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“Strategies to Help Children Focus” 

1.  Chunking Your Child’s Homework—Taking a half sheet of paper and 

covering all but the top three questions of a homework assignment can 

help a student feel less overwhelmed.  Once they have answered those 

three questions, then you/they can move the sheet down to the next three 

and so on.  If they need to, they can show you the first few questions for 

you to check them and give them encouragement.  If your child is still 

significantly overwhelmed and struggling with the number of practice items 

assigned for homework, you may want to break up homework sessions in 

half or ask your child’s teacher for suggestions. 

2. Use a timer with Homework—Using a timer can help teach your child how 

to alternate homework with short focus breaks.  For example, if your child 

can focus for 5, 7 or 10 minutes at a time, set the timer for the amount of 

time your child says they can focus at a time.  When the timer goes off, set 

it for 2 minutes.  During this time, your child can stand and stretch, 

daydream, do deep breathing, use a fiddle toy, put their head down, or 

whatever helps them to refocus.  When the timer goes off, they can go 

back to homework for another 5, 7-10 minutes.  Then set the timer for 

another 2 minutes for a break.  You can alternate these until homework is 

done.  If homework is taking longer than 30-40 minutes, you can set the 

timer for a longer break 5-10 minutes if needed. 

3. Students who struggle with focusing can sometimes focus easier when an 

adult is sitting with or working with them, but they may struggle to stay 

focused when working independently.  This is why some parents wonder 

why their child can focus at home, but not at school.  Even in a quiet 

classroom there are so many more sounds and there is more movement 

than 1-1 in a quiet room at home.  Sometimes using ear plugs or sound 

reducing headphones can help children who are distracted by noise—at 

home or school.  Using a carrel or a 3-sided cardboard screen to block out 



visual distractions can help a child who is distracted by movement—or 

finding a quiet place in your home.  If you are not sure if sounds or 

movement is distracting to your child, you can ask them.  

4. Children may say they are frustrated doing homework or work at school 

and they may not have the language to say “I can’t focus.”   Children often 

feel that they should be able to pay attention and focus or concentrate--

and if they can’t focus--they often feel it is their fault.  Focusing is a skill 

that can be learned, but there are also many medical factors that can affect 

focusing that can make it much harder for some people than others.  I listed 

about 25 things that can affect focusing in a previous Counselor’s Corner.  

Giving children language by teaching them the meaning of words like focus, 

impulsive, stressed, anxious, distracted, etc. can help children use words to 

describe their experience and can make them less likely to shut down or act 

out their frustrations.  Children may use other words to describe being 

distracted that can be clues that they are struggling with focusing.  They 

may use words or phrases like:  I can’t think, I was daydreaming, I don’t 

know why, my brain is foggy, my brain won’t work, I forgot, I can’t 

remember, I feel spacey, etc. 

5. Putting a simple checklist up in a bathroom or by the bedroom door can 

help children who have trouble remembering their morning routines.  This 

can also help children at school who have a hard time remembering their 

morning preparation for school—so putting a simple list on the inside of a 

notebook--or laminating it and putting it inside their desk can help. 

6. Some children who struggle with focusing can often only remember 1 or 2 

directions at a time.  For instance, if a parent asks a child to go to their 

room and please do 3 things before they come down—the child may 

remember the last 1-2 things but may be likely to forget the first one or 2 

things.  If a child of a reasonable age often cannot remember three things 

you have asked them to do, that could be a flag that they are struggling 

with attention or short term memory or something else.   

7. Using movement breaks can be very helpful for children who are very 

active.  They may want to work sitting or lying on the floor or standing by a 

table instead of sitting.  As long as they are working, that’s OK.   

8. Some children are anxious because they can’t focus.  Some children can’t 

focus because they are anxious.  Some children have both anxiety and 



focusing difficulties that are both significant factors for them.  If the 

focusing difficulty is the major issue, then helping the child with the 

focusing difficulties can ease much, all, or at least some of the anxiety.  If 

the anxiety is the primary concern, then addressing the anxiety can help the 

child focus better.  If both are an issue then a two-pronged approach to 

address both is probably going to be the most helpful. 

9. Children who struggle daily with focusing may come home from school 

feeling exhausted.  When focusing is hard, it can take a lot of energy just to 

get through the day.  It can be comforting and reassuring for a child when 

they know that their parents understand and appreciate the amount of 

energy they use to get through the day.  If a child has a medical issue that 

makes it harder for them to focus, finding a way to explain to the child that 

everyone is different and everyone’s brain works differently, can help them 

to not beat themselves up because they can’t make themselves focus 

sometimes when they are trying to.  Children want to please adults and 

when they can’t do what safe adults are asking them to do, they can be 

upset with themselves and feel like they are being “bad.”  If a child 

understands why they can’t always focus well—or that they may have 

random days when focusing is easier and harder for medical reasons, they 

can be more patient with themselves and learn to use different coping 

strategies on the more difficult days.  It is common that children who 

struggle with focusing for certain types of medical reasons like ADHD, may  

have random days when focusing is easier--and days when focusing is very 

difficult--and days when it’s in between.  It can be confusing to wonder why 

your child could focus well one day, but not the next, if there is no 

immediately apparent reason.  Sometimes it can help to look at the list of 

25 things that can affect focusing or perhaps talk with your pediatrician. 

10. For some children sitting down to do homework can be hard after 

struggling to stay focused all day at school.  Taking a break or eating a snack 

before doing homework can be helpful.  For other children having a short 

snack and then doing homework is best because once they shift out of the 

work mode it’s very difficult to help them shift back into it until the next 

morning at school. 

11. Many children who struggle with focusing also struggle with organization.  

They may appear as if they don’t care about organization, but it may 



actually be that their organizational difficulties may be related to their 

difficulties with focusing.  Creating consistent routines can be helpful.  

Helping them with things like cleaning out desks or cleaning rooms without 

doing it for them can help them learn—especially if you walk them through 

it by asking simple questions like “What do you think we need to do first?” 

when looking at a messy room.  Asking them questions helps them to learn 

to think through problems and break problems down into smaller tasks—

and it gives them a sense of sharing control, taking initiative, being 

responsible, and maybe even feeling more grown up/mature.  “What would 

help you keep your toys from being all over the room and under the bed?”  

“Would a toy box be helpful?”  “Would it help you put up your used laundry 

if you had a laundry bin in your room instead of in the bathroom?”  “Where 

would you like to put your morning routine list?”  “Where would you like to 

put your evening routine list?”  “Do you need a trashcan by your bed or 

desk for tissues/papers?”  Etc. 

12. If you are not sure if a child is struggling with focusing or paying attention, 

one of the best ways to find out is to ask them—  “Is it hard for you focus?” 

Give them time to think about their answer to each of your questions.  They 

may not have ever thought about it before.   Other ways of asking are:  “Is 

it hard for you to pay attention?”  “Is it hard for you to remember 

directions or things I ask you to do sometimes?”  “Is it hard for you to 

remember what to do to get ready for school?”  “How long do you think 

you can focus (or work or pay attention) at a time—5, 10, 15 minutes, 

longer?”  Let them think about it and answer.  There is no wrong answer, 

but if you feel your child has taken this question seriously, the answer can 

give you some very helpful information about how to best help your child.  

You can also quietly observe and time your child to see how long they stay 

reasonably on-task at a time.  Observing can also give you information 

about how much your child may or may not struggle with focusing.  

Sometimes children who struggle with focusing may be able to focus for 

longer periods of time when they are doing activities that they love—this 

can be confusing.  They may still struggle with activities that they don’t 

enjoy as much--especially if those activities are hard for them.   

13. Children who struggle with focusing often have a low tolerance for 

frustration—they may become frustrated more easily.  I can imagine that 



having a hard time concentrating could feel like being repeatedly derailed 

by distractions and that could be hugely frustrating.  Teaching your child to 

take a break, take some deep breaths, or use other coping strategies for 

frustration can help them regroup and restart an activity—or ask for help if 

they need it—without beating themselves up about it. 

14. Children who struggle with focusing may be able to focus while playing 

video games or using their electronics—which can be confusing—but these 

devices are usually very highly stimulating, which is why they may keep a 

child’s attention.  Too much time on electronics may make it harder for 

some children to focus on schoolwork and daily life activities because they 

are less highly stimulating and more mundane or routine and may be 

experienced as boring—so limiting the amount of time on electronics is 

important because childrens’ brains are still developing.  Limiting time on 

electronics is also especially helpful on school nights. 

15. If you observe your child struggling with focusing and are not sure how to 

help them, you are welcome to call or email me.  Phone:  678-684-2752.  

Email:  sperz@walton.k12.ga.us   You may also want to reach out to an 

outside resource like your pediatrician.  Your pediatrician can advise you 

further.  Pediatricians can also suggest vitamin supplements that are 

calming or especially helpful for brain function. 
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