
Engagement

How to Support Students Struggling with Focus 
and Sustained Attention

Classroom Practice and Student Supports

It’s important to note that when a child exhibits difficulty focusing and sustaining attention, it can be a sign 
of many different things, such as a learning disorder, ADHD, stress, trauma, anxiety, OCD, and other related 
disorders. All supports, regardless of origin, must have a culturally responsive and trauma-informed lens.

• Start with shorter instruction blocks and add time as 
students build stamina.

• Add in transitions with movement throughout content 
blocks.

• Allow for students to successfully complete single-step 

• Allow for flexibility in how and where students complete 
their work and classroom practices. 

• What is the goal of the lesson? Writing, math, literacy? 
Focus on the content and language objectives and allow 
students to access them in a way that works for them.

• This may look like writing one paragraph with a round 
marker for some or one page with a pencil for others; or 
students may stand at the counter, sit on the floor, or sit in 
a chair.

instructions and tasks before adding more, ex: give 
one or two math problems at a time instead of a whole 
worksheet.

• Create multiple opportunities to access instructions. Write 
lesson objectives in a predictable place on the board, 
give verbal instructions and a visual example.

Adjust lesson pacing, assignments, and 
timing of activities

Check-in and ask for feedback 
from students

Be consistent with daily routines and 
procedures 

• Ask the class for feedback and follow through on their 
suggestions, ex: “No, we can’t have recess all day, but what 
I am getting from this conversation is that we need more 
breaks, joy, and movement.” 

• Check-in with individual students one-on-one to get a better 
idea of what support looks like for them.



For more information visit wellbeing4la.org/schools

How to Support Students Struggling with Focus 
and Sustained Attention

The Child Mind Institute, at childmind.org, contains 
general information, and information for teachers 
and schools specifically, on anxiety disorders, ADHD, 
learning disorders, and more.

“But my student doesn’t have an IEP or 504.” 

• First, please consider: Why do I need my student 
to have written proof in order for me to validate, 
respect and address their needs? 

• Secondly, there are many barriers to access special 
education services. While teachers may not be 
able to address all barriers within the scope of their 
position, trusting and validating our students’ needs 
and differentiating in the classroom is a starting 
point. 

• Lastly, not all students struggling with focus require 
an IEP or 504. For instance, a student struggling to 
focus because their mom is sick is different than a 
student with chronic anxiety.

Differentiation: Adapting instruction, practice, routines, 
and procedures to meet the individual needs of 
students
Trauma-informed: Care, perspective, practice, and 
policy that recognizes the complexity and prevalence 
of trauma and acts accordingly in order to foster safe 
and empowering spaces and practices 

Resources for Continued Learning Common Missteps or Misconceptions

Glossary

http://wellbeing4la.org/schools
http://childmind.org

