying to build. When you
catch yourself in it, the repair is simple and doesn't need a speech: step back, return to the

conditions, and let your child find their own footing again.

What to expect from the timeline

Change in attention doesn't move in a straight line. It moves in small wobbles: a better
week, then a harder one, then a slightly higher baseline than before. The early signs are
usually modest — a moment that used to fall apart now holds a little longer, or a transition
that used to be a battle goes a bit smoother. Those are the true signals, not dramatic

overnight transformations.

Realistically, the first shift is an easing of the friction, not a solution to the underlying
pattern. The steadier improvement comes from keeping the small steps going over weeks,
not from any single clever move. That's slow, and slow is the point: it's the pace at which
these things actually hold. A child's attention develops the way most human skills do —

through repetition under decent conditions, not through intensity.

A short summary

Attention isn't one thing, and it isn't a verdict on your child. It's a set of processes that shift
with sleep, hunger, environment, and the task in front of them — and every child's profile
is different. What looks like defiance is usually a system that's tired, stretched, or
answering a pull it can't yet override. The useful move isn't to demand focus harder; it's to
notice what the moments of drift have in common, make one small change that fits the
pattern, and keep it going for long enough to see whether it holds. Small, steady
adjustments — not grand plans — are what actually move the needle.



PRACTICE

- For two days, note each moment attention falls apart: the task, the time, what came right
before, and how tired or hungry your child seemed.

- Choose one small, specific change that fits those notes and could be done today, even on
a difficult day.

- Do only that one change for a week or two before adding anything else, and look for
small improvements rather than complete fixes.

- When you slip back into reminding or hovering, simply step back and return to the

change — no explanation needed.



CHAPTER 2

The Developmental Course of Attention

Have you ever watched a child start something with real enthusiasm — a puzzle, a
drawing, a tower of blocks — and then, a few minutes later, drift away as if the whole
thing had never mattered? And have you caught yourself wondering whether something is

wrong, whether this is normal, whether you should be doing something about it?

That question shows up in ordinary moments more than in any diagnosis. It's the child who
gets up from the dinner table three times before the meal is over. The one who asks a
question and walks away before you've finished answering. The one who can sit still for an
entire film but melts down over ten minutes of homework. The one who flits from toy to
toy on a rainy afternoon, leaving a trail of half-finished games behind. Sometimes it's
quieter than that: a child who seems present but whose eyes have gone somewhere else

entirely.

Here's the reassuring part, and it's worth saying plainly before anything else: attention is
not a fixed trait that a child either has or lacks. It grows. It changes shape with age, with
the day, with sleep, with surroundings, and with what the activity actually asks of them.
The same child who can't finish a worksheet may sit absorbed for an hour building
something with their hands. That's not a contradiction — that's how attention works. What

looks like a problem in one context is often just development doing its job in another.

What's happening underneath

Underneath all of this is a set of skills still under construction. The brain systems that let a
child hold a goal in mind, ignore what's irrelevant, and resist the urge to switch tasks are

among the slowest to mature. They don't arrive fully formed at birth or even at school age;
they develop gradually, and they develop unevenly. This is why a child can seem perfectly
focused on Monday morning and scattered by Thursday afternoon — the capacity is there,

but it's not yet stable.

Think of it less like a switch and more like a muscle that tires. A young child's attention
has a natural span, and once it's used up, it's used up. Pushing past that point doesn't build
stamina; it produces the fidgeting, the tears, the sudden silliness that parents often read as
defiance. It's usually fatigue wearing a disguise. Recognizing this changes how you

respond — you stop treating a depleted child as a disobedient one.

There's also a mismatch that happens constantly and invisibly: the activity's demands

versus the child's current capacity. A task that's too easy loses its hold; a task that's too hard
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invites escape. Attention tends to live in the narrow band between the two, where
something is interesting but not overwhelming. When you see a child drift, it's worth
asking which side of that band the activity sits on before asking what's wrong with the
child.

And then there's the environment, which quietly does more work than most of us credit.
Background noise, screens within reach, a cluttered table, an adult interrupting with
questions — each one draws on the same limited reserve the child is already spending on
the task. You don't need a perfect room. You need to notice how often the surroundings are
asking for attention the child doesn't have to spare. This is the thread Denise Abdale
follows in Jacob Gets Organized (2024), where the practical work of building focus starts
not with pressure but with arranging the conditions around a child so that attention has

somewhere to land.

Why does it repeat, then — the same drift, the same unfinished projects, day after day?
Because attention develops through repetition and rest, not through willpower. A child who
is repeatedly pushed beyond their span learns to associate focus with failure. A child who
is given tasks that fit, and time to recover between them, slowly stretches the span itself.
The pattern repeats because the underlying capacity hasn't changed yet — and it won't
change through reminders or lectures. It changes through the slow accumulation of

manageable experiences.

None of this means you simply wait and do nothing. It means you look at the right thing.
Instead of asking "why can't this child concentrate?", the more useful question is "what is
this child's attention doing right now, and what is it being asked to do?" Those are different
questions, and they lead to very different responses.

The most useful thing you can do today doesn't require a plan, a chart, or a conversation
with anyone. It requires about five minutes and a piece of paper. Sit down — genuinely, at
a table — and write one sentence about what you actually saw this week: not what you
concluded, but what you saw. "She left the table twice during dinner." "He spent forty
minutes on the blocks and four on the worksheet." "She asked me a question and walked
off before I answered." That's it. One observation, stripped of interpretation.

Why does this small act matter so much? Because most of us move straight from
observation to verdict without stopping in between. We see the child drift and we decide
— lazy, distracted, defiant, maybe something worse. But the verdict is where the worry
lives, and it's usually built on very little. Written down plainly, the same event often looks

less alarming. A child who leaves the table twice is a child who left the table twice.
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Whether that's a problem depends on their age, the meal, the day, and what happened

before dinner — none of which fits in a verdict, all of which fits in a description.

Once you have your sentence, use it. Set one thing up tomorrow so that attention has an
easier place to land. Not a project — one small change. Clear the table where homework
happens, or put the tablet in another room while the drawing comes out, or give a warning
a few minutes before a transition instead of springing it. Choose the smallest adjustment
that fits what you actually observed. If the drift happened at the dinner table, the change
belongs there — not at bedtime, not at homework, not everywhere at once. One location,
one change.

Keeping it going is the part where most people quietly give up, so treat it gently. Pick a
time each day when you'll write your one sentence — right after the moment happens, or
in the evening when the house settles. Keep the notes somewhere you'll actually see them:
a corner of a notebook, the back of an envelope, a note on your phone. And here's the
discipline that makes it work: after a week or two, read back through them. You're not
looking for a pattern to prove a point. You're looking for what's consistent — the same
time of day, the same kind of task, the same surroundings. That's the information you
couldn't get from any single day, and you couldn't get it from worrying either.

Then there's the stumble, and it will come. The most common one is this: you notice the
drift, and your first instinct is to correct the child in the moment. "Focus. You're not trying.
Come back here." It's almost automatic, and it feels like helping. What usually happens
next is that the correction itself becomes a distraction — you've interrupted the very
attention you were trying to protect, and you've taught the child that focus is something to
be supervised rather than something they own. The whole point of the small step is to

arrange conditions and then step back, not to stand over the child narrating their attention.

The second stumble is subtler: you start expecting the change to show up immediately. You
clear the table on Monday, and by Wednesday you're disappointed that homework still
drags. But attention is a capacity that develops, not a switch you flip with a tidy desk.
You're not looking for a transformation in three days; you're looking for the conditions to
be better, and then for that to matter slowly. The honest timeline is weeks to months, not
days — and the evidence you're looking for is small: one fewer interruption, one extra
minute of engagement, a transition that went smoothly that used to go badly. If you're
waiting for a dramatic before-and-after, you'll miss the change that's actually happening
and conclude that nothing is.

When either stumble happens — and both will, more than once — the move is the same.
Notice it without making a drama of it, and return to the smallest reliable step. Went back
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to correcting in the moment? Fine. Next time, describe instead of direct: "It looks like
you're stuck on that one" rather than "you need to concentrate." Expecting too much too
soon? Go back to your notes and count the small evidence rather than measuring against a
picture in your head. There's no reset penalty here. The step that works is the one you can
return to after you've dropped it, not the one you never miss.

What you're really doing across all of this is building a picture of your child's attention as
it actually behaves — where it holds, where it slips, what helps and what doesn't — and
then making one deliberate adjustment at a time. That's unglamorous work, and it won't
feel like progress on most days. But it has a quiet logic to it: a child's attention develops
through manageable experiences and enough rest, and you can't manufacture those by
pushing harder. You can only arrange the conditions, notice what happens, and let the

capacity stretch at its own pace.

A short summary

- Attention grows with age and development; it is not a trait a child either has or lacks, and
it varies by day, task, sleep and surroundings. - The brain systems behind focus are among
the slowest to mature, which is why capacity can be there one day and seem gone the next.
- Attention has a natural span that tires like a muscle; pushing past it produces fidgeting
and tears, not stamina. - Look for the fit between the task and the child's capacity — too
easy loses its hold, too hard invites escape. - Start with one written observation and one
small environmental change, then keep recording and read back for what's consistent. -
Expect weeks to months, and measure the small evidence rather than a dramatic
turnaround.

PRACTICE

1. Today, write one plain sentence about something you actually observed, with no
interpretation attached.

2. Tomorrow, make one small change in the place where the drift happens — clear the
surface, move a screen, or give a transition warning.

3. Record one line each day in the same place, and after two weeks read back for what's
consistent.

4. When you catch yourself correcting in the moment or expecting results too soon, name

it briefly and return to the smallest step — no reset needed.
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CHAPTER 3

Selective Attention: Choosing Among So Many Stimuli

Picture this: you ask your child to get ready for school, and twenty minutes later you find
them sitting on the floor with one sock on, completely absorbed in a thread on the carpet.
Or you sit down to help with homework, and every pencil sharpener, every noise from the
kitchen, every passing thought seems more interesting than the page in front of them. You
have probably asked yourself some version of this question: why can my child focus on a

video game for an hour, but not on a simple instruction for two minutes?

That question comes in many shapes. Sometimes it looks like a child who hears "put your
shoes on" and somehow ends up building a tower with them instead. Sometimes it is the
child in a noisy classroom who seems to catch every conversation except the teacher's.
Sometimes it is the opposite picture — a child who locks on to one thing so completely
that the rest of the world disappears. And sometimes it is the child who notices everything:
the tag in their shirt, the flickering light, the faint hum of the refrigerator, the fly on the
window. None of these children are being difficult on purpose. They are all dealing with

the same underlying task, and that task is harder for some children than for others.

What Selective Attention Actually Is

Selective attention is the mind's way of choosing. At any moment, your child's senses are
receiving far more information than any brain could process — sounds, sights, textures,
thoughts, feelings — and something has to decide what gets through and what gets set
aside. Selective attention is that filter. It is the skill of picking out what matters right now
and letting the rest fade into the background. When it works well, your child hears your
instruction even though the television is on. When it works less well, everything arrives at

the same volume.

It helps to understand that this is not a single switch but a constant, quiet negotiation
happening many times a minute. The brain is not just letting information in; it is actively
weighing it, prioritizing it, and suppressing what it decides is less important. That last part
— suppression — is easy to overlook. Paying attention is not only about turning something
up. It is just as much about turning other things down, and turning things down takes
effort.

For a young child, that effort is genuinely demanding. The ability to filter develops
gradually, and it is affected by how tired the child is, how hungry they are, how much sleep
they got, and how stimulating the environment around them happens to be. This is why the
same child can seem perfectly focused one afternoon and completely scattered the next
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morning. You are not seeing inconsistency for its own sake. You are seeing a skill that

fluctuates with the conditions it is asked to work under.

Why the Filter Sometimes Lets Everything Through

Think of the filter as having a limited capacity. When a child is well rested and the room is
calm and the task is clear, most of that capacity can go toward the thing that matters. But
load the situation up — a noisy room, a demanding task, a hungry stomach, a screen
glowing in the corner — and the capacity gets spread thin. The filter starts letting through
things it would normally block, and your child's attention jumps between them. It is not
that the child has stopped caring about the instruction. It is that the instruction is now
competing with everything else on equal terms.

There is another piece to this, and it has to do with what the brain finds rewarding. Things
that are fast, bright, changing, and immediately interesting — a game, a cartoon, a buzzing
phone — grab attention almost automatically. Things that are slow, quiet, and require
effort — homework, tidying up, listening to a long explanation — have to be chosen
deliberately. That deliberate choosing is exactly the part that selective attention handles,
and it is the part that costs the most energy. So a child can look deeply focused on the
game and utterly lost during homework without any contradiction. The game does the

choosing for them. The homework asks them to do the choosing themselves.

This is where Vivian Foster's A Beginner's Guide on Parenting Children with ADHD
(2022) offers a helpful framing: the difficulty is not a lack of willingness but a mismatch
between what the environment demands and what the child's attention system can
comfortably supply at that moment. That reframing matters, because it shifts the question
from "why won't you focus?" to "what is making focusing so hard right now?" — and that

second question is one you can actually do something about.

The Everyday Triggers You Might Be Missing

It is worth noticing how often the distractions in a child's day are things adults have
stopped seeing. The hum of a washing machine, a sibling moving in the next room, a
cluttered desk, a dozen toys within arm's reach, a window with a view — these are
background to you because your filter has learned to discard them. Your child's filter may
still be learning, and it may be letting them all in. What looks like daydreaming at the
kitchen table may be a child quietly processing six sounds and four visual details at once.

There is also an internal side to this. A child who is worried about something, excited
about later, or still stewing over a small conflict from earlier is carrying distractions that no
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amount of tidying the room will remove. Selective attention is not just filtering the outside
world; it is also filtering the inside one. A child with a lot going on internally has less room

to take in your instruction, no matter how clearly you give it.

And then there is the matter of interest. Attention follows meaning. A child who cannot sit
through a worksheet will often concentrate fiercely on building something they designed
themselves, because the task matters to them and the steps are clear. This is not a loophole
or a sign that they could focus if they wanted to. It is evidence of how selective attention
actually works: it engages most readily when the child can see why the thing in front of
them deserves their effort. Your job, much of the time, is not to force the filter but to make
it easier for the child to choose well — and that begins with understanding what is
genuinely making the choosing hard.

attention really is — it goes where the interest is, and the interest has to be built or

borrowed before the focus will follow.

One Small Step You Can Take Today

Here is something you can do this evening, and it takes about ten minutes. Pick one
recurring trouble spot in your child's day — homework at the kitchen table, getting ready
in the morning, the transition from screen to dinner — and walk through it as if you were
your child. Sit where they sit. Look at what they look at. Listen for what they hear. You are
not looking for something you did wrong. You are looking for the one or two things in that

scene that are quietly competing for your child's filter.

Then remove or soften one of them. Not all of them — one. Clear the homework table so
only the current page and a pencil are within reach, and put the rest of the pile in a basket
on the floor behind them. Turn the television off rather than down, because background
sound still enters the filter even when it feels like background to you. Close the curtain that
faces the street. Move the chair so your child's back is to the doorway instead of facing it.
These are small physical changes, but they reduce the number of things the filter has to

reject, which leaves more of it free for the task.

The second half of the step is just as important: say out loud what you have changed and
why. "I cleared the table so there would be less to look at. Let's see if it helps." That
sentence does two things. It shows your child that the difficulty is real and that you are
taking their side against it, and it starts teaching them to notice their own environment —
which is the skill they will eventually need to do this for themselves. Keep it light. You are

not delivering a lecture about attention. You are adjusting a room together.
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To keep it going, attach the change to the routine rather than to your willpower. If the table
gets cleared as part of setting up for homework, it will happen on the tired evenings too,
which are exactly the evenings it matters most. And revisit it after a week or two: does the

spot still work, or has clutter crept back? Treat it as maintenance, not a one-time fix.

Where People Usually Stumble

The most common stumble is trying to change everything at once. A parent reads about
attention and suddenly the whole house is being reorganized — screens restricted, desks
cleared, schedules rewritten — and within a week the effort collapses under its own
weight, and everyone feels like they failed. Selective attention is supported by small,
boring, repeatable adjustments, not by a dramatic overhaul. If you find yourself making

five changes in one day, pick one and let the others wait.

The second stumble is expecting the change to work immediately and universally. You
clear the table and homework still takes an hour, so you conclude it did not work. But you
were never removing the difficulty entirely; you were reducing one source of load. The
improvement may show up as one fewer argument, a slightly faster start, a child who stays
at the table a few minutes longer. Those are real results, and they are what progress

actually looks like. Watch for the small shift rather than the dramatic one.

The third stumble is turning the adjustment into a punishment or a moral lesson. "See, you
can focus when your desk is clean" lands as criticism, and a child who feels criticized will
resist the very routine that helps them. Keep the framing on the environment, not the child:

the room was working against you, and we fixed the room.

As for how long change takes — honestly, it is gradual, and it is uneven. You may see
small differences within days, and you may also see a bad week right after a good one,
especially around illness, poor sleep, or a busy stretch at school. Think in terms of weeks
and months of consistent small adjustments rather than a date on the calendar. The goal is
not a transformed child. It is a child who has a slightly easier time choosing what to attend

to, and a parent who knows how to make that choosing a little easier when it gets hard.

A Short Closing Summary

Selective attention is the mind's filter — the skill of picking out what matters and letting
the rest fade. It develops gradually, it runs on limited capacity, and it is sensitive to sleep,
hunger, stimulation, and what is going on inside a child's head. That is why the same child
can seem locked in one hour and scattered the next. When the filter seems to let everything
through, the useful question is not "why won't you focus?" but "what is making focusing
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hard right now?" — and the answer is often something in the room, or something in the
child's day, that you can actually adjust. Start with one spot, change one thing, say what
you changed, and keep it attached to the routine. Small and steady beats big and brief.

PRACTICE

1. Choose one recurring trouble spot (homework, morning routine, screen-to-dinner
transition) and sit in your child's place to spot the one or two things competing for their
attention.

2. Remove or soften just one of those distractions today — clear the table, turn the
television off, close the curtain, or turn the chair away from the doorway.

3. Tell your child plainly what you changed and why, framing it as the two of you against
the distraction, not as a lesson about their behavior.

4. Fold the change into the daily routine so it happens automatically, and check back in a

week or two to see whether it needs refreshing.
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CHAPTER 4

Sustained Attention: Staying on a Task

Have you ever watched a child sit down to do something — homework, a puzzle, a
drawing — and then, minutes later, find them somewhere else entirely, already deep into
something new? The pencil is on the floor. Half a page is done. The rest is abandoned.
Nothing dramatic happened. No one called their name. They simply drifted away from the
task as if it had quietly stopped holding them.

That situation has many shapes. Sometimes it looks like a child who starts every chore
with energy and finishes none of them. Sometimes it looks like one who reads the first
page of a book and then flips to the back, or who begins a game and wanders off before the
first round is over. Sometimes it looks quieter: a child sitting still at the table but staring
past the page, pencil in hand, mind somewhere else. And sometimes it looks like
frustration — the child who genuinely wanted to finish, who tried, and who ends up upset

without being able to say why the task slipped away.

What all these shapes share is that the child could not stay. Not that they couldn't
understand the task, and not that they didn't care about it, but that their attention didn't
remain parked on it for as long as the task required. That ability to hold attention on one
thing over time is what this chapter is about. It's called sustained attention, and it's one of

the quiet foundations of learning and daily life.

Why staying is different from starting

Starting a task is often easy, and even enjoyable. Something is new, it catches the eye, and
attention lands on it almost on its own. Staying is a different job entirely. It means holding
attention in place after the novelty has worn off — after the puzzle becomes a little

tedious, after the page stops being shiny and becomes just a page.

This is why you'll sometimes see a child who is deeply engaged in one activity for a long
stretch and then cannot manage a few minutes on another. Sustained attention isn't a single
switch that is either on or off. It depends on the task, the moment, the child's mood, how
tired they are, and how well the activity matches what keeps them interested. A child's

capacity to stay is not a fixed number. It moves.

Understanding this matters because it changes what we look for. Instead of asking "is this
child able to concentrate?" — a question too broad to answer usefully — we start asking
sharper questions. On what? For how long? Under which conditions? That shift is where

real help begins.
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It also matters because of how quickly we misread the drift. When a child leaves a task,
adults often assume one of two things: that the child is lazy, or that the child can't focus at
all. Both conclusions are usually wrong, and both are unhelpful. The child is often doing
exactly what their developing attention system makes possible at that moment. Your job
isn't to judge that, but to understand it and then gently widen it.

What's actually going on underneath

Sustained attention is not one skill but a kind of ongoing effort kept alive by several things
at once. Part of it is what the brain does automatically with things that are interesting or
new. Part of it is the deliberate effort to keep going when interest fades. And part of it is
the ability to resist the pull of everything else — the sound in the next room, the thought

about a game, the itch to check what's happening elsewhere.

When any of these parts is stretched past what the child can manage right now, attention
slips. This is why the same task can be easy for a child one day and impossible the next. A
tired child has less capacity to hold effort. A hungry child has less. A child who slept badly
or is worrying about something has less. The task didn't change; the child's available
capacity did.

This is also why the drift repeats. If a child's attention routinely drops off a task at a certain
point, that point is not a character flaw — it's information. It tells you where their current

limit sits. And limits, unlike character, can be worked with.

Paul Cooper's work on attention difficulties, particularly in Attention Deficit Hyperactivity
Disorder (2013), makes the point that trouble with sustained attention is often tied to the
very conditions around the task — its length, its structure, how engaging it is — rather
than to a fixed inability to concentrate at all. That matters for how you respond. If the

trouble is in the conditions, the conditions can be changed.

There's one more thing going on underneath: attention and interest are closely linked,
especially in childhood. A child can sustain attention remarkably well on something that
pulls them in — building, drawing, playing — and then seem to have none left for a task
that doesn't. This isn't contradiction or manipulation. It's how attention works: the task that

generates its own interest asks less of the child; the task that doesn't asks more.

Which brings the question back to you. If staying power isn't fixed, and if it depends on
the task and the conditions, then the useful move isn't to wait for the child to become a
better concentrator. It's to understand where their attention currently ends — and then, in

small steps, help them stay a little longer.
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The place to start is smaller than most people expect. Not with a new routine, not with a
chart on the wall, but with a single observation: pick one activity your child already does
willingly — drawing, building, sorting, playing — and simply time it, quietly, without
announcing anything. Not to judge it. Just to learn where their attention currently ends on
something they actually enjoy. That number, whatever it is, is your honest starting line.
Most parents are surprised by it in one direction or the other: either far shorter than they

assumed, or far longer, which tells them the trouble isn't capacity but interest.

Once you have that, you have something concrete to work with. The step for today is this:
take one task your child tends to abandon — homework, tidying, a page of reading — and
shorten it deliberately. Cut it into a piece small enough that they can finish it before their
attention runs out, and let them stop there. Suppose that reading time currently falls apart
after a few minutes; then the task for today is not "read for twenty minutes," it is "read for
the short stretch we both know you can manage, and then we're done." Finishing
something small and whole builds more staying power than almost finishing something
large.

Keeping it going is the part people skip. The rule is to add length only after the current
length has become easy — not after it has become tolerable, but after it has become
genuinely comfortable, several times in a row. Then stretch it by a small amount: a few
more minutes, a few more items, one more page. If the child drifts at the new length, you
went too fast; go back to the previous size without comment and try again later. The
direction is always the same — small, comfortable, then slightly longer — and it never

needs to be dramatic to work.

Where people usually stumble

The first stumble is shortening the task and then feeling guilty about it. Adults often
believe that reducing the demand is giving in, that a child should be pushed to finish what
was set. But the point of shortening is not to let the child off — it is to give them the
experience of completing something, which is the very experience that makes longer
attention possible later. A task cut to fit is not a lowered standard,; it is a correctly sized

one.

The second stumble is measuring the wrong thing. Parents watch the clock while the child
is bored and conclude the child "can't focus," then watch the same child disappear into a
game for a long stretch and conclude the opposite. Neither observation is the whole truth.
What you are tracking is not a fixed number of minutes but the pattern: on what, under
which conditions, and how that pattern shifts over weeks. Keep the observation quiet and
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loose, or it turns into surveillance, and children feel watched attention differently from

supported attention.

The third stumble is expecting the change to be linear. It won't be. A child who managed a
longer stretch on Tuesday may fall apart on Wednesday because they slept badly or had a
hard day. This is not failure and not backsliding; it is the ordinary variability of a
developing attention system. The realistic measure isn't any single day — it's the general
direction across a month or two. If the comfortable stretch is slowly getting longer over

that span, you are on track, even with plenty of bad days mixed in.

The fourth stumble is doing all of this without touching the basics. A child who is short on
sleep, hungry, or overloaded with screens will not stretch their attention no matter how
well the tasks are sized. Before you adjust any activity, check the plain conditions: enough
sleep, food, and a reasonably calm space. These aren't extras — they are the ground

everything else stands on, and no task design can compensate for their absence.

As for how long change takes: think in weeks and months, not days. Sustained attention is
a slowly developing capacity, and the gains are cumulative and quiet. You will rarely see a
single dramatic improvement; you will notice, looking back over a season, that the child

who once left the table after a few minutes now stays a little longer, and then a little longer

still. That is what progress actually looks like — undramatic, uneven, and real.

A short closing summary

Sustained attention is the ability to stay with a task after the novelty fades, and it is not a
fixed trait but a capacity that moves with the task, the conditions, and the child's state.
Your job is not to judge the drift but to read it: find where attention currently ends on
something the child enjoys, then size tasks to fit inside that limit so the child experiences
finishing. Stretch the length only once the current length has become comfortable, and
check the plain basics — sleep, food, calm — before adjusting anything else. Expect a
bumpy, slow, cumulative climb rather than a straight line, and measure it across months.

Small steps, repeated patiently, do more than any single push.
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PRACTICE

1. Quietly time one activity your child already enjoys, to find their honest current attention
span.

2. Choose one task they tend to abandon and shorten it so they can finish it comfortably
today.

3. Only after that length feels easy several times, add a small amount — a few minutes, a
page, a few items.

4. Check the basics first: sleep, food, and a calm space, before changing any activity.
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CHAPTER 5

Working Memory: Holding It in Mind

You ask your child to go upstairs, put on their pyjamas, and bring their water bottle down.
They nod, disappear, and come back five minutes later wearing one sock and holding a toy
they found on the stairs. The water bottle is forgotten. The pyjamas are half on. You feel a
small flash of irritation — you told them clearly, they seemed to listen, so why did it fall

apart?

Or maybe it's homework. You explain a maths problem, your child follows along, says "I
get it," and then stalls on the very next question — the same kind, just with different
numbers. Or you ask them to do three things in the kitchen before dinner, and by the time
they've done the first, the other two have vanished. Or they read a page out loud

beautifully and then can't tell you what happened on it.

None of these are rare, and none of them are about not caring. They're all small windows
into the same thing: what happens when a child has to hold information in mind while
doing something with it. That's the skill this chapter is about.

The everyday shapes of it

This difficulty shows up in more places than most parents expect, and it rarely looks the
same twice. In the morning rush, it looks like a child who is genuinely getting dressed but
loses the thread somewhere between the trousers and the shoes, and needs to be re-told the
next step each time. At school, it can look like a child who understands the instruction
when it's given but can't keep it in mind long enough to act on it — so they copy the wrong
question number, or start the task and then drift.

It also shows up in conversation. Your child is telling you a story and halfway through they
lose the thread and start again, or they can't find the word they were reaching for even
though they clearly know it. It shows up in games with rules — they know the rules, they
can repeat them back to you, but in the middle of play the rules slip away and they need
reminding. And it shows up in that frustrating gap between knowing and doing: your child
can tell you exactly what they should do, and then not do it.

What ties all of this together is that none of it is about intelligence or willingness. A child
can be bright, motivated, and still lose the thread. And that's the part that's easy to misread
— the lost thread often looks like not listening, not trying, or not caring, when in fact the

information simply didn't stay put long enough to be used.

24



What's actually happening underneath

Think of it as a small workbench. When your child is doing something — following an
instruction, solving a problem, telling a story — they need a surface to set the pieces on
while they work. That surface holds the pieces for a short time: the words of the
instruction, the numbers in the problem, the next step in the sequence. It's not storage for

later; it's a working area for right now.

The important thing about a workbench is that it has limited space. If too many pieces are
on it at once, or if something knocks against it, pieces fall off. That's why your child can
hold two steps of an instruction but not four, or can follow the maths while you're sitting
beside them but not when they turn back to the page alone. The information didn't get lost
because your child wasn't paying attention — it got lost because the space is small and it

was full.

And here's the part that explains why it repeats: this is not a character flaw, and it doesn't
improve just because you've explained it more firmly. A child cannot decide to have a
bigger workbench. What can change is how much gets put on it at once, and how it's
supported while it's in use. This is where a great deal of practical guidance for parents and
teachers converges. Sandra F. Rief, in The ADHD Book of Lists (2008), gathers exactly this
kind of everyday, low-friction support — shortening instructions, giving one step at a time,
checking that a step has landed before adding the next — and it's a useful reminder that the

fix is usually in how information is presented, not in how hard the child is pushed.

There's a second thing going on too, and it's worth naming because it changes how you
read the whole situation. Holding information in mind and doing something with it are not
the same job, and they compete. When a child has to hold an instruction and carry it out,
the carrying-out uses some of the same space the holding needs. That's why your child can
repeat the instruction back to you perfectly and still fail to follow it a moment later —

repeating it back used the space, and there was nothing left to act on it with.

The same thing explains the "they knew it yesterday" pattern. Information held on the
workbench is not the same as information learned. A child who gets the times table right
while you're practising with them may be holding it in the moment rather than retrieving it
from memory — so it looks like knowledge, and then vanishes. This isn't dishonesty or
laziness; it's the difference between having something on the bench and having it in the
cupboard. The cupboard takes repetition over time to fill. The bench clears the moment

attention moves elsewhere.
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Once you see it this way, the everyday moments start to make sense — the forgotten water
bottle, the stalled maths question, the story that restarts halfway. Your child isn't dropping
the thread on purpose. They're working with a small surface, and the surface is full.

One step you can take today

Pick the instruction you most often give that falls apart. Not all of them — one. The
morning getting-dressed routine, or the after-school "put your things away," or the
homework setup. Choose the one that comes up every day and reliably goes sideways.
You're not trying to fix your child's memory here; you're trying to make one part of the day

easier on it.

Now take that instruction and cut it in half. If it's "get dressed and come down for
breakfast," it becomes "get dressed.” When that's done, it becomes "come down for
breakfast." If it's "clear the table, put your plate in the sink, and bring your bag to the
door," it becomes one of those things at a time, said only when the previous one is
finished. The trick is not to say the whole list more slowly or more loudly — that just puts
the same weight on the same small surface. The trick is to genuinely give only one piece

and wait.

Then check that it landed before adding anything. "What are you doing now?" or "remind
me what's next?" is enough — not a test, just a quick confirmation that the step is actually
alive in your child's mind and not just in the air. If they can't say, that's useful information:
repeat the step once, calmly, and move on. Don't turn it into a lesson about listening.

You're not teaching a character trait this morning; you're making the bench lighter.

To keep it going, tie the new habit to something you already do automatically. You don't
need to redesign the whole day — just pick that one routine and run it this way for a while.
Most parents find the change is in their own mouth, not in their child's effort, and that's
exactly why it's sustainable. When the one routine starts feeling smoother, add a second
one. One at a time. If you try to convert everything at once, you'll be managing an entire
new system every morning and you'll drop it within the week — which teaches your child
nothing except that these things come and go.

Where it usually goes sideways

The first stumble is expecting it to look tidy. You give one instruction at a time and your
child still forgets, still wanders off, still comes back with one sock. That's not the method
failing — it's a small workbench still holding what it can. Change happens in the margins
first: fewer re-tellings, one routine that stops needing three reminders instead of five. If
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you're watching for a clean transformation you'll miss the improvement that's actually

happening and conclude nothing works.

The second stumble is the drift back into lists. It's tiring to hand out one step at a time, and
after a few good days it's natural to slide back to "go upstairs, pyjamas, teeth, water" as a
single sentence. Your child may even seem fine with it for a while. Then a hard morning
comes, the list fills the bench, and it all falls apart again — and it can feel like you're back
at the start. You're not. You just stopped providing the support on a day your child couldn't
cover for its absence. The answer is simply to go back to one step, without drama and

without treating it as a punishment.

The third stumble is turning the support into a test. "You managed it yesterday, why not
today?" is a completely understandable question and it is exactly the wrong thing to say —
it reframes a memory limit as a discipline problem in the middle of a moment when your
child is already struggling. The same goes for "I only said one thing, how did you forget
it?" There's no good answer to that question, because the honest answer is "the space was
full," which doesn't sound like a reason to anyone. Keep the support invisible and matter-

of-fact. You're not grading your child; you're lightening the load.

As for how long this takes: slower than a weekend, faster than a personality change. What
you can realistically expect over a few weeks of consistent practice is that one routine
becomes smoother and the re-telling drops off. You're not building a bigger workbench —
that comes with time and development, not with drill. You're building a habit in your
behaviour that quietly protects your child from a load they can't yet carry, and habits like
that take a little while to feel normal. If you slack off and pick it back up, you haven't lost
anything. You've just restarted.

A short summary

Working memory is the small surface your child sets information on while they use it —
instructions, numbers, the next step in a sequence. It's limited, and it empties the moment
attention moves elsewhere. That's why instructions given as a list, tasks that require
holding and doing at once, and information that isn't yet truly learned all produce the same
result: the thread drops. It isn't about intelligence, effort, or caring. It's about how much is

on the bench at once.

The fix is mostly in how information is presented, not in how hard your child is pushed.
Shorten instructions, give one step at a time, check that a step has landed, and keep the

support calm and unremarkable. Start with one routine today, stick with it past the point
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where it feels tedious, and expect small, uneven improvement rather than a transformation.

Your child's memory will grow with time; your job right now is simply not to overload it.

PRACTICE

1. Choose one daily routine that reliably falls apart and write down the instruction you
usually give for it.

2. Split that instruction into single steps and give only the first one today — wait for it to
be finished before saying the next.

3. After each step, ask a quick, neutral "what's next?" to check the step stayed with your
child, and repeat it once calmly if it didn't.

4. Run this same routine this way for the next week before adding a second one, and

notice the smaller signs of improvement instead of waiting for a perfect morning.
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CHAPTER 6

Impulse Control and Executive Functions

Have you ever watched a child ask for something, be told to wait, and then ask again less
than a minute later — as if the answer had never reached them? Or seen a child start three
different tasks in ten minutes, none of them finished? Or perhaps you've been the one
repeating the same instruction for the fourth time that morning, wondering whether

anything you say actually lands.

These moments show up in many shapes. A child interrupts a conversation before it's
finished. A child grabs a toy from a sibling's hands while the sibling is still holding it. A
child promises to put shoes on and then drifts toward the window instead. A child starts
homework, remembers something from lunch, wanders off, comes back, and can't
remember where they were. None of these are unusual, and none of them are a sign that
something is fundamentally wrong. They are the ordinary, daily face of a skill that is still
being built: the ability to stop oneself, to hold a plan in mind, and to shift course when the
plan doesn't work.

What makes these moments feel so frustrating — to the adult and often to the child — is
that the child frequently knows what they are supposed to do. They can tell you the rule.
They can repeat the instruction back to you. And then, seconds later, they do the opposite.
This gap between knowing and doing is not defiance, and it is not a character flaw. It is the
gap between two different systems in the brain, and understanding that gap changes how
you respond to it.

What's Happening Underneath

The part of the brain that handles "stop and think" develops slowly — far more slowly
than the part that handles "want it now." When a child sees something appealing, reaches
for it, or feels an impulse rise, the reaction is fast and automatic. The brakes — the part
that says wait, not yet, there's a better way — are still under construction. This is why a
child can genuinely intend to wait and still grab. The intention was real; the brake simply

arrived a moment too late.

These skills are often called executive functions, and they are not one single ability but a
small cluster working together. One is impulse control: the capacity to hold back a first
reaction long enough to choose a second one. Another is working memory: the ability to
keep something in mind while you're doing something else with it — holding the
instruction "shoes, then coat, then bag" while actually putting on shoes. A third is cognitive
flexibility: the ability to switch approach when the first one isn't working, rather than
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repeating it harder. Jeanne Ellis Ormrod, in Essentials of educational psychology (2006),
describes these capacities as developing gradually through childhood and depending
heavily on practice and support rather than arriving fully formed. That single point is
worth sitting with: the skill is buildable, and it is built through everyday use, not through
lectures about it.

Why does it repeat? Because the pattern is self-reinforcing in a quiet way. A child who acts
on impulse gets a fast result — the toy, the attention, the answer — and that fast result
teaches the brain that the quick route works. Meanwhile, the slower route, the one that
involves waiting and planning, gets very little practice. So the gap widens not because the
child is getting worse, but because the fast route keeps getting rewarded while the slow
route stays untrained. The good news buried in that is simple: every time the slow route
gets a chance to work, even briefly, it gets a little stronger. Not transformed overnight. A

little stronger.

It also repeats because executive function is not a fixed trait — it fluctuates. A child who
waits patiently at ten in the morning may completely fall apart at five in the afternoon.
Tiredness, hunger, an unfamiliar setting, a chaotic room, or an activity that is too hard or
too easy all shrink the available capacity. This is why the same child can seem "so good" at
grandma's house and "impossible" at home, or manage beautifully on a calm day and
struggle on a rushed one. The skill is there; the conditions determine how much of it is

reachable.

Understanding this changes what you're looking at. When a child interrupts, grabs, or
drifts, you are not watching a child choose to misbehave. You are watching a still-
developing system meet a demand it can't quite handle yet — and the most useful question
shifts from why won't they listen? to what part of this is too much for them right now? That

question is where real support begins.

The most useful thing you can do today is smaller than you probably expect. Pick one
recurring moment in your day where impulse control tends to break down — the after-
school shoe-and-bag scramble, the moment dinner is served, the transition from screen to
bath — and decide in advance what you'll do differently. Not a whole new system. One

moment.

Suppose that moment is the after-school coat-and-shoes routine. Instead of giving the
instruction and waiting, walk it through with the child once, step by step, saying each piece
out loud as it happens: "Coat off. Shoes off. Bag here." You are not lecturing; you are
lending your voice as their working memory until theirs can hold the sequence alone.
Then, tomorrow, you prompt the first step and let them carry the rest. If they drift, you
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point back to the sequence rather than repeating the whole instruction. The child does the

doing; you hold the plan.

This works because it targets the actual weak spot — holding a short sequence in mind
long enough to act on it — and because it builds in repetition without conflict. The tone
matters as much as the content: it should feel like a routine you're walking through
together, not a test they're failing. Do it the same way several days running. Predictability
is what lets the skill take hold, not novelty.

What to Do When You Stumble

The first stumble is almost always expecting the change to be immediate. You try the walk-
through once, the child resists or forgets halfway, and it feels like proof the whole idea
doesn't work. It isn't. A child who has run on the fast route for months will not switch to
the slow route after one calm afternoon. Expect resistance, expect forgetfulness, and treat
both as the ordinary weather of building a new habit rather than as signs you picked the

wrong approach.

The second stumble is overcorrecting. When the routine fails, the instinct is to tighten —
more reminders, more warnings, more consequences. But pressure shrinks available
capacity, and a child who is being pressed has less of their brake system available, not
more. If a moment keeps breaking down, the more useful move is usually to make the task
easier: fewer steps, a visual sequence on the wall, or the child doing it alongside you rather

than being directed from across the room.

There is also the stumble of picking too big a moment. If you choose the most volatile part
of the day — the one where everyone is already tired and rushed — you are asking a
struggling skill to perform under the worst possible conditions. Start with a moment that is
already moderately calm. Success there builds confidence and gives you something to

build on.

As for how long this takes: longer than feels satisfying, and shorter than you fear. Changes
of this kind tend to show up as small shifts over weeks rather than as a turning point — a
child who drifts three times instead of five, or needs one reminder instead of four. Those
small shifts are the real signal. Judge progress against where the child was a month ago,

not against a perfect routine.

A Short Summary

Impulse control and the other executive functions are not personality traits or moral

qualities — they are capacities that develop slowly, fluctuate with tiredness and
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environment, and grow through practice and support. The gap between knowing and doing
is not defiance; it is the gap between a fast system that's fully online and a slow one that's
still under construction. When you respond to a child's impulses with that picture in mind,
you stop fighting the child and start supporting the skill. One moment, walked through
calmly and repeated, is a real place to begin.

PRACTICE

Kk

- Choose one calm, recurring transition in your day and walk through it out loud, step by
step, alongside your child.

- Repeat the same sequence for several days before judging whether it's working.

- If a routine keeps breaking down, make it easier (fewer steps, a picture sequence, doing
it together) rather than adding pressure.

- Compare progress with last month, not with a perfect routine, and watch for small shifts.

32



CHAPTER 7

The Invisible Link Between Sleep and Attention

Have you ever watched a child who can focus beautifully on a difficult puzzle in the
morning turn into someone who cannot sit through a two-minute instruction in the late
afternoon — and wondered what changed? Or noticed that the same homework that caused
tears and drama at seven in the evening could have been done calmly and quickly right
after breakfast? It is one of the most common puzzles parents describe, and it is usually
described as a mystery of motivation or mood. Often, though, the missing piece is far more
ordinary: sleep. Not a dramatic sleep disorder, just the quiet, everyday gap between how

much rest a child actually got and how much their growing brain needed.

This situation has many faces in daily life. There is the child who cannot wake up properly,
who moves through the morning in a fog and needs constant reminders to get dressed.
There is the child who seems fine until mid-afternoon, when attention collapses like a
dropped plate. There is the child who becomes irritable and tearful over small things, who
melts down at the end of a school day or explodes over a sock that feels wrong. There is
the child who cannot fall asleep at night no matter how tired they clearly are, and who then
repeats the whole cycle the next day. And there is the child whose bedtime has quietly
drifted later and later, television or a tablet filling the hour before sleep, until what used to
be a routine has become a negotiation. None of these children are lazy, badly behaved, or
lacking in willpower. Many of them are simply running on less rest than their brains

require.

It is worth pausing on how easy it is to misread this. When we see a child who cannot
concentrate, our first instinct is usually to look at the task, the environment, or the child's
character. We ask whether the work is too hard, whether the room is too noisy, whether the
child is trying hard enough. Those questions matter. But they sit on top of something more
basic, and that more basic thing shapes everything else. Attention is not a fixed quality that
a child either has or lacks; it rises and falls depending on the state of the brain doing the
attending. Sleep is one of the most powerful levers on that state, and it is one of the few

levers we can actually adjust at home, tonight, without specialists or equipment.

What Is Actually Going On Underneath

Here is the plain version of the mechanism. Sleep is not simply the absence of activity, a
switch that turns the child off until morning. While a child sleeps, the brain stays busy —
sorting, storing, and clearing. It consolidates what was learned during the day, filing new
information away so it can be found again, and it refreshes the very systems that attention
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depends on. The parts of the brain that govern focus, impulse control, and working
memory are doing quiet maintenance work overnight. When sleep is short or broken, that
maintenance gets cut back, and the child wakes up with a brain that has not finished its

housekeeping.

That is why the effects look so much like attention problems. A tired child does not
typically announce that they are sleepy. Instead, the fatigue comes out sideways: as
difficulty filtering out background noise, as a shorter fuse, as trouble holding a plan in
mind long enough to follow it, as fidgeting, as tears. A young child in particular often
shows tiredness by becoming more active, not less — the body revs up to fight the
drowsiness, and what we see at the dinner table looks like restlessness or defiance. When
we read that behaviour as a bad attitude, we respond with corrections and consequences

that never touch the real cause, and the pattern simply repeats.

This is where it helps to know that attention complaints rarely travel alone. In his book
Kids in the syndrome mix of ADHD, LD, Asperger's, Tourette's, bipolar, and more! (2005),
Martin L. Kutscher emphasises how often attention difficulties sit alongside other factors
— and how easily a child's struggles get attributed to the wrong one. The point carries
directly to sleep. When a child is chronically under-rested, the resulting behaviour can look
remarkably similar to the everyday picture of attention difficulty, and everyone — parents,
teachers, sometimes the child themselves — tends to assume the problem is one of effort
or temperament rather than rest. We treat the symptom we can see and leave untouched the

one we cannot.

And why does it repeat so faithfully, day after day? Because sleep and attention feed each
other in a loop. A tired child has a harder time settling at night — their body is wound up,
their emotions are frayed, the wind-down hour becomes a battle. A later bedtime shortens
the night. A shorter night makes the next day worse. By evening the child is overtired, and
overtired children fall asleep less easily, not more, even though every adult in the house is
exhausted. The loop is not broken by one good plan; it is broken by understanding the loop
at all, because only then does the late afternoon meltdown stop looking like a discipline
problem and start looking like what it is — the accumulated cost of several nights that

were slightly too short.

None of this is a reason for alarm, and none of it asks you to overhaul your family's life. It
asks something smaller and more useful: to hold the possibility in mind. Before the next
difficult afternoon, before you conclude anything about the child's ability or willingness to
focus, ask the quiet question first — how has sleep been this week? Part two will take up

what you can actually do about it.
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One Small Step You Can Take Today

If you take nothing else from this chapter, take this: tonight, before anything else changes,
write down what time your child actually fell asleep and what time they actually woke up.
Not the bedtime you intended, not the time they were sent to their room — the real
numbers. Do this for a week. It takes thirty seconds a night, and it turns a vague worry into
something you can look at.

Why start here, and not with a stricter bedtime or a screen ban? Because you cannot fix
what you have not measured, and most families are genuinely surprised by what the
numbers show. Suppose that a child's bedtime has drifted from eight to nine over a few
months, a few minutes at a time, and nobody noticed the drift because no single night
looked different from the one before. The written record makes that drift visible. It also
removes the argument from the conversation: instead of telling a child they are going to
bed too late, you are simply learning what is happening. That shift in tone matters more

than it sounds.

Once you have a week of real numbers, pick one small adjustment — just one — and hold
it steady for a while before touching anything else. The most reliable single adjustment is
usually moving the start of the wind-down earlier by a modest amount, rather than
declaring a dramatically earlier lights-out that nobody in the house believes in. A wind-
down is not a rule, it is a runway: the dimmer lights, the quieter voices, the same short
sequence of things in the same order each night, so the child's body learns what comes
next. The point is not perfection on any given evening. The point is that the sequence
happens most evenings, and that it starts early enough that bedtime is not a cliff edge.

Keeping it going is where most of the work lives. Expect that the first several nights will
feel worse, not better — a child whose body is used to falling asleep late will not adjust
instantly to an earlier hour, and will likely protest. This is normal and it is not evidence that
the plan has failed. The way through is steadiness: same sequence, same rough hour, calm
tone, no negotiating the sequence itself. If a night goes badly, the goal is simply to return
to the sequence the next night, not to compensate, not to punish, and not to abandon the
whole thing because Tuesday was a disaster. Small and boring beats ambitious and
abandoned.

Where People Usually Stumble

The first stumble is expecting sleep to fix attention on its own. It will not. Good sleep
gives attention a fair chance; it does not do the child's focusing for them. If a child is rested

and still struggling with a specific task or setting, the sleep work has done its job — it has
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cleared away the fog — and what remains is a different question, about the task, the
environment, or the skills being asked for. Parents sometimes quietly hope that an earlier
bedtime will solve everything, and when it does not, they conclude that the whole sleep
idea was pointless. Hold both truths: sleep is foundational, and foundation is not the whole
building.

The second stumble is the weekend rebound. A child who has had a hard week sleeps in
late on Saturday, the whole rhythm shifts, and by Monday night they cannot fall asleep at
the usual hour. The week then starts tired, and the pattern that was slowly improving resets.
The realistic answer is not to forbid sleeping in — children are tired, and rest is rest — but
to keep the weekend drift modest, ideally within roughly an hour of the weekday pattern.
This is a small, sustainable step, not a military schedule. It is also the single change that

most protects the progress made during the week.

The third stumble is turning bedtime into a battle of wills. Once sleep becomes a power
struggle, the child's arousal goes up precisely when it needs to come down, and both sides
lose. If you notice the wind-down hour has become a negotiation or a series of threats, step
back and ask what could be removed from the sequence rather than added. Fewer steps,
done calmly, beat an elaborate routine enforced with tension. And when a night falls apart
completely — illness, a late event, a frightened child — the response is the same as before:
return to the sequence the next evening, without commentary and without trying to make

up for lost sleep.

As for how long this takes: realistically, expect weeks, not days. The body's internal clock
shifts slowly, and a child's sleep pattern that has drifted over months will not snap back
over a weekend. It is fair to look for early signs — a slightly easier morning, a marginally
calmer late afternoon — before the full picture changes. If sleep difficulties are severe,
persistent, or accompanied by loud snoring, breathing pauses, or a child who seems
exhausted despite long nights, that is a matter for a doctor, not a chapter in a book. But for
the ordinary, quiet drift that most families live with, patient and unremarkable consistency

is the tool that works.

A Short Closing Summary

The link between sleep and attention is invisible in the sense that nobody sees it happening
— you see only its results, in the foggy morning, the collapsing afternoon, the tears over
small things. Underneath, a child's brain is doing maintenance work overnight, and when
the night is cut short, the systems that attention depends on come up short with it. This is
why tiredness in children so often looks like restlessness, moodiness, or a sudden inability
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to focus, and why we so easily blame effort or character for what is really a shortage of

rest.

The good news is that this is one of the few levers you can reach at home. Write down the
real numbers for a week. Move the wind-down a little earlier. Keep the sequence calm and
the same. Protect the weekday rhythm at the weekend. Expect wobbles, return to the

routine without drama, and give it weeks rather than days. None of it is dramatic, and that
is exactly the point — small, steady adjustments are what a child's sleep actually responds

to.

PRACTICE

- For the next seven nights, write down the actual time your child fell asleep and the actual
time they woke up.

- Pick one small change — usually starting the wind-down a little earlier — and keep
everything else the same.

- Keep the wind-down sequence short, calm, and in the same order every night, and return
to it without comment after a bad night.

- Keep weekend wake-up times within about an hour of weekdays, and note any early

signs of improvement.
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CHAPTER 8

Screens and Attention: Finding the Balance

Have you ever asked a child to come to dinner, watched them nod without looking up, and
then asked again ten minutes later to the exact same response? Or handed over a tablet for
what was supposed to be twenty quiet minutes and found an hour gone, with the child
irritable and blinking when it was finally taken away? If you have, you are not imagining
things, and you are certainly not alone. This is one of the most common scenes in modern

family life, and it is worth looking at calmly rather than with panic.

The situation has a few familiar shapes. There is the child who cannot seem to stop, who
asks for "just five more minutes" and means it every time, and who melts down when the
screen goes dark. There is the child who is perfectly capable of focusing on a game or a
video but seems to lose that ability the moment homework appears. There is the child who
becomes restless and snappy after screen time, or who sleeps badly on the nights the tablet
came to bed. And there is the quieter version: the child who seems fine, who hands the
device back without a fuss, but who has slowly stopped reaching for the things they used

to love — drawing, building, wandering around outside.

None of these shapes is a diagnosis, and none of them means something has gone
permanently wrong. They are patterns, and patterns can be understood. That is the useful
starting point. When we see the shape clearly, we can stop reacting to each individual

moment and start thinking about what is actually driving it.

What is really happening underneath

Here is the plain version. A screen is an extremely efficient attention-catcher. It delivers
something new constantly — a sound, a colour, a reward, a change of scene — and it never
asks the child to wait. The child's brain, which is still learning to hold focus and to tolerate
boredom, gets a steady stream of novelty with almost no effort required. Compare that to
almost anything else in a child's day. A puzzle, a book, a conversation, a walk: all of these

ask the child to bring their own attention and to keep bringing it, even when it gets slightly
dull.

That contrast is the heart of the matter. It is not that screens damage attention in some
permanent way. It is that they train a particular habit — expecting constant stimulation —
and that habit then meets activities that cannot compete on those terms. Suppose a child
spends an hour in a fast, reward-rich game and then sits down to copy spelling words. The

spelling words are not worse; they are simply slower. The child's system has been tuned to
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a faster rhythm, and the slower one feels almost painful by comparison. That is why the

protest often looks out of proportion to the task.

There is a second mechanism worth naming, and it is easy to miss. Screens are very good
at pulling a child into what feels like deep focus — the child is absorbed, still, quiet,
apparently concentrating beautifully. But this is a narrow kind of absorption. The screen is
doing most of the work of holding attention; the child is following, not steering. Real focus
— the kind needed for homework, for listening to a teacher, for finishing something
difficult — requires the child to hold the thread themselves, to resist the pull of
distractions, and to decide where their attention goes. Those are different muscles. A child
can look deeply focused on a screen and still struggle to organise their own attention five
minutes later. This is why "but they can concentrate for hours on their game" is not the

contradiction it seems to be.

And then there is the rhythm of the day. Screens tend to push other things out — sleep,
movement, unstructured play, face-to-face conversation. Each of those things supports
attention in its own way. Sleep restores it. Movement and outdoor play give it a chance to
reset. Boredom, oddly enough, teaches a child to generate their own interest rather than
wait to be entertained. When screen time quietly replaces these, the child is not just losing
minutes; they are losing the very activities that build the capacity we are worried about.

That is why the effects show up in mood and sleep as much as in focus.

The habit repeats for a simple reason: it works, in the short term. The screen soothes,
entertains, and buys quiet. For a tired parent, that is genuinely valuable, and pretending
otherwise helps no one. The problem is only that the short-term solution can quietly
become the default, and defaults are hard to notice until they are already a pattern.

That recognition matters, because it leads to the one thing that actually helps: choosing a
small step and repeating it, rather than attempting a dramatic overhaul that collapses within

a week.

One small step, taken today

The step I would suggest is this: pick one single moment of the day where a screen
currently fills a gap, and change only that moment. Not the total hours. Not the weekend.
One transition. The most reliable candidates are the ones that happen every day without
fail — the moment after school, the twenty minutes while dinner is being made, the car
ride home, the last half hour before bed. Choose the one that causes you the most friction

right now, and choose it because it is difficult, not because it is easy.
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Now make the change specific and physical rather than a rule in your head. Suppose the
friction is the after-school handover. Instead of announcing "no screens after school,” you
prepare the alternative before the child walks in. A plate of something on the table. A card
game left out. An invitation to help with something real — chopping, sorting laundry,
walking the dog. The invitation works far better than the ban, because it gives the child
somewhere to go rather than only somewhere they cannot go. "You can't have the tablet
yet" invites a fight. "Can you take this out to the bin while I finish up?" invites a body into

motion, and motion breaks the pull of the screen far more gently than refusal does.

Keep it going by making the step small enough that you will not abandon it on a bad day.
A changed routine that is too ambitious survives about four days. One that is modest
survives the week, and a week is where habits begin. Think of it as a single hinge rather
than a locked door: one moment in the day that now has a shape of its own, so the screen is
no longer the automatic answer to that particular hour. Once that moment feels normal —
and it will stop feeling like a negotiation sooner than you expect — you can choose a
second one. But not before.

There is one more practical detail that makes the difference between a step that holds and
one that quietly dissolves. Decide in advance what happens when the answer is yes. If the
screen is allowed, let it have a visible beginning and a visible end — a timer the child can
see, a natural finishing point in what they are watching, a stated number of episodes rather
than an open-ended "a bit." Endings are where most conflict lives, and an ending the child
can see coming is far less of a shock than one delivered by an adult's decision. Give a
warning before the end, too. The warning is not a concession; it is what lets a child's

attention begin to turn around before it is asked to.

Where people usually stumble

The first stumble is the hard-line start. Many parents, having read something like this
chapter, remove the screens almost entirely for a week. It feels decisive. It rarely lasts.
What tends to happen is that the child's distress is genuine and loud, the parent's resolve is
finite, and the whole thing ends in a bigger return to screens than before, now with a sense
of failure attached. Small, repeated, boring changes work better than dramatic ones

precisely because they survive contact with a real Tuesday evening.

The second stumble is expecting the child to fill the gap themselves. When the screen
comes out of a moment, the child often does not do anything at all — they wander,
complain, follow you around. This is normal and it is not a sign the change is failing.
Boredom is doing its work. Stand firm without lecturing, offer your presence rather than an

alternative screen, and let the child arrive at something on their own. That arriving is the
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whole point, and it cannot be rushed. Parents who panic at the wandering and hand the

device back are giving up exactly at the moment that matters.

The third stumble is inconsistency between adults. If one parent holds the line and another
quietly relents, the child learns quickly that persistence pays. It helps enormously if the
adults agree on the specific moment and the specific ending, and if they are willing to say
the same sentence to the child. You do not need a family meeting or a written plan — just

enough agreement that the child does not have a door to push.

The fourth stumble is confusing a changed routine with a changed child. You change the
after-school hour, and after two weeks the child is still irritable and still asks for the tablet.
That does not mean nothing happened. It means you are watching for the wrong signal.
The right questions are quieter: is the after-school hour a little less of a battle than it was?
Does the child settle into something else a minute sooner than before? Are the meltdowns
at the end slightly shorter? These are the real markers, and they move slowly. Expect the
shape of the day to feel different within a few weeks; expect the deeper changes in

attention and mood to take considerably longer, and to arrive without announcement.

And when a day goes badly — because it will — the useful response is to treat it as
information, not as a verdict. What was happening just before? Was the child tired, hungry,
coming down from a long day? A stumble on a hard day is not a relapse. It is a reminder
that the routine has to hold on hard days too, and usually the fix is to make it easier, not

stricter.

A closing summary

Screens are not the enemy in this story, and the goal is not a house without them. The goal
is a child who can still bring their own attention to things that are slower than a screen, and
a family where the device is one part of the day rather than the shape of it. That comes
from small, repeated choices about specific moments — not from a single sweeping rule,
and not from guilt on the days it slips. Change here is slow and unspectacular, and that is

exactly what makes it durable.
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PRACTICE

1. Pick one daily moment where a screen currently fills a gap, and change only that
moment this week.

2. Prepare something physical or an invitation to do something together before the child
reaches for the device.

3. Give screens a visible beginning and a visible end — a timer or a stated number of
episodes, with a warning before the end.

4. Agree with the other adults on the same sentence and the same ending, and judge

progress by smaller conflicts, not by a transformed child.
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CHAPTER 9

Movement, Play, and Learning

Have you ever watched a child who cannot sit still for a worksheet suddenly stand at the
kitchen counter for a long stretch, building something with total absorption? Or noticed
that the same child who melts down over homework becomes calm and capable after an
hour of running around outside? Maybe you have asked yourself, quietly, why focus seems
to arrive so easily in some moments and vanish completely in others, as though it were a

matter of luck rather than skill.

That question shows up in ordinary life in all sorts of shapes. It is the child who reads best
while lying on the floor, sprawled out, one leg hooked over a chair. It is the one who
answers questions correctly while tossing a ball against the wall, and stares blankly at you
when asked to sit at a desk. It is the afternoon slump after a day of school with no physical
outlet, when everything — homework, dinner, even a favourite show — seems to trigger
frustration. Sometimes it is the opposite: a child who has been still for too long and starts
fidgeting, tapping, rocking, sliding off the chair, and you read it as defiance when it is

really the body asking for something it needs.

Parents often receive conflicting advice about all this. One voice says children need to sit
still to learn, that movement is distraction, that a good student is a quiet one. Another says
children just need to burn energy off before they can concentrate. Both are half right and
half wrong, and neither tells you what to actually do on a Tuesday afternoon when the
homework is on the table and the child is everywhere but in the chair.

What is really happening underneath

Let's start with something simple: attention is not purely a mental act. It is a whole-body
process. The brain systems that allow a child to hold focus, resist impulses, and keep
information in mind are the same systems that organise movement and physical effort.
When a child moves, those systems get engaged — blood flow increases, the body sends a
steady stream of feedback to the brain about where it is in space, and that feedback
actually helps the brain stay alert. Movement is not the opposite of focus. It is one of the

channels through which focus is built.

This is why the child who paces while thinking is not necessarily avoiding the task. The
pacing may be part of how the thinking gets done. For many children — and plenty of
adults too — stillness and concentration are not natural partners. Their bodies need some
low-level motion to keep the mind switched on. When we demand perfect stillness, we

sometimes remove the very support the child was using to concentrate.
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Why the same child can focus here and not there

There is also the matter of what kind of attention a task asks for. Sitting and copying
sentences requires sustained, deliberate focus with little reward along the way. Climbing,
building, or playing a game with rules asks for something different: attention that is pulled
along by interest and challenge, where the child is choosing to stay engaged. The second
kind looks like play, and it is easy to dismiss it as "just" play. But it is where attention gets
practised most naturally — holding a rule in mind, waiting a turn, adjusting when

something doesn't work, recovering after a mistake.

This is why a child can seem effortlessly focused during a game and hopeless during
homework and both reports are true. They are exercising different attention muscles, and
the playful ones are often stronger. The good news is that the stronger ones can be used to
build the weaker ones, but only if we stop treating play as the enemy of learning and start

treating it as the training ground.

The learning environment is part of the picture

It is worth saying plainly: the room matters too. A child asked to concentrate in a space full
of noise, clutter, screens within reach, or uncomfortable seating is being asked to do
something genuinely harder. This is not an excuse for every distracted moment, but it is a
real factor, and it is one of the few things you can change. A quieter corner, a clear surface,
a chair that fits, a predictable routine — these are small adjustments, not transformations,

and they make a difference precisely because attention is so sensitive to surroundings.

Notice, too, how often we ask for focus at the worst possible moment. Right after school,
before a snack, after a poor night's sleep, in the middle of a growth spurt. The child's
capacity shifts through the day, and the environment includes the timing. Matching the
demand to the moment is not lowering the bar. It is giving the child a fair chance to meet
it.

What this means for the next time it happens

When focus falls apart, the reflexive question is "what is wrong with this child?" A more
useful question is "what is this child's body and brain asking for right now?" Sometimes
the answer is movement. Sometimes it is rest. Sometimes it is a task broken into smaller
pieces, or a change of scene, or simply being spoken to more quietly. None of these are

fixes that work every time. They are small, repeatable adjustments, and over weeks they

add up more reliably than any single grand strategy.
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In the second half of this chapter, we will look at how to put this into practice — how
movement and play can be woven into learning rather than treated as a break from it, and
how to shape the spaces and rhythms of the day so that attention has a better chance to
settle. For now, the takeaway is simpler: if your child seems unable to focus, do not
assume the problem is in their head. Look at their body, their play, and their surroundings.

That is usually where the answer starts.

Start tonight, before you change anything else. Pick the one moment of the day when focus
usually collapses — for most families it is the after-school stretch, but yours might be the
last half hour before bed or the hour before dinner. For one week, do not try to fix that
moment. Instead, put ten minutes of real movement in front of it. Real movement means
heart rate up a little and whole body involved: going up and down the stairs a few times, a
chase game in the garden, dancing to two songs, carrying shopping in from the car,
jumping on a trampoline if you have one. Not a screen, not a walk so slow it changes

nothing. Ten minutes, then move straight into whatever comes next.

Suppose that homework follows the movement. Do not make the movement the reward or
the punishment — no "when you finish, then you can play." Attach it to the front, matter-
of-factly, as part of the routine, the way you would put on a coat before going outside. That
framing matters more than the activity itself. The moment movement becomes a
bargaining chip, it stops being a support and turns into another thing to negotiate over, and

you will lose that negotiation on the days you can least afford to.

Keep it going by tying it to something that already happens reliably rather than to a time
on the clock. The walk home from school, the arrival of a parent from work, the moment
the plates are cleared — these anchors survive busy days in a way that "4 p.m. movement
time" does not. Expect to miss it some days. The pattern is built by the days you repeat, not
by the days you never break. If you manage four out of five school days for a few weeks,

you have already changed the shape of your afternoons.

Where it usually goes wrong

The most common stumble is turning this into one more performance to be judged. A
parent starts the movement routine, the child seems calmer for a few days, and then the
parent begins extending it — twenty minutes, then a structured exercise routine, then a
chart with stickers and a weekly target. Within a month it has become a task with
standards, and the child who once loved the chase game now refuses it. If you notice
yourself measuring, timing, or rewarding the movement, pull back. It works because it is

easy and a bit like play. Protect that, even when it feels under-ambitious.
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The second stumble is expecting the movement to fix the focus, and reading its failure as a
sign the child is beyond help. It won't fix everything. A child who is exhausted, hungry, or
coming down with something will still fall apart over homework after ten minutes of
running about. That is not evidence the approach doesn't work. It is evidence that
movement is one factor among several, and on that day the useful question might be about

food or sleep instead.

The third stumble is subtler: the parent quietly resents the whole arrangement — the extra
effort, the disruption to what was supposed to be a calm afternoon — and the child feels
the resentment rather than the play. If you are the one who has to run up and down the
stairs after a full day, that is genuinely tiring. Scale it down. Five minutes of dancing in the
kitchen that you also enjoy is worth more than twenty minutes of grudging activity that

both of you dread.

How long this takes

Change here is slow and uneven, and it is worth saying so plainly. You may see a small

difference in a week or two, but it will be inconsistent and easy to miss. Over a couple of
months, families often notice the after-school stretch becoming slightly less explosive —
not calm, just less explosive. That is the realistic scale. This is not a switch but a gradual

shift in how the day is arranged, and arranging is something you can keep doing.

When you hit a stretch where nothing seems to help, resist the urge to overhaul everything.
Go back to the smallest version: ten minutes of movement before the hardest part of the
day, and a clear surface to work on. Run that for two weeks before you judge it. If it still
isn't working, the honest next step is not a new strategy but a conversation — with the

child's teacher, or with a professional, about what else might be going on.

Summing up

Movement is not a break from focus; it is one of the routes into it. Play is where attention
gets practised most naturally, in games with rules, turns, and setbacks that need recovering
from. The room and the timing matter as much as the child's willpower, and matching the
demand to the moment is fairness, not lowering the bar. Small, repeated adjustments — ten
minutes of movement before the hard part of the day, a clearer workspace, a kinder
moment to ask for concentration — do more over weeks than any single grand plan. Look
at your child's body, their play, and their surroundings before you conclude the problem is

in their head.
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PRACTICE

ok
1. Identify the one time of day when focus usually collapses, and put ten minutes of
whole-body movement immediately before it, for five school days.

2. Anchor the movement to something that already happens daily (the walk home, a
parent's return, clearing the table) rather than to a clock time.

3. Set up one workspace with a clear surface, a chair that fits, and no screen within reach
— and ask for focus there, at that moment, not everywhere.

4. At the end of the week, write down one thing that changed even slightly, and keep only

the smallest version of what you did.
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CHAPTER 10

Distinguishing Attention Difficulties

You know the scene. A child is sitting at the kitchen table with homework in front of them,
and ten minutes in, they're staring out the window. You ask them to focus. Two minutes
later, they're sharpening a pencil that didn't need sharpening. You remind them again, a
little less patiently this time. They sigh, they slump, they say "I'm trying." And maybe they
are. Maybe that's the part that gets to you — the effort is real, but the attention just isn't

there.

That moment raises a question most parents eventually ask themselves, usually late at
night after a hard day: is this normal, or is something going on? The honest answer is that
the question itself is too simple. Attention difficulties are not one thing wearing different
costumes. They can come from very different places, and telling those places apart is one
of the most useful things you can learn to do — not so you can diagnose anyone, but so

you respond to the right problem.

The same behavior, different reasons

Think about how many different situations can produce the exact same picture. A child
who can't sit still at homework might be tired because bedtime has drifted later and later.
Another might be hungry, or coming down from a day of screens. Another might find the
work itself far too easy and be bored, or far too hard and be quietly lost. Another might be
anxious about something at school that has nothing to do with the worksheet in front of

them.

From the outside, all of these look identical: the wandering eyes, the fidgeting, the "I'll do
it in a minute." If you only look at the behavior, you'll reach for the same solution every
time — more reminders, more pressure, more frustration — and it will work for some of
these children and fail completely for others. That's not because the reminders are wrong in
themselves. It's because the same surface behavior is being fed by completely different

machinery underneath.

Why a mismatch gets read as a flaw

There's a trap here that almost every caring adult falls into. We see attention as a kind of
willpower, so when it slips, we assume the child isn't trying hard enough. And children, for
their part, absorb that framing quickly. A child who is simply sleep-deprived starts to
believe they're lazy. A child who is bored starts to believe they're bad at school. A child
who is anxious starts to believe something is wrong with their brain. None of these
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conclusions are true, but they stick, because nobody stopped to ask what was actually

happening.

The distinction that matters most, then, is between attention differences that are part of a
child's development and those that are temporary, situational responses to conditions. A
developmental difference tends to be consistent — it shows up across settings, at home and
at school, with preferred activities and disliked ones, over months rather than days. A
situational dip tends to be recent and tied to something: a change in sleep, a stressful
period, an illness, a new screen habit, a stretch of unusually demanding weeks. The
behavior can look the same; the timeline and the pattern are what tell you which you're
dealing with.

The shapes it takes in ordinary life

In daily life this shows up in a handful of recurring forms. There's the child whose
attention collapses only during structured tasks but holds fine during play — that pattern
often points to the task itself, not the child's capacity. There's the child whose focus is fine
in the morning and gone by late afternoon, which usually points to fatigue or accumulated
demands. There's the child who can concentrate deeply on one thing they love and nothing
else, which is worth understanding rather than fighting. And there's the child whose
attention has genuinely scattered across everything at once, recently, in a way that wasn't

true a few months ago — the one that most deserves a careful look.

None of these is a verdict. They're clues. The point of noticing the shape is to stop treating

attention as a single switch that a child is either flipping or refusing to flip.

What is actually going on underneath

Here's the plain version. Attention isn't a single muscle; it's a set of processes working
together. One part keeps you alert and awake. Another lets you choose what to focus on
and ignore the rest. Another holds information in mind while you work with it. Another
holds back the impulse to do something more interesting instead. These processes mature
slowly through childhood, and they are all sensitive to the body's condition — sleep, food,

movement, stress — and to the environment around them.

So when attention falters, the first question isn't "what's wrong with the child" but "which
of these is being strained, and why." If a child slept badly, the alertness system is running

low, and no amount of encouragement fixes that — only rest does. If the room is loud and
busy, the filtering system is doing extra work and has less left over for the task. If the task
is too hard, the working-memory system gets overloaded, and the child's attention slides
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away as a form of escape. If the task is too easy, there's nothing to hold onto, and the mind

drifts toward anything more interesting.

Why it repeats

This is why the same struggle returns day after day. If the cause is a condition — poor
sleep, a chaotic homework environment, work that's mismatched to the child's level —
then the behavior will keep reappearing exactly as long as the condition stays in place. You
can correct the moment a hundred times, but the moment isn't the problem. Something

upstream is feeding it.

That's also why "just try harder" so often backfires. It asks the child to solve a problem that
isn't located in their effort. And when the effort doesn't work, the child learns something
worse than the original difficulty: that their trying doesn't matter. Repeating that lesson is

far more costly than a messy homework session.

The encouraging flip side is that conditions are changeable. Sleep can be protected. The
homework space can be simplified. The task can be broken into pieces that fit. None of this
requires a dramatic overhaul, and none of it promises a transformation overnight. But it
starts with the right question — not "why won't this child focus," but "what is making
focus hard right now, and is it a passing strain or a lasting pattern?" Getting that question

right is the whole game.

tected and moved earlier; meals can be made regular; the noise around homework can be
reduced; the difficulty of the task can be adjusted. None of these are dramatic fixes, but
each one removes a load from a system that was already straining. That's the practical
value of asking "why" before "how much more."

One small step you can take today

Pick a single stretch of the day — not the whole day, not the whole week — and watch
what actually happens around a moment of lost attention. Suppose it's the after-school
homework hour. Before you correct anything, note three things: what time it is, what
happened in the hour before, and what the task was asking the child to do. Was this the
first thing after school, with no break? Was dinner late? Was the room noisy? Was the
worksheet much harder than what they did last week?

Write those three things down, on your phone or the back of an envelope. That's it. That's
the step. You are not fixing anything yet; you are gathering what you need so that the next

correction you make is aimed at the right target.
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Then keep it going in a small way. Do this for a handful of days and look for a pattern —
the same time, the same kind of task, the same conditions showing up again and again. If
the pattern is obvious, you've probably found a condition you can change rather than a
character flaw you have to argue with. If no pattern appears and the difficulty is
everywhere, across settings and weeks, that's also useful information, and it's the point to

talk to a professional rather than keep guessing.

Where people usually stumble

The most common stumble is jumping to a fix too fast. You notice the wandering attention,
you have a theory, and by that evening you've rearranged the entire household schedule
around it. Then it doesn't work, because the theory was wrong, and now everyone is

discouraged. Slow down. Gather a little before you change a lot.

The second stumble is blaming the child in a moment when the child is not the cause.
When you're tired yourself, it's almost automatic: the sigh, the "you're not even trying." It
happens to everyone. What matters is what you do next — acknowledging it takes thirty
seconds and undoes most of the damage. "I was frustrated, but that wasn't fair — you were

tired" is enough. Children recover quickly from an unfair moment if the moment is named.

The third stumble is expecting too much, too soon. If you move bedtime earlier by fifteen
minutes, don't expect a transformed child by Thursday. Real change in attention is usually
slow and uneven — better some days, worse on others, and the trend visible only in
hindsight over weeks, not days. If you're looking for a single dramatic proof that it's

working, you'll miss the quiet improvement that's actually happening.

When you slip

You will slip. You'll correct the wrong thing, or correct the right thing in the wrong tone.
The repair is simple: say what you noticed, say what you now think was happening, and
say what you'll try instead. "I thought you were being careless, but I think this work was
just too hard for right now. Let's try it in smaller pieces." That sentence does more for a
child's attention than another ten minutes of nagging at the same table.

A short closing

Attention difficulties are rarely what they look like from across the room. The same
fidgeting and drifting can come from tiredness, from a task that's too hard or too easy, from
a noisy room, from worry, or from a developmental pattern that is consistent and long-
running. Telling these apart isn't a diagnosis — it's basic respect for the child's actual

situation, and it's the difference between solving the real problem and fighting a shadow.
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You don't need to get this perfect. You need to get curious before you get firm. Watch a
little before you fix; adjust conditions instead of demanding effort; and give any change
enough time to show whether it's real. Small, steady adjustments to the conditions around

attention do more than any amount of "focus, please."

PRACTICE

1. Choose one daily window (for example, after-school homework) and for five days note
three things each time: the time, what happened in the hour before, and what the task
asked for.

2. After five days, look for one repeating condition you can change — sleep timing, meal
timing, noise, or task difficulty.

3. Change that one condition only, and leave everything else as it is for two weeks.

4. If attention problems are consistent across home and school and have lasted for months,
or if they're getting worse, book a conversation with a professional instead of continuing

to experiment alone.
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CHAPTER 11

Small Steps at Home and at School

You've read the earlier chapters. You understand attention now — how it works, why it
wobbles, what sleep and screens and bustle do to it. And yet here you are on a Tuesday
evening, watching your child drift away from a page for the fourth time in ten minutes, and
none of that understanding is helping. So the question is simple: how do you turn all of this
into something you can actually do, on an ordinary day, when you're tired and the house is

loud and nobody has time for a routine?

That question wears different clothes depending on your life. Maybe the flashpoint is
homework — the pencil that needs sharpening twice, the glass of water requested three
times, the sudden urgent need to know what the dog is doing. Maybe it's the morning
routine, where one instruction to put on shoes turns into fifteen minutes of wandering.
Maybe it's the classroom, where the teacher says your child is bright but lost in the shuffle,
and you're not sure whether that's a complaint, a diagnosis, or just a fact. Or maybe the
trouble is quieter: your child focuses fine on the things they love and falls apart on

everything else, and you can't tell whether that's a problem or simply being human.

The pull to fix it all at once

When people start looking into attention, the natural instinct is to go big. New routines, a
reorganised room, tighter rules, a reward chart, a conversation with the teacher, and
perhaps a complete philosophical overhaul of how the household runs — all starting
Monday. This almost never survives the week, and it's worth understanding why, because
that understanding shapes everything that comes next.

When everything changes at once, nothing is testable. If the child improves, you don't
know which change did it. If the child doesn't improve, you don't know which change to
abandon. And a whole-life overhaul asks a child to hold several new habits in place while
they're still barely managing the old ones. The child who can't get through one page of
homework isn't going to suddenly excel at a new homework routine, a new tidy-desk
policy, and a new bedtime, simultaneously, because an adult decided it was time.

The same applies to you. Adults tend to underestimate how much of their own bandwidth a
new system actually demands — the remembering, the enforcing, the adjusting. A plan that
assumes you have reserves you don't have will quietly collapse, and the collapse itself
becomes discouraging for everyone. The point isn't to aim low. The point is to aim small

enough to actually happen.
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One thing, held steady

So the first move is almost embarrassingly modest: pick one thing. Not a vision. A single,
specific, repeatable thing — one that happens at the same point in the day, in the same

place, in roughly the same way each time.

Suppose the struggle is homework. One thing might be that homework always starts at the
kitchen table, right after the after-school snack, with the phone in another room. Not a
chart, not a timer negotiation, not a motivational speech — just a fixed where and a fixed
when. Suppose instead the morning is the problem. One thing might be that the shoes wait
by the door the night before, and the getting-dressed step happens before anything else,
before breakfast, before the screen, before the negotiation. This last part matters more than
it sounds: routines are easiest to protect when they happen early, before the day's

competing demands arrive.

The reason a single fixed point works has to do with how habits form. A thing that happens
the same way, in the same place, at the same time, begins to require less and less conscious
decision from the child — and from you. Decision-making is expensive for a tired brain.

The more of the routine that runs on rails, the more attention is left over for the actual task.

This is exactly the resource the child needs in the moments that are hard.

You'll want to resist the urge to defend or explain the plan once it's set. When you
announce the new fixed routine, say it once, plainly, and then simply do it. The child who
argues is often not arguing about the routine so much as testing whether it will hold. If it
holds quietly, without lectures or drama, the arguing tends to fade. If it gets renegotiated

every evening, it never becomes a rail at all.

The room as part of the routine

There's a second small lever that works alongside the routine, and it sits in the background:
the place itself. It's easy to think of the environment as somewhere attention simply
happens, but a workspace is really an invitation — it either makes it easy to get started or

gives the eyes somewhere to escape to.

At home, this rarely requires a renovation. It means the work surface holds what the work
needs and not much else. It means the distractions with the loudest pull — the tablet, the
toys, the older sibling's game — are out of sight during the fixed routine, not merely within
arm's reach. It means the chair is comfortable enough not to become its own problem. A
child who can fiddle with a pencil, examine a poster, and pet the cat without moving an

inch has three competing activities already running in a space meant for one.
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The same logic applies to the desk at school, and it's worth mentioning because it's the
environment you don't control. A cluttered desk, a seat by the door, a neighbour who wants
to chat — these are real factors, not excuses. Many classrooms run routines for tidying the
workspace and for how attention is requested, and the teacher has already thought about
seating far more than you might expect. Your job here is not to redesign the classroom. It's
to ask, plainly, what the teacher has noticed, and to mention what you see at home — one

to the other, so both of you are working from actual information rather than assumption.

Why this repeats

Here's the part worth sitting with. The pattern — the wandering page, the endless requests
for water, the morning that dissolves — usually isn't a sign that nothing works. It's a sign
that whatever is running underneath is still running. And what's running underneath is

almost never one neat cause.

Sleep sits close to the top of the list, because a tired brain cannot sustain attention no
matter how well the desk is arranged. But sleep is also invisible. A child who goes to bed
at a reasonable hour may still be awake for a while, or waking in the night, and you may
never see it. Digging into that gently — how long it actually takes to fall asleep, whether
mornings are easier or harder than afternoons — often tells you more than any
conversation about effort. You'll notice that afternoon and evening difficulties often have
the shape of accumulating fatigue, which is why a small step attempted at the wrong time
of day can look like a failed step.

Development is the other quiet force. The capacity to hold attention grows across
childhood, unevenly, and it is genuinely limited by age. A task that a child a year older
handles without a flicker can be genuinely beyond a younger one, and this isn't poor
discipline — it's where the brain is. This doesn't excuse any particular behavior, but it does
help you set the size of the step correctly. When you choose one small thing, choose one
that fits the child in front of you, not the child you wish were there.

Finally, the task itself matters. Tasks that are too hard produce evasion; tasks that are too
easy produce drift. The water-and-pencil-request routine is often the child's way of buying
time in the face of something they find genuinely difficult — a subtle announcement that
they don't know where to begin. When the work is broken into smaller pieces, that
particular evasive dance often gets shorter, not because the child has been disciplined, but
because the reason for the dance has shrunk.

None of this comes with guarantees. Small steps held steady tend to make things a little
better, a little more often — that's the honest summary. The next half of this chapter is
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about turning that honest summary into a plan you can start tomorrow.

that the system needs one fewer variable, not more willpower. Which brings us to the most
useful thing you can do with everything you've read so far: take one of these ideas and

actually try it today.

One step you can take today

Here's a concrete version, small enough to fit into an ordinary evening. Pick the single
hardest moment of your child's day — the one you already dread. Tonight, write down two
things about it: exactly when it happens, and exactly where it happens. That's it. Don't

change anything yet. Just name the when and the where.

Tomorrow, make one adjustment to that moment. Suppose homework is the flashpoint.
The adjustment might be that starting tomorrow, homework happens at the kitchen table at
a fixed time, with the tablet in another room. Suppose it's the morning. The adjustment
might be that clothes and shoes are laid out by the door before bed, and the getting-dressed
step happens first thing. One change. Not two.

Then — and this is the part people skip — decide in advance how you'll keep it going. The
rule is simple: for the next two weeks, when the moment arrives, you do the thing the same
way, even if it goes badly. Especially when it goes badly. Change holds not because the
first attempts are smooth but because they're predictable. A routine that happens every
time, even imperfectly, becomes something the child can lean on. A routine that happens

only on good days teaches everyone that it's optional.

You may also want a small way of noticing. Not a reward chart, not a star system —
something quieter, like a note on your phone at the end of each day: did it happen or not?
That record isn't for grading anyone. It's so that after two weeks you can look back and see
whether the thing actually happened, instead of relying on your memory, which on a tired

evening will tell you whatever mood you're in.

Where people usually stumble

The first stumble is the size of the step. Somewhere around day three or four, it will occur
to you that you could also fix bedtime, and the screen rules, and the desk. Every one of
those ideas will seem urgent and obviously correct. This is the moment the whole plan is
most likely to fail. When the urge arrives, write the extra idea down somewhere and leave

it there. Add it only after the first thing has run for a couple of weeks. One rail at a time.

56



The second stumble is the child pushing back. This is normal and it does not mean the
routine is wrong. A child who negotiates every evening is usually asking, in the only way
they have, whether this is going to stick. Answer the question by sticking. Say the plan
once, calmly, and then let your behaviour do the arguing. If you find yourself explaining,
defending, or renegotiating, stop — not because explaining is bad, but because the
negotiation itself is what keeps the routine from becoming a rail. If a genuine problem
shows up — a schedule change, a bad night, an illness — adjust once, plainly, and go back

to the routine the next day.

The third stumble is losing heart when the first week looks worse, not better. A new routine
means new decisions for everyone, and decisions are expensive. For a while, the child is
working harder to do the same thing. Expect some friction, and don't read it as failure. This
is also where it helps to lower the bar further rather than abandon ship: if the fixed
homework time keeps collapsing, shrink the session rather than cancelling it. What matters

is that the rail exists, even if it's short.

As for how long it takes — no honest number can be given. Habits settle at different
speeds, and a child's day is full of factors nobody controls: sleep, hunger, a substitute
teacher, a friend moving away. What you can reasonably expect is a shift in kind rather
than a sudden transformation. The routine stops being something you announce and
becomes something that simply happens. The arguing fades before the focusing improves,

usually. And on some days it won't work at all, and that's a Tuesday, not a verdict.

What this chapter has given you

The thread running through all of this is smallness held steady. One fixed when and where.
A workspace that holds the work and not much else. A teacher who hears what you see at
home, and you who hear what the teacher sees at school. No overhaul, no chart, no
promises that this will fix everything. Just one predictable point in the day that the child
can lean on, kept going long enough to stop requiring decisions.

None of this replaces the understanding from earlier chapters. Sleep still matters. Screens
still matter. The child's developmental stage still sets the ceiling on what's reasonable to
expect. What this chapter offers is the practical bridge between knowing that and doing
something about it on a Tuesday evening when nobody has time for a routine. The bridge

is narrow on purpose. Narrow things hold.
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PRACTICE
skl

1. Tonight, write down the single hardest moment of your child's day and name its exact
when and where — change nothing yet.

2. Tomorrow, make one adjustment to that moment and put the loudest distraction out of
sight before it begins.

3. For two weeks, run the same routine at the same time, plainly and without renegotiating
— note each day whether it happened.

4. When new ideas urge you to add more, write them down and wait until the first routine

has held for two weeks.
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CHAPTER 12

A Lasting Roadmap

Have you ever noticed that the week you finally get serious about helping your child focus
— the charts, the routines, the plan you stayed up late writing — is also the week
everything falls apart? The school calls about a forgotten assignment. Bedtime slips by an
hour. The carefully chosen homework corner becomes a battlefield, and by Friday the

whole thing feels like a project you failed at.

If that sounds familiar, take a breath. It is not a sign that you are doing it wrong, and it is
certainly not a sign that your child cannot improve. It is what almost always happens when
we treat attention as something to be fixed with a burst of effort rather than something to
be supported over time. The pattern shows up in all kinds of ordinary shapes: a child who
concentrates beautifully at the kitchen table but falls apart at a desk in another room; a
morning routine that works in September and collapses by November; a screen-time rule
that is followed cheerfully for a week and then quietly ignored. Sometimes it looks like a
child who can focus for an hour on something they chose and only minutes on something
you chose. Sometimes it looks like progress that appears, holds for a while, and then seems
to vanish — usually right when you had started to count on it.

Attention Is a Skill That Breathes

The first thing worth understanding is that attention was never a fixed switch. It rises and
falls with sleep, with food, with movement, with the noise and light around a child, and
with whether the activity in front of them is interesting or flat. A child who struggled on
Tuesday can shine on Wednesday without anything dramatic changing, because the
conditions changed. This is why a single bad afternoon tells you almost nothing, and why a
good week is not yet proof that a habit has set. Attention behaves less like a personality

trait and more like a skill that breathes — expanding and contracting with the day.

Once you see it that way, the collapse after a promising start becomes easier to read. You
did not fail; you met the natural wobble of a developing skill under changing conditions.
The parent who expects steady progress ends up discouraged by normal variation. The
parent who expects variation is no longer surprised by it, and can respond to a hard day
without concluding the whole effort was pointless. That shift alone changes how a difficult
evening feels — from evidence of failure to a signal that something in the conditions needs
adjusting.

Why the Plan Slips Away
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There is a second reason good plans tend to slide, and it has less to do with the child than
with the plan itself. Most of us build plans at a moment of motivation, and we build them
for an ideal version of our lives — the version with calm mornings, no unexpected
overtime, and a child who agrees to turn off the screen the first time we ask. Then real life
shows up, and the plan has no room for it. A plan that only works on good days is not
really a plan; it is a wish. The moment a single piece breaks, the whole structure loses its
meaning, and it is much easier to abandon everything than to figure out which one piece
failed.

Underneath both of these patterns is something simple: attention is not built in a day, and it
is not built by intensity. It is built by repetition under conditions that are kind enough to be
repeated. A short routine your child can actually complete most days does more than an
ambitious one that works beautifully once and then frays. This is not a reason to aim low
— it is a reason to aim at what is sustainable. The goal is not a perfect week. The goal is a
week you could live again next week, and the week after that, with small adjustments as
things change.

The Signal in the Struggle

When focus breaks down, it is tempting to read it as defiance, laziness, or a lack of care.
Most of the time it is none of those things. It is information — about sleep, about the
demands of the task, about how the environment is set up, about whether the child
understood what was being asked, or simply about a skill that has not yet had enough
practice to hold steady. A child who melts down during homework on a night after a late
bedtime is showing you the mechanism in action, not a character flaw. Suppose that same
child does the same work calmly after a full night's sleep — nothing about the child
changed, only the conditions. That is not an excuse for every difficulty; it is a reminder to

look for the cause before assigning a verdict.

This is why tracking matters more than judging. Noticing what happened before a hard
stretch, how long it lasted, and what helped it ease tells you far more than deciding
whether the day was good or bad. Over time, those observations become the raw material
for a plan that actually fits your child, rather than one borrowed from a book or copied
from another family. The details will look different for every child, because the conditions

that support attention are not the same for everyone.

One Small Step You Can Take Today

Here is something you can do before the day is over, and it takes about ten minutes. Sit

down with one sheet of paper and write, in plain words, the three moments of the day that
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matter most for your child's attention — for most families these are the morning rush, the
after-school hour, and homework or bedtime. For each one, write a single sentence
describing what usually happens now. Not what should happen; what actually happens.
"Mornings are rushed and someone ends up shouting." "After school he disappears into a
screen for an hour." "Homework starts late and drags." That sheet is your starting point,

and it is worth more than a perfect plan built on assumptions.

Then choose one of those three moments — just one — and write down the smallest
change that might make it a little smoother. Not a full routine, not a chart, not a reward
system. One change. Suppose the after-school hour is the trouble spot: the small change
might be that the screen stays off until he has had a snack and twenty minutes to move
around. Suppose homework drags: the small change might be starting it fifteen minutes
earlier, or setting a visible timer for a short first block so there is a clear end in sight. The
change should be small enough that you could do it even on a bad day. If it feels

ambitious, shrink it further.

Keeping it going is where most of the work lives, and the trick is to attach the change to
something that already happens every day. Not "we will be consistent this time," but "after
he drops his bag by the door, the snack comes out before anything with a screen." A
routine pinned to an existing moment survives far better than one that needs to be
remembered from scratch. Give it a week or two before judging it. If it fits, hold it steady
for a while before touching the second moment on your list — the point is not to change
everything at once but to build something you would be willing to keep doing.

Where People Usually Stumble

The most common stumble is the leap from one small change to a full overhaul. The first
change goes well for a few days, confidence rises, and suddenly there is a colour-coded
chart, a new bedtime, a reward jar, and a promise to do reading practice every evening.
Within a week two of those pieces have failed, and the whole structure comes down with
them. The fix is not to try harder next time. It is to resist the urge to expand until the first
change has become boring — until it happens without anyone announcing it. Boring is the

goal. A change that has become boring is a change that has become part of life.

The second stumble is measuring progress by the good days and forgetting the hard ones.
A child who manages the morning routine four days out of five is not failing on the fifth
day; that is what a developing habit looks like. When a hard day arrives, resist the urge to
declare the whole thing broken. Instead, ask the tracking question from earlier: what was
different? A late night, a skipped meal, an unexpected change at school, an argument

before the routine began. Often you will find a cause, adjust one thing, and carry on.
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Sometimes you will find nothing, and carrying on is still the right move. One rough

evening is data, not a verdict.

The third stumble is expecting change on a schedule. It is genuinely hard to say how long
anything will take, because it depends on the child, the change, and the conditions — and
anyone who gives you a number is guessing. What is fair to say is this: a small change held
steady for several weeks usually starts to feel less like effort and more like habit, while a
big change held for a few days tends to disappear without a trace. Judge progress over
weeks, not days, and look for direction rather than speed. Slow, uneven movement in the
right direction is what real progress looks like in almost every family.

Bringing It Together

If you take one thing from this book, let it be this: attention in children is not a switch to be
flipped but a skill to be supported, and support works best when it is small, steady, and
fitted to your actual life. The concepts — selective attention, sustained attention, working
memory, impulse control, executive functions — all describe real capacities that develop
over years and shift with sleep, food, movement, screens, and the demands of the moment.
You do not need to hold all of them in your head. You need to notice what helps your child

and what gets in the way, and to adjust accordingly.

None of this asks you to be perfect. It asks you to be observant, to keep the changes small
enough to repeat, and to treat the hard days as information rather than failure. The sheet of
paper with three moments on it, and one small change held steady, is a real beginning. Add
the second moment when the first feels settled. Adjust when life changes, because it will.
That is the whole roadmap — not a straight line to a destination, but a practice you return

to, week after week, with your child beside you.

PRACTICE

- Write down the three moments of the day that matter most for your child's attention, and
describe in one sentence what actually happens in each.

- Pick just one of those moments and choose the smallest change that could make it
smoother — small enough to do even on a bad day.

- Attach that change to something that already happens daily, so it does not depend on
being remembered.

- At the end of each week, note what helped and what got in the way; adjust one thing and

keep going.
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Further reading

Denise Abdale, Jacob Gets Organized, 2024 - ISBN 9798990814325
« Jeanne Ellis Ormrod, Essentials of educational psychology, 2006 - ISBN 9780133018103

o Martin L. Kutscher, Kids in the syndrome mix of ADHD, LD, Asperger's, Tourette's, bipolar, and
more!, 2005 - ISBN 9781843108115

» Paul Cooper, Attention Deficit Hyperactivity Disorder, 2013 - ISBN 9781136613128
« Sandra F. Rief, The ADHD book of lists, 2008 - ISBN 9781118937754

 Vivian Foster, A Beginner's Guide on Parenting Children with ADHD, 2022 - ISBN
9781958134085

— The End —
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