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Small Steps,
Stronger Learners

Five practical ways to help your child focus, understand, and take

the next step.
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Start with curiosity

One supported step is enough.

“We keep trying, but every evening ends in the

same frustration.”

Start with curiosity. Is it hard to begin? Is the instruction unclear? Has the task become tiring?
Does your child know what to do when an answer does not come easily?

This guide offers five small experiments you can try together. Pick one that fits the difficulty in
front of you. Show your child how it works, practise alongside them, and adjust it together.
The aim is to help your child discover: “I have a way to begin. I can ask for help. I can try a
next step.”

Some days will still be hard. A useful step might be starting one question, explaining one idea,
or saying exactly where help is needed. Those are worth noticing.

Check what your child needs first

Before adding another strategy, check the basics: Are they tired, hungry, uncomfortable,
upset, or unsure what the task means? Offer their usual food or water if needed, check the
instructions together, and protect bedtime. Learning tools work best when the task and
support fit the learner.

These are research-informed home adaptations. The complete five-part package has not
itself been evaluated.
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If this feels familiar, you may know the pattern: the work is waiting, your child feels stuck, and
another reminder seems to make things harder.



How to try it

1. Ask your child to choose a workable spot
from the options available.

2. Put out just the materials for the next
activity. Keep necessary visual
instructions and assistive tools.

3. Move one distracting item or pause one
source of interruption. If a device is
needed, open the relevant page and
silence unnecessary notifications where
appropriate.

4. Keep a scrap of paper for unrelated ideas
so they can be saved for later.

5. Ask what helped; change one feature at a
time.

What the research shows

A kindergarten laboratory-classroom
study found more distraction and smaller
learning gains with highly decorated
walls (Fisher et al., 2014). It did not test
home desks, older learners, or these
device suggestions. The home steps are
practical adaptations.

Words to try

Parent: “What could we move or change
so this first question is easier to work
on?”

Child: “For this task, I need ____. One
thing I can put aside is ____.”

Adapt it to your learner

K–2: an adult sets out one activity and
offers two manageable choices. Keep
pictures or manipulatives that aid
understanding.

Grades 3–5: child makes a three-item
setup card: task, tools, distraction to
move.

Grades 6–12: child selects workspace and
device boundaries, including needed
accommodations and family constraints.

Try it together

a one-minute workspace check. Child
points to the task, the tool they need, and
one change they want to make.

The one-minute workspace check is an
activity idea, not a validated dose.

T IP  1

Make room for focus
A busy space can compete with the work for your child’s attention. Try
making the current task the easiest thing to see.
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How to try it

1. Read the instruction together and ask the
child to say what it asks.

2. Name one concrete step: “Read the first
paragraph and find its main idea,” or “Try
the first problem using the worked
example.”

3. Offer a meaningful choice, such as which
of two required tasks comes first or
whether to explain aloud or sketch a plan.

4. Agree on a check-in after that work unit.
An optional short timer is a reminder, not a
speed test. Adjust based on the child and
task; do not interrupt productive work just
to obey a formula.

5. If starting is still hard, make the step
smaller or model the first move together.

What the research shows

EEF school guidance supports teaching
and modelling planning, monitoring, and
evaluation within subject work. WWC
rates meaningful instructional choice as
moderate evidence. Neither establishes
a homework duration or validates this
worksheet. Adult break research does
not establish the best child timer.

Words to try

Parent: “What is one part we can begin
with? Show me where you would start.”

Child: “First I will ____. I will know this
part is done when ____.”

Adapt it to your learner

K–2: adult models one action and uses a
simple first/then picture. Some children
need help throughout.

Grades 3–5: child writes one or two steps
and checks off the first before choosing
the next.

Grades 6–12: child chooses a work unit
and checkpoint, identifies required
resources, and names a specific help
question.

Try it together

turn “Finish maths” into one visible
action, such as “Read question one and
underline what it asks.” Then do that
action together.

T IP  2

Choose one small next step
A whole assignment can feel difficult to enter. Agree on what to do first
and what finishing that small part will look like.
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How to try it

1. Before working, choose a reasonable
stopping point and an accessible
movement option.

2. At the break, leave a return cue: “Next, I
will read question two.”

3. Try a short walk, gentle stretch, seated
movement, or another comfortable
activity. A few minutes is a practical
starting experiment, not an evidence-
established dose for every child.

4. Return to the saved cue. If movement
leaves your child overstimulated or
uncomfortable, choose a gentler option or
another kind of rest.

5. Breaks meet a need; do not make them a
reward a struggling child must earn.

What the research shows

CDC describes possible concentration
and on-task benefits from classroom
activity. A six-week study of children
aged 6–8 found better on-task behavior
but mixed cognitive-test results;
allocation and missing measures limit
conclusions. It did not test one home
break or this return cue.

Words to try

Parent: “Let’s choose a break. What is
your first step when we come back?”

Child: “My break is ____. When I return, I
will ____.”

Adapt it to your learner

K–2: adult joins the movement and guides
the return with a picture or gesture.

Grades 3–5: child chooses between two
accessible activities and writes the return
cue.

Grades 6–12: learner plans breaks around
work units and observes which options
make restarting easier.

Try it together

write or draw a return arrow beside the
next question; take a comfortable stretch
or walk; return and point to the arrow.

T IP  3

Move, then return
A brief movement break can be a useful part of learning time. Plan
both the break and the first step back.
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How to try it

1. Learn a small amount first. Clarify
unfamiliar words and model a step when
needed.

2. Briefly cover or set aside the material and
ask one specific question. Avoid “Tell me
everything.”

3. Invite an explanation, drawing, example,
or demonstration. Add “How do you
know?” only when the child has enough
knowledge to attempt it.

4. Reopen the source together, check the
response, and correct misunderstandings
kindly.

5. Return to the idea in a later session using
a suitable prompt. If recall is too hard,
give a cue, reteach, and try a smaller
piece.

What the research shows

A study of children aged 9–11 found
supported retrieval improved immediate
recall; unsupported recall worked poorly
in an earlier experiment. IES supports
quizzes and explanation for learning,
with much explanation evidence from
grade 4 upward. This is not proof of
longer attention spans, long-term gains,
or a tested K–2 routine.

Words to try

Parent: “Show me one thing you
remember. Then we’ll check it together.”

Child: “I think ____, because ____. I want
to check ____.”

Adapt it to your learner

K–2: ask one concrete oral question; allow
pointing, objects, pictures, or a short
sentence. Adult supplies strong support.

Grades 3–5: give two question prompts or
a partially completed organizer; add a
simple why/how question if appropriate.

Grades 6–12: learner makes a few
questions, answers without notes, checks
accuracy, and identifies what needs
reteaching or more practice.

Try it together

read a short paragraph together. Ask one
concrete question without looking. Check
it, then explain the answer using words or
a drawing. For maths, use a similar
problem after reviewing a worked
example.

T IP  4

Say it, show it, check it
After a small piece of learning, invite your child to bring back one idea,
explain it, and check it. Their answer can show you what needs
another look.
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How to try it

1. End at a manageable checkpoint, even
when the assignment is unfinished.

2. Notice an observable action: using an
example, finding an error, asking a clear
question, or returning after a break.

3. Ask what helped and what still needs
support.

4. Choose one strategy for the next attempt.
Model the answer if the child is unsure.

5. Pair the plan with believable language: “I
can try the first step,” “I can ask for a
clue,” or “I can use another example.”
Avoid requiring the child to feel positive or
pretend the task is easy.

What the research shows

WWC’s 2024 K–5 guidance rates
reflection/self-monitoring as moderate
evidence and specific acknowledgment
as strong evidence. Younger children
may lack the skills for independent
monitoring. These school findings do not
show that this home card or affirmations
alone improve focus.

Words to try

Parent: “You checked the example and
changed your answer. What helped you
notice that?”

Child: “Today I tried ____. It helped with
____. Next time I will ____.”

Adapt it to your learner

K–2: adult narrates one concrete
observation; child points to an option. Do
not expect independent monitoring.

Grades 3–5: child completes one
sentence, with an adult helping connect
the strategy to the result.

Grades 6–12: learner records a brief
observation and selects a next
experiment; keep ownership with them
rather than creating a surveillance chart.

Try it together

complete one small progress card
together. If nothing went well, write “I
noticed I need help with ____” and identify
who can help.

Use the progress card on page 9.

T IP  5

Notice progress and choose
what to try next
Help your child notice a specific action they took and decide what
could help next. Confidence language is most useful here when it
names something they can actually try.
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A plan you can reuse

Try one change at your next learning
session
Ask your child which moment is hardest: getting ready, starting, keeping going,
understanding, or knowing what to do next. Choose the matching tip. Try it with support, then
ask whether it helped. Keep what is useful and adjust what is not.

The moment that feels hard:

The one tip we will try:

The support I want:

Something we noticed:

Our next step:

When the first try is hard

Still not starting? Recheck what the instruction means and model a smaller first action.

Working but not understanding? Revisit teaching and examples; more timer minutes are not
automatically the answer.

Breaks make restarting hard? Make the return cue clearer or change the break activity.

Getting upset? Pause the task and reconnect before adding another demand.

One strategy does not fit? Change it with the child. It is information, not a failure.

Notice practical signs

Did they know where to start? Could they explain one idea? Did they identify a help
question? Could they choose a strategy with support?
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Notice a next step

A small progress card
What I tried:

What I noticed:

My next step:

If nothing went well

“I noticed I need help with ____.” Identify who can help.

Your child does not need to master all five ideas today. Begin with one supported step. Over
time, you are helping them build a small collection of ways to begin, understand, ask for help,
and keep learning.

The words you are working toward might be simple: ‘I know what I can try next.’

A calmer evening can be a welcome result. The deeper goal is a child who feels increasingly
able to take part in their own learning.

When more support may help

This guide offers general learning strategies, not a diagnosis or treatment. If difficulties
persist, cause substantial distress, or interfere with everyday learning, talk with your
child’s teacher about what they notice and what support may help. You can also discuss
concerns with an appropriate qualified professional. Children should keep any existing
accommodations and individualized support.

Support for the next step

Kimly’s 1:1 support is the current way to work together. CEO of Me and SayPhonics are coming
soon.
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Evidence & next step

Research behind the ideas
The scripts, exercises, and cards are original home adaptations, not tested protocols. Source
notes distinguish classroom evidence, learning research, guidance, and adult evidence.

1 · Fisher, Godwin & Seltman (2014)

Kindergarten distraction and learning;
laboratory classroom.

2 · EEF: Metacognition and self-regulation

School guidance adapted to home planning
and support.

3 · WWC: K–5 behavioral guidance

Instructional choice and agency; moderate
evidence.

4 · CDC: Classroom physical activity

Guidance on concentration and on-task
behavior.

5 · Movement study (2021)

Six-week child study; mixed cognitive
outcomes.

6 · Karpicke et al. (2014)

Supported retrieval and immediate recall,
ages 9–11.

7 · IES: Organizing instruction (2007)

Quizzing and explanation; evidence varies by
practice.

8 · WWC: Full K–5 guide (2024)

Reflection, specific acknowledgment, and
early-years limits.

9 · Scheduled-break study

87 university students, one day; not a child
timer rule.

10 · Sugar meta-analysis (1995)

Background source; no sugar-based focus
advice in this guide.

11 · CDC: Sleep and health

Readiness context: protect bedtime.
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Want help choosing what to try first?

Email support@achieve.education to set up a free discovery call.

https://www.psychologicalscience.org/journals/psychological-science/0956797614533801/
https://educationendowmentfoundation.org.uk/education-evidence/guidance-reports/metacognition
https://ies.ed.gov/ncee/wwc/practiceguide/31
https://www.cdc.gov/physical-activity-education/classroom-pa/index.html
https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/34260606/
https://learninglab.psych.purdue.edu/downloads/2014/2014_Karpicke_etal_JARMAC.pdf
https://ies.ed.gov/ncee/wwc/practiceguide/1
https://ies.ed.gov/ncee/WWC/Docs/PracticeGuide/behavioral-interventions-practice-guide_v3a_508a.pdf
https://bpspsychub.onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/10.1111/bjep.12593
https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/7474248/
https://www.cdc.gov/physical-activity-education/staying-healthy/sleep.html
mailto:support@achieve.education?subject=Free%20discovery%20call
mailto:support@achieve.education?subject=Free%20discovery%20call

