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Jean Robb is a teacher in Britain and Australia. In both countries she has unravelled the mysteries of learning for thousands of children and taken away the barriers to progress for their parents.

In 1990 she teamed up with children’s librarian Hilary Letts to form the education foundation, Successful Learning.

As educational therapists, Jean and Hilary work with people who have barriers to learning. These include people who are very bright but disorganised; who have behavioural difficulties; who are wanting to overcome a weakness—academically or socially; who have suffered trauma; who have a physical difficulty or who need help in a particular subject. They also include people who don’t know how to learn effectively; who panic; who have been labelled as having learning difficulties; who want to learn techniques for success in exams. Jean and Hilary also work with parents who have met a barrier when helping their children.

This book has grown out of more than 30 years experience in teaching children of every age and ability, and dealing with their parents.

Now Jean and Hilary enable all children, even those labelled as dull, lazy, naughty, difficult or remedial, to astound themselves and startle their teachers by making good the damage of years of missed lessons, misunderstood lessons and mixed messages.

Jean and Hilary also work with gifted children to liberate them from the stress of being super-bright, especially gifted or multi-talented, by showing them the way of realising their potential, preventing them from becoming bored and allowing them to celebrate their gifts.

In addition to their work with children, Jean and Hilary also work with parents, adults with barriers to learning, people who are experiencing stress, work difficulties or behavioural difficulties.









He/She




Parents of boys and parents of girls worry about their children’s concentration.

We use he in one chapter and she in the next in this book, so that all parents can see that the problems are not confined to boys.
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How to use this book
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Begin at the beginning and read through chapter by chapter to understand why we say:


	Effective concentration matters to every child.

	Effective concentration must be taught to every child.

	You can teach your child to concentrate effectively.



The book has been organised into three parts. The first part shows how lack of concentration has come to be called a medical condition. Medical condition or not, when you take into consideration the ways children are taught and live today, it becomes easy to devise techniques to help them learn to concentrate.

The second part takes you through a series of case studies. These illustrate the types of problems that cause concern and suggest some solutions. Like any good Do-It-Yourself manual, once you master the basic techniques, you become confident about devising solutions to suit your child and your life.

The third part shows how adults helping children can help each other as well as themselves. This part includes suggestions that can be used by support groups and schools as well as parents. Use the relaxations in (see page 228) to give you a tranquil moment as you work your way through the book.

By the end of the book, you will find that you have increased your understanding of how children become good at concentrating, and you will have developed techniques to teach your child to concentrate. This knowledge will give you a firm base to build on whenever you see or hear a talk or discussion on the problems of concentration.


PART I

What does concentration mean?

[image: image]

WHY WE WROTE THIS BOOK

A QUESTION OF CONCENTRATION

HOW DOES A CHILD GET LABELLED WITH ADD?

ATTENTION MATTERS


Why we wrote this book
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Parents want and need to know how to help their children. We have worked for many years with children who can’t concentrate including children who have been labelled as having ADD. We have worked with parents and teachers to show them what they can do about it.

We have written this book
 to share our experience and knowledge 
with you.
This book will show you that it is possible
for you to work successfully
with children who can’t concentrate
and transform them into
children who can concentrate.

This book will show you how to find solutions.


	Solutions can be found when you adopt a holistic approach.

	Solutions can be found when you recognise the small improvements. Small improvements always lead to giant leaps forward.



Using our holistic approach you can transform children. The unlovable will become lovable, the noisy will become calm, the clumsy will become careful, the impulsive will become thoughtful and the forgetful will begin to remember.

You can take children with low self esteem and watch them grow in confidence, assurance and awareness of others.

You can take the reckless and help them overcome the cause of their recklessness because they learn to relax and find other ways of dealing with stressful situations or their need for excitement.

You can take children who have never had a friend and help them find ways of speaking and behaving which will open the door and allow friendship to grow.

You can take children who have experienced only the despair rather than the delight of those who love them and turn them into valued companions who are a joy to be with and whose progress is a source of wonder to all who know them.

You can beat the barriers to understanding.

We have done it again and again and know you can do it too. Bringing about the transformation takes time and energy. It’s easy to think sometimes you are getting it wrong. Keep believing in your own ability to succeed and keep referring to the experiences we describe in our book and you will find solutions that work for you and your child.

A HOLISTIC APPROACH INVOLVES FINDING OUT:


	Why your child is saying or doing something which seems wrong or peculiar.

	When your child manages well at home or at school.

	What your child needs to feel well—sleep, food, rest, play, friends.

	How your child can help—everyone needs to feel they are part of what is happening.

	Who your child is copying—a television character, a friend, a classmate or a relative.

	What your child finds frightening, sad, funny or comforting.

	Whether your child knows when he is upsetting somebody.

	Why your child thinks it is all right to behave badly. He will have a reason, but until you find it, although he will have improved in many situations, sometimes it will feel as if he has gone back to square one.

	How to develop ways to help your child deal with the real world.



When you use a holistic approach, you will be more likely to find a solution because you will find that you can think more clearly.

Our work shows that adults have most success when they don’t give up. In our work we focus on overcoming barriers to understanding because we believe that:


	barriers to understanding stop children from achieving their full potential

	barriers to understanding prevent adults from seeing how they can help children reach their full potential



What are the barriers to understanding?

Some barriers to understanding are:


	Not knowing what is expected.

	Not knowing how to do what is expected.

	Being frightened of doing what is expected, and protecting yourself by doing something else instead.

	Thinking you understand what you are expected to do, and not realising that there is still something else to learn.

	Thinking that what you are being asked to do is easy, and not realising that you will need to think about what is involved and plan carefully how to do it.



There are others.

We have found that some children who can’t concentrate have no idea of the way they appear to other people. This is a very significant barrier to understanding because these children think that everything that happens to them is random, unfair or inexplicable.

Children can learn, however, to understand the effect their behaviour has on other people. They can learn that:


	the way they treat others

	the way they behave in front of others

	the way they work with others



have consequences.

Children learn that the best consequences will give them most options. They can learn how to think about other people. They can learn how to make other people want to be with them and help them. When they’have learned this, children who have been disruptive, disagreeable and disappointing, will behave well at home, at school and at play.


A question of concentration
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SORRY I WAS MILES AWAY … WHAT DID YOU SAY?

HOW HAVE GAPS IN UNDERSTANDING DEVELOPED?

TAKING RESPONSIBILITY

SO, WHY IS THERE AN OUTBREAK OF ADD?

WHAT HAPPENS WHEN YOUR CHILD CAN’T CONCENTRATE?

QUESTIONS PARENTS ASK THEMSELVES

THE A TO Z OF IMPROVING CONCENTRATION

HOW TO TEACH YOUR CHILD TO CONCENTRATE
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SORRY I WAS MILES AWAY … WHAT DID YOU SAY?

There are times when we all find it difficult to concentrate. Sometimes it is difficult because:


	we have too much on our minds

	we have too many other distractions or worries

	we don’t know how to do what we’re supposed to be doing

	we want to do something else

	the person we’re supposed to be listening to is droning on and on

	we are tired

	we are not feeling well

	we have eaten or drunk too much—or too little

	we have eaten the wrong thing



Most of the time when we realise we are not concentrating we sort it out. We have lots of ways of doing this. We might talk to a friend about what’s bothering us, go to bed and catch up on our sleep, find somewhere quiet, have something to eat or drink or make a list of what needs to be done and ask someone how to do it.

Children find it difficult to concentrate for the same reasons that adults do. They get tired, feel hungry, are worried about things or need a break. Children often don’t have enough experience or control over their own lives to sort out the things that are stopping them from concentrating—sometimes they don’t even know what is stopping them from concentrating.

Why, when we all have difficulty
 concentrating sometimes,
 are children who can’t concentrate
 sometimes labelled as having ADD?

We demand a great deal from children today—but sometimes we forget to teach them what they have to do or how they have to behave to meet those demands. Concentration is one such demand. If children can’t concentrate we give them a label. One such label is ADD.

The ADD label is currently given to children and adults who, when tested and interviewed, seem unable to conform to the social and academic expectations considered normal for their age and ability. Today the number of children labelled as having ADD is growing in epidemic proportions.

Children may be labelled as having ADD if they:


	can’t organise

	disrupt other people

	bite, kick and scream

	can’t make eye contact

	have trouble understanding consequences

	are easily bored

	have no fear

	are impatient

	are impulsive

	experience mood swings

	are insecure

	have poor self esteem

	are restless

	have a short attention span



We have found with our holistic approach to teaching that we can help children overcome or improve all these ways of behaving. We find out where the child has a gap in understanding or needs some support, and once we fill the gaps and support the child, the behaviour improves.






What Are the Gaps in Understanding?




Gaps in understanding are when there’s a vital piece of information missing and the missing piece prevents the child from using the rest of the knowledge he does have. He can’t make something work, he can’t cope with a situation, he can’t get the right answer even when he tries hard. Gaps in understanding leave children feeling confused and hopeless.












HOW HAVE GAPS IN UNDERSTANDING DEVELOPED?

SOME PEOPLE SAY:

It is because of stress on families

Children and families have always had traumas. Parents have died, families have split up, people have lost their jobs, families have had to build new lives in unfamiliar places.

It is because of environmental stresses

The lives of children and their families have frequently been disrupted by illness and poor health, poor housing conditions, pollution.

It is because of computers, television and videos

Technological change is not new. The lives of children and their families have always been affected by technological change.

It is because adults forget what it is like to be a child

The generation gap has long caused parents to shake their heads in despair, disbelief or amazement.

It is because of working parents

Children have always had to adjust to being looked after by different people on occasion, depending on what was happening in their lives and in their families at the time.

It is because there are so many experts

Parents have always turned to other people with more experience to help them be good parents.

It is because parents are too anxious

There have always been parents who wanted to do the best for their children.

It is because of new teaching techniques

Children have regularly had to cope with new fads in learning in the education system.

It is because children have too much fun

Children, even those who were pushed up chimneys, have always had entertainment as part of their lives. Many children used to create their own entertainment.

It is because advertisers exploit children and their parents

Children have always been attracted by novelties and have always been prepared to encourage their parents to help them get what they want.

It is because children aren’t given responsibility

In the past children were given responsibility. If the responsibility was too great their school work might suffer, but they would still learn skills to help them deal with life and develop concentration. If responsibility is at the right level, children will be well equipped for adulthood. We believe that when children are encouraged and educated to take responsibility for their own behaviour and to realise that they are capable of learning and being adaptable, they will benefit from the help that they are given. They will know that gaps in understanding are part of life. They will learn how to fill in the gaps.

TAKING RESPONSIBILITY

Some children are not given the support and understanding they need to take on responsibilities. Without responsibility children will only concentrate when they want to. Children need to be given responsibility so they will understand about consequences. A child with no idea about consequences is frustrating to deal with. In the current climate it has become easier to decide there is something wrong with the child rather than find ways of teaching the child how to have a sense of responsibility and therefore an understanding of consequences.

Responsibilities you can give children

We believe that when children are taught to take responsibility for their own behaviour, they will realise that they are capable of learning. They won’t need drugs to become adaptable and will benefit from the teaching that they are given. Here are some responsibilities you can give children.


	Looking at the person who is speaking to you is a fundamental responsibility and children need to be taught that it is important and how to do it.

	Asking permission before using something new or something that belongs to someone else.

	Tidying up.

	Setting the table for meal times.

	Taking the rubbish out.



SO, WHY IS THERE AN OUTBREAK OF ADD?

The term ADD is used to describe children who behave in particular ways. Most often it is used to describe children with poor concentration and a short attention span.

There are undeniably many people of all ages and abilities who don’t know how to concentrate. But this, on its own, doesn’t mean they have ADD. It may simply mean that they have never learned how to concentrate. Concentration can be taught. For children to learn concentration, they must be given responsibility, must feel that their contribution to family life matters and must have the chance gradually to develop the skills everyone needs in order to be able to function successfully. Once this is done, they will no longer be disorganised, impulsive, restless, withdrawn or cause their parents and teachers to be justifiably worried. If the real reason for this worrying behaviour isn’t recognised, they are in danger of being labelled as having ADD.

In some children, ADD may be a medical problem. But even for these children we do not believe that medication such as Ritalin, Tefranil, Cylert, Dexedrine, Elavel or Norpramin, is the only answer.






ADD or ADHD?




Where children have an inability to focus and concentrate, they may be described as having ADD. Where children have an inability to focus, concentrate or sit still they may be described as having ADHD. In this book we have only used the term ADD, although the methods suggested are successful for people who are diagnosed as having ADHD or are simply exuberant or scarty.












What we say about ADD

Much has been written about what ADD is and the best ways of treating it. Some experts believe in modifying behaviour, some in controlling diet and some in using drugs such as Ritalin.

In a society which teaches children
 to say ‘no’ to mood altering drugs,
 we think that using drugs to alter a child’s
 behaviour gives worrying messages to a
 vulnerable group.

We believe that the danger for children being given drugs to calm them down is that they come to believe that they do not have to take responsibility for their own actions. They begin to believe they will always have to use the drug when they want to learn anything or behave reasonably. For these children, the pride in learning self control, self discipline and new skills for new stages of life has been taken away. Any improvement is seen to be as a result of the drug, not the child’s learning or increased understanding.

WHAT HAPPENS WHEN YOUR CHILD CAN’T CONCENTRATE?

A child who fails to concentrate in one situation is in danger of being seen as a child who can’t concentrate in any situation. If a child doesn’t sit still he is in danger of being called hyperactive. His parents might be panicked into believing hyperactivity and poor concentration are permanent conditions which will need specialist treatment. This treatment might include medication.

In the past, concentration and being still were skills children were taught. Where many activities compete for the time available, the teaching of those skills can be delayed and possibly missed altogether. This can happen in any family and at any time. The discussion about ADD means that when a lack of concentration becomes a problem, it is assumed it is a medical condition. People do not realise that the child has not been taught how to concentrate.

Concentration is a skill that parents and teachers can teach. Once concentration is learnt most children can operate successfully. Children who learn to concentrate are not boring. Children who concentrate still have individual characteristics. Being an individual is not a problem providing your individuality doesn’t cause someone else a problem.

How you can check on your child’s concentration

You can check whether your child can concentrate by giving him something to do which he enjoys doing, and which takes concentration. If your child can pay attention to the activity for at least five minutes you will know he can concentrate. If your child’s attention wanders, before five minutes is up, maybe he does need your help.

How you can help a child who can’t concentrate

Some children seem to be able to concentrate better than others. But, if you only ever compare one child against other children, you may miss noticing important information about an individual child’s progress and development.

Remember that children are all different.

It is important to focus on the individual child. It is important to compare what the child is doing this week with what he was doing last week; how he behaved when he went to bed tonight compared with how he behaved when he went to bed last night; how he played with other children at the park compared with how he plays with them at home.

When you focus on the individual and notice changes in that child’s behaviour it helps you to avoid becoming trapped into thinking that a child has an insurmountable problem simply because the child is different from others.

Why it is important to be wary of checklists for ADD

Checklists can make you feel they are describing unusual behaviours, but often they are only describing things that every child will do sometimes.

Checklists can reinforce the feeling that your child has a difficulty which only experts can help to sort out.

Checklists can convince you that your child has a medical condition.

Checklists can be so all inclusive that a parent or teacher who is worried about a child will find something on the list that applies to that child.

Checklists for ADD can include these questions:


	Does your child forget instructions?

	Does your child have a short temper?

	Does your child fidget?

	Does your child constantly ask questions?

	Does your child move in a clumsy way?

	Does your child produce messy written work?

	Does your child leave his bedroom untidy?

	Does your child suffer from mood swings?



For some parents and teachers, this simply looks like a list of the stages that all children go through and outgrow They will not be worried, but at the same time they might think carefully about some particular problems to find a way to help the child move ahead.

What you can do once you’ve seen a checklist

If as a result of seeing the list you think that your child’s difficulties come from a medical problem, you may decide to see a doctor because you feel that medication is the answer in this situation. You may even worry that it would be negligent not to get medication.

Alternatively, if you think that your child has a learning problem, then you can work with him to sort it out. By paying attention to what your child is doing, you will find ways to help him overcome the problem.

What do we do when we see a child whom everyone thinks can’t concentrate?

When we see a child whom everyone says can’t concentrate we ask those who are worried some questions.

We always ask if there is ever a time when the child can concentrate. Sometimes people are so worried that they can’t think of anything at all. We give them a prompt. We ask them if the child can concentrate:


	playing football

	dancing

	watching television

	playing on the computer

	talking to friends

	reading comics

	playing with a younger child

	making something with building blocks like Lego

	drawing

	colouring in

	writing

	doing a puzzle

	playing with a toy

	playing with the family pet



We point out that if someone can concentrate in one situation, then the problem is not an inability to concentrate. The problem could be that the child does not know how to ask for help and switches off or the child does not know how to do something, but nobody has realised that he needs help.

Secondly, if no one can think of a time when the child has ever concentrated, we give the child an activity to do—building with blocks, a jigsaw, spelling, to see if concentration is possible. It invariably is.

Our approach is holistic.
It does not use medication.

We believe that a holistic approach is important because it helps all children even if the problem is a medical one and not just a lack of understanding. A holistic approach helps children learn how to develop their strengths and in so doing reduces the effect their medical condition or their lack of understanding has on their behaviour.

QUESTIONS PARENTS ASK THEMSELVES

Am I to blame?

No. There are so many influences in a child’s life that it is impossible even for the most caring parent to protect their children from every difficult situation. It is also impossible to predict which situation a child will find difficult and which situation he will find easy.

Some experts say that since ADD is a medical condition there can be absolutely no blame attached to parents. We agree that no blame should be attached to parents when a child cannot concentrate or is diagnosed as having ADD.

However, we believe that parents can do a great deal to help a child learn to concentrate.


	If you pay attention to your child, give eye contact and answer questions you will be showing your child how to concentrate.

	If you insist that your child gives you eye contact when asking you a question or telling you about his day, you will be helping him learn skills for concentration.



A holistic approach
 helps children learn how to
 develop their strengths.






The A to Z of Improving Concentration




Ask him to tell you how the day was for him.

Breakfast that is sensible will start the day well for him.

Change—help him understand how to cope with his fear of change.

Decisions—help him understand how decisions take time.

Energy—going for walks, swimming or playing with a ball will release pent-up energy for both of you.

Foot massage.

Go at his pace sometimes and teach him how to go at your pace as well.

Handwriting practice helps self esteem.

Involve him by pointing out how a particular incident affected other people around him. Make sure you tell him when he has done something good as well as something bad.

Jigsaw puzzles help with organisation.

Knowledge—learning something new takes time.

Listen to him and he will learn how to listen to you.

Make sure he is clean and his clothes are clean when he leaves the house.

Notice when things are going well.

Organise your life so that the family doesn’t become the victim of one member.

Provide a consistent approach to the way you deal with him. If you change it, explain why.

Quality time is important.

Relaxation before bedtime will help.

Speak politely and your child will learn from you.

Teach him to rule straight lines.

Understand the importance of his doing jobs around the house.

Value your efforts and his—don’t give up.

Worthwhile effort gives pleasure—give him a chance to find that out.

eXplore your local environment with him and he will feel involved with his community.

Young people need time, teaching and tasks.

Zest-create a situation where your child’s exuberance, energy and creativity are developed in such a way that he and everyone he comes into contact with will be delighted.












Why are some children so impossible?

Parents are confused when one child in the family causes difficulty. They say, ‘All my children were brought up the same way so there must be something wrong with this one because he is so different from his brothers and sisters.’

Every child is individual. It is important to remember that no two children are ever brought up in the same way—even in the same family. Just being born into a different position in the family means one child will have a different experience from another. Having chickenpox at a particular time in a school career can be a different experience for one child from his brothers and sisters. A house move can mean one child can make friends easily and another can find no one available. As a result one child may become confident yet the other become a lonely child uncertain of his ability to make friends.

‘What can I do? I am at my wit’s end’

Children and parents benefit when children are helped to find ways of overcoming their difficulties. It can be a waste of time looking for someone or something to blame. Of course there will always be a reason why the child is having difficulty. But, you may never find the reason. Don’t worry. Even if that reason isn’t found, you can still help the child find ways to overcome his problem.

Parents often feel guilty when they are cross or fed up with their children. They feel that they have let themselves down and may then resent the child because he’s not perfect and therefore they can’t be perfect parents. Many parents have felt this way. However, it is worth learning to be patient. You learn so much about yourself when you have to think of other ways of sorting out a problem rather than getting angry. You will not always succeed. Do not criticise yourself or your child. Notice what happened, practise relaxation and you will gradually find ways of overcoming the problem.

You can do it.

By paying attention to how your child feels, you can find out if your child is unhappy, uncomfortable or unsure. This is a good place to start to find ways you can help.

The most important thing to do is to keep reminding yourself and your child that there are things he does which are all right and things he does which are not. When he behaves well he is welcome in any group. When he is behaving badly he is unwelcome. Remind him of things he has learned successfully and reassure him he will learn to do even more things successfully.

Giving children unreal expectations that let them think that they have a ‘condition’ that will be indulged in later life is unfair. To lead happy and fulfilling lives and achieve their potential, children have to learn how to conform across the normal range of behaviour that is tolerated in society. That normal range is quite wide.

We all know adults who are leading successful lives today who might have been seen as children with special needs, if giving children who couldn’t concentrate labels had been the fashion, when they went to school. Although it is essential to understand what the problems and difficulties are, labels do not always help. People with disabilities will confirm that. Even though the law is supposed to protect their rights to employment, adulthood is a struggle for people with disabilities and they have to learn how to cope with difficulties they meet, often on a daily basis.

Every child is individual.

HOW TO TEACH YOUR CHILD TO CONCENTRATE

You can learn how to teach your child to concentrate, when he needs to. The basics are simple.

YOU NEED TO:


	Give time and thought to what you want to teach.

	Use mistakes as an opportunity to learn—whether you make them or your child makes them.

	Accept that while your child is learning from you, you can be learning from your child. By observing what your child does, you can learn how your child learns and learn how to help your child be successful.

	Give your child a chance to practise the skill you teach.

	Give your child feedback on what has been done well and what needs further work.



YOU CAN:

Show your child how to use what he knows

Just because your child concentrates in one situation, it does not mean he will automatically be able to concentrate in every situation.

Build your child’s concentration step by step

If your child can’t concentrate in one situation that doesn’t mean he or she won’t ever be able to concentrate.

Find out what your child needs to learn

If your child is not concentrating at home maybe he or she doesn’t know how to do what you want.

Fill the gap in understanding

If your child is concentrating at home but not at school maybe there is some situation at school which is making concentration difficult. There could be a gap between the demands being put on your child and what he or she knows.

Learn by paying attention

Don’t forget the best teaching comes when you are all learning.

THE CHILD WHO KEPT HER EYES ON THE BALL AND THE PARENTS WHO KEPT THEIR EYES ON THE CHILD.
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Tracy went to a tennis match with her parents. They had spent a lot of money buying a ticket for her and wanted her to enjoy tennis as much as they did. They hoped going to tennis tournaments would become a family activity. They were disappointed as they watched Tracy because she didn’t appear to be taking any interest in the game. In fact, what Tracy was watching was the ball boys. She hadn’t been told where to look while the game was happening. She didn’t realise that the game which she should have been watching, was between the two people holding the rackets. She thought the game was the ball boys racing after the balls. When the game finished Tracy chatted enthusiastically to her parents about what she had seen. Only then did they understand that far from not concentrating she had absorbed a great deal from the game she had been watching. Their disappointment changed into delight as they realised that there was a logic to what she had been doing. They also learned that next time they took her to something new, they couldn’t assume she would automatically know what to expect or how to behave.
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