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Helping Children Focus During 
Activities 
 
 
Most young children have a tough time sitting still for very long periods of 
time. This is why kindergarten is only half a day!  Young minds and bodies 
need to be kept active.  It is no surprise that children can easily become 
bored or restless during group activities such as circle time.  Children who are 
easily distracted might have a hard time focusing on one topic or activity.  
They may be busy watching what their classmates are doing, looking out the 
window, or listening to sounds from outside. 
 
Children who are bored or restless sometimes do things to entertain or 
stimulate themselves.  Children may entertain themselves by humming, 
playing with their clothing, touching or talking to the person sitting next to 
them.  Certain medical or psychological conditions that affect how the brain 
processes information or decrease sensitivity to sights, sounds, smells, or 
textures can lead to restlessness or an increased need to self-stimulate.  
Children with these conditions need extra support and understanding to focus 
and participate in group activities for longer periods of time. 
 
At times, a child’s attempts to stimulate or entertain himself can distract his 
classmates and teacher.  Even if this behaviour does not bother anyone else, 
it can prevent a child from learning.  For example, Franco needs extra visual 
stimulation so he twirls a piece of string in front of his eyes.  When Franco is 
focused on watching the string, he does not pay attention to the weather 
calendar the teacher is showing the class. 
 
On the other hand, some children are able to focus on the group activity even 
if it looks like they are doing their ‘own thing’.  For example, Deena loves 
music but she does not like sitting in circle to sing because she feels 
‘crowded’ by the other children.  Deena’s teacher encourages her to join the 
class by asking her to choose a song and allowing her to stand beside the 
group during circle time.   
 
The keys to group participation are: 
 

• Physically being part of the group. 
For example, sitting in circle or at a table. 
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• Paying attention to what is happening in the group. 

For example, listening to a story or singing a song. 
 
Answering the following questions can help you decide whether your child 
needs more support to participate successfully in groups.  Keep in mind that 
young children can usually focus on a favourite activity for about half an hour.   
 

• Does he stay at the table for an entire meal? 
• Does he watch a favourite television show or short video from start to 

finish?  
• Does he sit and listen quietly to a short story read out loud? 
• Does he sit and listen to music? 
• Does he answer when someone calls his name? 
• How long can he play with a toy he enjoys? 
• How long does he stay in the room when favourite friends or family 

members are visiting? 
 
If your child attends childcare or other group activities such as swimming 
lessons, you can decide what supports he needs to participate in the group by 
thinking of factors that relate to your child  
 
and the environment he is in.  Your child’s teachers or program leaders will be 
able to provide you with useful information. 
 
The environment we are in can affect our ability to concentrate and focus on 
what we are doing.  For example, it is very easy to fall asleep during a 
meeting when it is held in a room that is very hot and stuffy.  At the end of the 
meeting you may find it difficult to remember what was discussed.  Here is a 
list of environmental factors that may affect your child’s ability to focus during 
individual or group activities: 
 

• The room is very hot or cold. 
• The room is very quiet or too loud. 
• The room is very bright or too dark. 
• There are other activities taking place at the same time. 
• The floor or chairs are uncomfortable to sit on.  
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If your child has environmental sensitivities, you can let his teacher know 
before he starts school.   This will help her accommodate his needs when she 
is planning the classroom layout and activities.   Here are a few things you 
can try at home to reduce environmental factors that can make it difficult for 
your child to focus on an activity:   
 
Prepare for temperature changes. 
 

• Dress your child in layers of clothing that can be added or removed if 
he feels too hot or too cold.   

 
Make Sitting More Comfortable 
 

• If your child is uncomfortable sitting on the floor or chair try giving him 
a firm pillow for support. 

• If your child’s legs dangle from chairs, try placing a telephone book 
under his feet. 

 
Change the Lighting 
 

• When it is hot and sunny outside, dimming or turning the lights off 
when children come inside from outdoor play can be calming. 

• Light that is very harsh or bright can create glare and make it difficult to 
see.  Try to use light bulbs that create a natural or soft light. 

 
Monitor Sounds 
 

• When you are encouraging your child to focus on one activity, try to 
reduce background noises by shutting the door or turning off the radio 
or T.V. 

• If your child finds it easier to concentrate when there is some 
background or ‘white noise’ try playing some soft, wordless music in 
the background during activities. 

 
Now that we have looked at some environmental factors, here is a list of child 
factors that can affect your child’s ability to focus during group activities: 
 

• He is feeling hungry, tired, or sick. 
• He is not interested in the activity. 
• He does not like the people he is sitting beside. 
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• He has physical energy he needs to ‘burn off’  
 

• He is easily distracted.  
 
As a parent, you have a good sense of your child’s energy levels. If you think 
that he is more alert and ready to learn in the afternoon, you may want to 
request an afternoon kindergarten class for him. In order to focus during 
group activities at school, your child may need support to: 
 
Choose where to sit in a room or at a table. 
 

• Give him a special rug, pillow, or mat to sit on. 
• Attach his photograph or tie a ribbon to a chair.  
• Using a special placemat to show his place at the table. 

 
Reduce distractions. 
 

• Sit with his back to doorways and windows. 
• Sit beside children who are good role models.  

 
Decrease restlessness by staying active. 
 

• Give your child a small toy that has moving parts and does not make 
any noise.  This way he can move while staying in one place. 

• Provide your child with a balance of active and seated activities 
throughout the day.    

 
Limit behaviours that disturb others.  
 

• Give him a small toy to handle instead of touching other children. 
• Post pictures illustrating good behaviour such as a photograph of a 

child sitting with his hands in his lap. 
 
Practice concentrating on one activity for an increased length of time. 
 

• Use an egg or sand timer to show him how long he has to sit for. 
• Use a visual sequence to remind him that he has to finish one activity 

before starting another one. 
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Try using some of these strategies at home to help your child focus during 
activities such as watching videos with a sibling or remaining at the table 
during mealtime.  For example, give your child a chance to dance to music 
before dinner or use a timer to show him how long he has to sit during a 
video. 
 
 
For More Information 
 
To show your child what circle time may look like you can watch the “Music 
Circles” workshop together.  It will also give you some tips and suggestions. 
 
If your child has sensory difficulties the “Sensory Stimulation” workshop has 
some great suggestions.  He may be more able to focus during activities once 
his sensory needs are met.  This workshop is located in the Learn section of 
ConnectABILITY. 
 
 
The following Tip Sheets contain information that can help you develop 
strategies to improve your child’s ability to focus during activities: 
 

• “Preparing Children for Transitions” 
• “Creating Social Stories” 
• “Using Visual Sequences to Teach Self-Care Skills” 

 
 


