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CHAPTER1

Understanding Your Child’s Brain and What
They Are Really Struggling With

By the end of this chapter, you will:

e Understand that your child’'s challenges come from developing
brain systems, not laziness, defiance, or lack of effort

e Recognise the three core thinking systems, attention, memory,
and executive functioning, and how they shape daily
behaviour

e See how specific cognitive subdomains influence learning,
organisation, emotions, and coping

e Understand why children cope well in some situations but fall
apart in others

e Begin replacing frustration and self-doubt with clarity,
compassion, and confidence

Understanding What Is Happening Beneath the Behaviour

Before a parent can meaningfully support their child, it helps to
understand what is happening beneath the behaviour they see.
Many children who appear distracted, disorganised or overwhelmed
are not being lazy or unmotivated. The root issue is that the core
thinking systems their brain relies on, attention, memory, and
executive functioning, are still developing and are often asked to
manage more than they can effectively handle at one time (Zelozo,
2020).



Thinking systems develop very slowly throughout childhood. This
development continues into adolescence. Children function better
when what is expected of them is clear and predictable. What is
expected of them should also be given to them one item at a time
(Kupis & Uddin, 2023). Children have difficulty when they are
expected to manage too many demanding processes at the same
time. This difficulty can be emphasized when children’s capacity is
not yet ready to cope with demands.

Every day experiences place precisely these demands on a
developing brain. Children are expected to listen, filter distractions,
remember what to do next, plan and organise their actions, manage
emotions, and cope with time pressure — often all at once. Each of
these is an input the brain must process. Inputs are not just sights or
sounds; they include instructions, decisions, emotional reactions,
expectations, and changes in routine.

The brain has limited thinking space (Sweller, 2020). When the brain
has to hold and coordinate too many inputs, this could overwhelm
children. Children's brains are different from adult brains. Attention,
memory and executive functioning are still developing in children.
This means that their brain power is less flexible than that of adults.
When too many inputs arrive at the same time, they compete for the
same limited resources. The brain cannot process everything in the
same way it processes what it thinks is the most urgent. This is often
emotional or sensory input. The other processes stop functioning for
that specific time (Arnsten, 2020; Cowan, 2021).

Why Children Cope in Some Situations but Struggle in Others



Some children will cope very well in calm situations. If a situation is
familiar, they will also cope. But when there are too many demands
placed on them, they will struggle. In calm, familiar situations, there
might be fewer inputs, so children manage. Attention can remain
focused, memory only needs to hold a small amount of information,
and executive functioning can follow well-established routines.
Thinking feels manageable because the brain is operating within its
current developmental limits.

When situations become busier or more complex, the picture
changes. The brain has to concentrate, keep track of several steps,
tune out distractions, control emotions, and react promptly, all
relying on the same growing systems. Since these systems are still
maturing, they aren’t yet able to handle everything smoothly at the
same time.

When attention is compromised, focus weakens and a child may
appear “elsewhere” or miss important details. When memory —
particularly working memory — is under strain, information fades
before it can be used (Cowan, 2021). A child may begin a task and
then lose track of what comes next, not because they are careless,
but because there is not enough capacity to hold the information
while acting. When executive functioning is under pressure, planning,
organising, starting tasks, and regulating emotions all draw on the
same control system (Diamond, 2020). When too many of these
processes are required together, coordination breaks down. Tasks
feel overwhelming, emotions escalate quickly, and behaviour may
become disorganised, avoidant, or shut down.

Understanding this changes how behaviour is interpreted. Behaviour
is no longer seen as the problem to fix, but as information about
which thinking systems are under strain and why certain situations
consistently lead to difficulty. The child’s ability has not disappeared,;
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the conditions have exceeded what their developing brain can
currently manage.

The CogniEnhance Approach

CogniEnhance is built on this understanding. It does not start with
behaviour. It starts by helping parents understand how thinking
works and why everyday situations become difficult. Rather than
treating challenges as isolated behaviours, CogniEnhance frames
development through three core cognitive domains: attention,
memory, and executive functioning.

Each of these domains includes specific subdomains. Attention
includes selective, sustained, and divided attention. Memory includes
working memory and short-term memory. Executive functioning
includes planning, organising, sorting, problem-solving and
emotional regulation. These subdomains do not work in isolation.
Most everyday tasks require several of them to work together at the

same time.

For example, getting ready for school requires selective attention to
focus on what matters, sustained attention to stay on task, working
memory to hold steps in mind, planning and organising to sequence
actions, and emotional regulation when something feels rushed or
frustrating. When even one of these systems is under strain, the
entire task can feel overwhelming.

Development Is Uneven and Non-Linear

Children's development does not take place in a predictable way.
Development across the different skills is not even. It is not even
linear. One child might be able to focus well. Another might struggle
with working memory. A different child might find emotional control

too difficult. Children may experience difficulties, not because they



have one single weak skill, but rather when several skills have to work
together.

Most importantly, this understanding replaces blame with clarity.
When parents recognise that their child’'s behaviour reflects a brain
under pressure rather than a child who “won't,” their responses
change. Expectations become more realistic, reactions soften, and
emotional safety increases. This shift lays the foundation for
everything that follows.

Chapter1Summary

Chapter 1 emphasises that behaviour is a reflection of what is
happening in a child’s brain. It is not a judgement of personality. It
explains how attention, memory, and executive functioning develop
over time, why these systems become overwhelmed, and how this
overload shows up as everyday struggles. Parents are guided to
understand why children cope in some situations but struggle in
others, and how multiple cognitive subdomains interact in real life. By
the end of the chapter, behaviour is no longer confusing or personal.
It becomes meaningful information that points toward

understanding, support, and growth.



CHAPTER 2

Why Effort Hasn't Worked Yet and What
Must Change First

By the end of this chapter, you will:

e Understand why effort, correction, and repetition have not produced
lasting change so far

« Learn what it means for thinking systems to become accessible
rather than immediately strong

e Recognise the conditions that keep the brain in survival mode

« Identify the concrete conditions parents can change to support
growth

e Understand why change is biologically possible

Why Effort Hasn’t Worked Yet and What Must Change First

Once parents understand what their child is struggling with, a natural
and often painful question follows: Why hasn't trying harder helped?

Many families try several ways to help their children. These ways
improve reminders and even reward charts. Sometimes they give
strict consequences. Some parents have even tried to explain more
calmly and offer encouragement all the time. Even though parents
can be committed to helping their children, it sometimes seems that
progress is not happening. There might be signs of progress that
these are not constant. Parents can end up feeling exhausted. They
can also feel confused. They might wonder why thou trying so hard
yet still there is a struggle every day. This can be very discouraging.



The reason effort alone has not worked is not because parents or
children have failed. It is because the brain has often been operating
in a protective state rather than a learning state. When a child
experiences ongoing pressure, unpredictability, emotional threat, or
overload, the brain allocates energy to survival and coping rather
than growth.

If parents want to understand how children are coping and why
there are constant problems, they can look to neuroscience
research.

Neuroscience research helps explain this clearly. Studies examining
stress and cognition show that chronic stress alters communication
between the amygdala, which detects threat, and the prefrontal
cortex, which supports attention, working memory, planning, and
regulation. When threat systems dominate, higher-order thinking
systems are functionally offline.

When the brain needs to feel safe, that is its priority. Children are not
being naughty or resistant. Children recognize that they are stressed
and the brain picks this up. The brain then helps children to restore
balance (Arnsten, 2009; McEwen & Morrison, 2013).

Strength Versus Accessibility

This does not mean a child’s thinking systems are broken. It means
they are inaccessible.

A critical shift in understanding is distinguishing between a skill being
weak and a skill being unavailable. Accessibility does not mean that
a skill is strong or fully developed. It means the nervous system is
calm enough for that system to come online and be used.

Research on emotion regulation and brain connectivity
demonstrates that when the nervous system is regulated, networks
responsible for attention, memory, and executive functioning are
able to communicate efficiently. When the nervous system is
dysregulated, these same networks become fragmented or
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suppressed (Clemens et al,, 2020). This explains why children may
appear capable in one moment and overwhelmed the next. The skill
has not disappeared. The conditions have changed.

This is why a child may appear capable in the morning and
completely overwhelmed later in the day. A skill that seems “there”
during a calm, supported moment may vanish when the child is
tired, rushed, or emotionally loaded. The ability has not disappeared.
The nervous system has shifted, and access to that ability has
narrowed. Understanding this distinction helps parents stop
questioning whether a child can do something and start noticing
when the conditions allow it to be possible.

Growth Begins With Conditions, Not Training

A common mistake that parents make is that they think that their
children will grow if they get more input or more training. This is
simply not true. Children will start growing when conditions improve.

Children need to feel safe in order for them to start progressing. This
means there needs to be order and routine in the environment. There
also needs to be reduced stress. If there is an adult that can
structure and guide, this also helps. If these conditions are not there,
the brain just focuses on coping. If children feel safe, their brains will
move into learning states. This is where learning and progress are
possible.

Research has been done on environmental stress and executive
functioning. This research has shown that if there is chaos in the
environment, a heavy load is placed on developing brains. A large-
scale study by Fosco et al. (2022) found that when homes are
chaotic, this impacts children’s self-regulation and executive
functioning. They also found that stable, predictable environments
support children’s development.

Parents can change conditions in the home so that children can
cope more effectively. Changing activities can be done more slowly.
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There will then be less cognitive load on children’s brains. It also
helps to break tasks into smaller steps. This lowers the strain on
working memory. Children's brains are limited and very sensitive to
overloading (Cowan, 2021). If there are predictable routines, this will
reduce the planning load on children. This frees up mental energy.
Adults should speak to children in calm and neutral tones because
this reduces emotional threat. If adults stay with the children while
they are doing what needs to be done, this can provide comfort and
help with keeping children’s nervous systems balanced. These
changes do not mean changing expectations. They just make it
possible for children to think more clearly and cope.

Neuroplasticity and Why Repetition Alone Fails

When the nervous system settles, attention, memory, and executive
functioning do not suddenly become strong. They become available.
This availability allows children to practise, tolerate challenge, and
engage without tipping into overwhelm.

Only once systems are accessible can neuroplastic growth begin.

Neuroplasticity means that the brain is able to make neural networks
stronger. It can do this when there is repeated activity. This repeated
activity needs to be supported, though. It is not enough for children
to repeat activities. Research has been done and shows that if there
is repetition during times of stress, this strengthens rigid thinking
rather than flexible thinking (Morey et al,, 2023).

Effective repetition should not be done during stressful conditions.
Children should be given tasks that they can manage in emotionally
safe conditions. This will enable them to succeed. Metacognition
means their children look at their own behavior and develop self-
awareness. This means that children should be guided to see what
they are doing and what helped. They should also be encouraged to
ask why specific things helped. Research by Roebers (2022) shows
that reflection is needed to turn experience into learning. Growth also
happens when children transfer skills from one context to another.

10



Skills should not only be used during activities but should also be
used in real world situations.

Parents as the Primary Regulating Condition

In the CogniEnhance approach, effort is applied only after
accessibility is restored. Correction becomes guided reflection rather
than pressure, and repetition becomes structured neuroplastic
practice rather than demand. This is why CogniEnhance begins with
parents rather than programs. Before any formal training can be
effective, the child’s nervous system needs consistent signals of
safety, predictability, and support. Parents are not just helpers in this
process; they are the primary regulating condition that makes
growth possible.

Parents matter enormously at this stage, even before any formal
training begins. Research on physiological synchrony shows that a
parent’s regulated nervous system directly influences a child’s ability
to regulate their own state (Crandall et al,, 2020). Predictability and
calm create safety. Safety creates accessibility. Accessibility makes
growth possible.

Change is biologically possible because the brain is designed to
grow once it no longer has to defend itself. When conditions support
learning rather than survival, thinking systems strengthen naturally
over time.

Chapter 2 Summary

This chapter shows that effort, repeated correction, and practice
may not have led to lasting results because the brain has often been
functioning in survival mode instead of a learning-ready state.
Drawing on neuroscience and developmental research, it introduces
the critical distinction between strength and accessibility, showing
that cognitive systems must first become available before they can
grow. Parents learn that changing conditions, emotional safety,

predictability, reduced pressure, and adult regulation are the true
11



starting point for progress. When conditions change, growth
becomes not only possible but biologically expected.
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CHAPTER 3

Feeling Confident in Emotional Moments

By the end of this chapter, you will:

e Interpret emotional behaviour as cognitive overload

e Adjust conditions in the moment to reduce overwhelm

e Help thinking systems come back online during moments of
stress

e Hold boundaries without increasing emotional stress

e Build emotional stability over time through daily practice

Now that you understand how your child’s brain develops and why
conditions matter, the next step is feeling confident when emotions
become big at home. For many parents, these are the moments that
feel most overwhelming — when tears start suddenly, frustration
escalates, shutdown occurs, or everything seems to unravel at once.
This chapter is here to help you understand what is happening in
those moments and, most importantly, how you can adjust the
conditions so your child’s thinking systems can recover.

Many parents quietly worry that they are “doing it wrong.” They feel
unsure whether they should comfort, correct, ignore, or push through.
If you have ever felt tired, frustrated, overwhelmed, or uncertain, you
are not failing. You are human. You care deeply about your child, and
you are learning. This chapter exists so that emotional moments feel
less confusing and more manageable.

Emotional Behaviour as Cognitive Overload
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When a child’s brain is stressed, their behaviour shows signs of
overwhelm, not stubbornness or bad character. This occurs because
the very systems they depend on, attention, memory, and executive
functioning, are being pushed beyond their current capacity. These
systems also help manage emotions, so when they're overloaded,
the brain struggles to stay organised and regulate feelings.

Developmental neuroscience distinguishes between “coo/” executive
functions (used for neutral, structured tasks) and “hot” executive
functions (used in emotionally charged situations). Research led by
Zelazo shows that when emotional pressure rises, the hot system can
override the cool system, effectively taking the thinking brain offline.
Emotional reactions escalate not because the child is choosing
them, but because the brain is signalling, “This is more than | can
manage right now.”

Emotional overload is not random. It usually reflects specific
cognitive subdomains being pushed beyond capacity. Working
memory may no longer hold instructions.

There might not be any sustained attention left for the child to use.
For this reason, planning, organization, sorting and problem-solving
might be impossible for them to do.

Sustained attention may be depleted. Planning, organising, sorting,
and problem-solving may feel impossible. When a child is asked to
manage thinking, listening, feeling, and doing at the same time, their
divided attention can fail. Strong emotions often indicate that part of
their cognitive system is overloaded.

Adjusting Conditions in the Moment

In moments of overload, what matters most is not correcting
behaviour, but adjusting the conditions the brain is operating under.
When conditions become calmer, simpler, and more predictable, the
nervous system begins to settle and thinking systems can recover.
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For example, when a child becomes tearful during homework, the
difficulty is often working memory overload combined with
exhausted sustained attention.

Adults should try to use fewer instructions when talking to children.
They should also try to slow the pace. Removing time pressure will
enable children to cope with the tasks that they need to do because
this lowers cognitive demand. Cognitive load research consistently
shows that reducing external demands is the most effective way to
restore processing capacity when a learner is overwhelmed. Saying
fewer words, breaking the task into one small step, or pausing the
task altogether changes the conditions so the brain can recover.

Similarly, during rushed mornings when a child refuses to get
dressed or says, “I can’t do this,” the difficulty is often planning and
organising overload. Too many steps dre competing at once.
Changing the conditions might mean laying out clothes in advance,
guiding one step at a time, or temporarily removing choices. These
adjustments are not lowering expectations; they are restoring
access to the thinking systems needed to meet them.

Emotional Safety Restores Thinking

Before a child can focus, remember, or engage effectively, the brain
must feel safe enough to stop protecting itself. When children feel
criticised, rushed, or ashamed, the nervous system shifts into
protection mode. In that state, attention, memory, and executive
functioning become inaccessible.

Emotional safety is therefore not the goal to reach after behaviour
improves; it is the condition that allows thinking to come back online.

Research on parent—child regulation shows that a parent’s calm
presence acts as a scaffold for the child’s developing nervous
system. Studies on physiological synchrony demonstrate that when
a parent remains regulated, the child’s stress response settles more
quickly. When conditions signal safety, predictability, and support,

15



attention, memory, and executive functioning become accessible
again, even before they are fully strengthened.

Strengthening Through Neuroplasticity

When children’s brains are calm, this will mean that their thinking
systems are able to be used. It is at this point that growth can start.
This is where neuroplasticity can work. The brain will strengthen skills
through repeated activities. These activities should be done in a safe
and supportive environment. Attention, memory and executive skills
can then be strengthened.

Parents should not push their children harder. They should support
their children’s growth. If children feel confident that they can
complete tasks, their confidence will grow. If they can complete
tasks, it means that their effort will be sustainable. Parents should
also avoid drills of any kind. Research shows that executive functions
get better when tasks are connected to real world activities.

Everyday activities are a rich source of possibilities for growth. For
example, when children pack their school bags, this can strengthen
planning and sequencing. Each step should be named and done in
order. In order to improve working memory, children can focus on
just one or two steps during morning activities. Playing fun games
can help build sustained attention and impulse control. If the rules
are clear and there are few distractions, playing games can improve
sustained attention. In order to improve organizational skills, parents
can involve their children in cooking or shopping. Cooking and
shopping also assist with decision-making and memory skills.
Parents can slow the processes of cooking and shopping and guide
their children’s attention. It is not the activity that matters the most. It
is the environment and conditions that allow children to learn
effectively.

Metacognition and Skill Transfer

Metacognition helps children understand how they are thinking while
they are doing tasks. Parents support this by naming the skill in the
16



moment and inviting brief reflection. Comments such as, “I noticed
you kept all three steps in mind,” or questions like, “What helped you
remember that?” help children connect effort to a specific thinking
system.

Research shows that metacognitive monitoring is a strong predictor
of performance because it allows children to recognise when they
need to apply a strategy. Over time, this awareness strengthens the
brain’s ability to monitor and adjust its own thinking.

For growth to matter in real life, transfer must be purposeful. Near
transfer occurs when a child applies a strategy in a similar context.
Far transfer occurs when the same strategy is used in a very different
situation, such as managing frustration with a peer or organising a
school project. Parents support transfer by naming the skill, linking it
to new situations, and asking, “Where else could this help?”

Calm, Confident Parenting

As parents understand how conditions affect the brain, behaviour
stops feeling personal, intentional, or disrespectful. Instead, parents
can recognise what is overloaded, attention, working memory and
planning, and adjust conditions accordingly. This clarity reduces
panic and frustration. When parents know what the brain needs next,
their own nervous system settles, making it easier to respond
thoughtfully rather than react emotionally.

Calm parenting does not mean permissive parenting. Boundaries
still matter. The difference is that boundaries delivered within
supportive conditions strengthen the brain rather than overwhelm it.

Progress does not mean emotional moments disappear. Progress
means reactions shorten, recovery happens faster, tolerance
increases, and children keep trying instead of shutting down. As
conditions improve, attention lasts longer, memory stabilises, and
planning and problem-solving become more reliable.
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You are not expected to be perfect. You are expected to be present
and responsive to what the brain needs. Emotional moments are not
failures; they are opportunities to adjust conditions, support
regulation, and allow growth to continue.

Chapter 3 Summary

Chapter 3 reframes emotional outbursts and shutdowns as signals
that thinking systems are overloaded rather than signs of defiance
or poor character. It shows that change begins not with correcting
behaviour, but with changing the conditions the brain is operating
under. When conditions become calmer, simpler, and more
predictable, attention, memory, and executive functioning become
accessible again.

Neuroplastic growth happens when activities are repeated in safe
environments. When children think about their own thinking, this is
called metacognition. Children should be encouraged to become
self-aware. Transfer happens when children can take the skills that
they've learned during activities and use them in real life situations.
Parents will become more knowledgeable about how to change
conditions if children are not coping. This will mean that both
children and parents will feel calmer and more confident. Parents will
then also be able to help with meaningful change that lasts.

18



CHAPTER 4

Why Structure Helps Your Child Feel Safer,
Stronger, and More Capable

By the end of this chapter, you will:

« Understand that structure helps children feel safe and calm

« See how when conditions are predictable and there is routine,
there will be less stress for children, and this will help them
build confidence

« Learn how structure helps with supporting attention, memory,
and executive functioning

« Understand how the brain helps children have structure in
everyday life

« Recognise how stronger thinking skills lead to improved
routines, children feeling independent, and being more
emotionally stable.

« Feel better about using structure to support your child

The Neuroscience of Structure

In the earlier chapters, you discovered that your child’s behaviour is
a response to brain overload, not intentional defiance, and that
adjusting the environment, rather than trying to control behaviour,
helps the brain stay regulated. You also looked at ways to support
your child while they were having emotional moments. This allows
nervous systems to settle. This chapter shifts the focus to the next
step: creating supportive conditions in advance, so the brain faces
fewer triggers for overwhelm from the start.
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Once emotional safety becomes more secure, structure becomes
the next important layer of support. When a child’s day feels
predictable, organised, and calmly guided, their brain has fewer
reasons to panic.

Instead of constantly trying to work out what is happening, the child
can calm down. The brain can settle and think more clearly. The child
can then complete tasks and feel more confident. For many children
who struggle with attention, memory, and executive functioning,
everyday life can feel chaotic and exhausting. This is not about
motivation or attitude. Neuroscience shows that these struggles
reflect how developing cognitive systems respond to ongoing
demand.

Why Developing Brains Struggle Without Structure

A great deal of research has been done on attention. Research
shows that attention depends on neural pathways that develop
slowly during childhood. Posner and Petersen’s work on attention
systems showed that when these networks are still developing, the
brain cannot filter out information that it does not need. More recent
research by Rueda and colleagues (2023) also shows that attention
that has not yet matured cannot cope with noise and unpredictable
environments. In everyday terms, the brain’s spotlight of attention
keeps flickering, making it hard to stay with one task for long.

Working memory is what allows us to hold and use information in our
minds. It develops very slowly during childhood and teenage years.
Reviews by Cowan (2021) and Alloway & Alloway (2010) show that
children’s working memory is very limited. When children have
routines that are difficult to cope with, or they get instructions that
are too vague, working memory fills up quickly. This is why children
forget instructions, lose their place, or abandon tasks halfway
through. It is not because they are careless, but because their
working memory is limited.
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Executive functions such as planning, organising, and problem-
solving rely on networks that mature over many years. Doebel (2020)
emphasises that executive functioning is not about willpower or
discipline; it is about the brain’s ability to use goals to guide
behaviour. When these systems are still under construction,
sequencing steps, anticipating outcomes, and adjusting to change
are genuinely hard. What looks like resistance is often a child trying
to cope without the necessary internal tools.

Divided attention places huge demands on brain systems. Research
by Monsell (2003) and more recently Wassenberg et al. (2022) shows
that “dual-tasking” significantly degrades performance in children
because their cognitive networks cannot yet share resources
efficiently. When children are trying to function in environments that
are changing too fast, the brain prioritizes restoring balance rather
than performance. It can look like children are shutting down. They
can also start feeling overwhelmed or have emotional outbursts.

Together, these findings explain why daily life can feel so demanding
for a child whose attention, memory, and executive systems are still
developing. Their brain is trying to manage too many things at once.
Adults can manage things more easily.

Reducing Cognitive Load: Why Structure Works

Having structure is very important because it lowers the number of
choices that children have to make. It also lowers the number of
changes. This means that there are fewer demands that children
have to deal with.

There has been much research done in developmental psychology
and neuroscience. This research has shown that when environments
are predictable, they allow higher order thinking to take place. They
have also been studies done on stress and cognitive load. These
studies show that when there is uncertainty, the brain responds to
threat. When the context is predictable, children are able to think and
engage.
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Davis et al. (2022) talk about this as the cost of environmental
“entropy.” When an environment is unpredictable, the young brain
must monitor for threat and change. This compromises learning,
emotional control and problem-solving. Thinking from the
perspective of the brain, structure is not about making sure that
children behave. It is more about helping children cope in
environments where there is less pressure so that brain systems can
work.

Routines, visual schedules and step by step approaches are very
calming for children. If things are done in this way, the child knows
what is happening, and the brain can focus on activities and not
work out what is happening. The brain can rely on what is familiar
and not use working memory or executive functioning. This means
that mental energy can focus on attention, doing tasks and keeping
emotions in check.

Turning Repetition into Resilience

In practical terms, structure turns everyday demands, from getting
dressed to starting homework, into predictable patterns the brain
can follow safely.

Longitudinal research supports this effect. Glynn et al. (2021)
researched family routines. They found that when family routines
were consistent, children felt safe. When children felt safe, they could
control their emotions, and their executive functioning was better.
Children can learn better in environments that are predictable
because they learn that they do not have to put in effort that leads to
them feeling overwhelmed.

This changes children'’s approach to work. They will not feel stressed
all the time and they will not shut down. Children’s brains will begin to
cope with challenge. If there is external structure, they will internalize
structure if there is strengthening through repetition.

Parents will notice a change in behaviour when there is no longer
rushing and overreacting. Mornings that were once frantic often
22



become steadier when the same steps happen in the same reliable
order. Parents frequently describe fewer reminders, less resistance,
and a noticeable drop in emotional escalation, not because the child
is “trying harder,” but because the brain no longer has to solve the
same problem from scratch each day. When children know what to
do and what comes next, their brains can stop scanning for threat
and simply follow the pattern.

Emotional Safety Remains the Foundation
Structure is not harsh, cold, or rigid. It is reliable.

Predictability lowers anxiety.
Clarity prevents overwhelm.
Consistency builds confidence.

When children can say, 7 know what to expect”and “/ know what
comes next ”their brain feels safer. When the brain feels safer, it
works better.

Emotional safety remains the foundation for all learning and growth.
When a child feels emotionally safe, their nervous system can settle,
and the brain can shift out of survival mode. Structure does not
replace emotional safety; it helps maintain it by reducing how often
the brain is pushed into threat detection in the first place.

Together, emotional safety and structure create the conditions in
which thinking skills can flourish.

How Structure Supports Specific Brain Systems

When daily life has rhythm and routine, specific cognitive systems
experience immediate relief.

Selective attention improves because the brain no longer needs to
constantly scan for what matters. Sustained attention becomes
easier because the brain is not repeatedly starting, stopping, or
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switching in panic. Transitions feel less explosive because they follow
a predictable sequence.

Memory systems benefit as well. Clear routines reduce the burden on
working memory, while repetition strengthens short-term memory
and allows routines to become habits rather than effortful tasks.

Executive functioning also improves. Planning becomes easier when
the next step is already known. Organising improves because tasks
have a clear order. Over time, children begin taking small
independent actions, such as packing a school bag or laying out
clothes, reflecting a brain that feels steady enough to think ahead.
Problem-solving strengthens because a calmer brain can pause
and adjust instead of collapsing.

Structure Is a Two-Way Street

Structure supports the brain, but the brain also helps create and
sustain structure.

Selective attention helps children notice what matters. Sustained
attention allows routines to be completed. Working memory holds
steps in mind, supported by visual cues and simple “first.. then...”
language. Planning allows children to think ahead rather than react
in fear. Organising and sorting help life feel ordered, while problem-
solving keeps routines flexible when something goes wrong.

When these subdomains are supported intentionally, structure
becomes more than a schedule. It becomes how the brain
experiences predictability, control, and safety.

Transfer: From Routine to Real Life

All of this change is possible because of neuroplasticity — the
brain’s ability to grow through repeated, meaningful experience.

As children’s thinking systems become stronger, skills will start to
transfer. Near transfer happens when routines are familiar. Far
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transfer happens when children use these skills in new situations.
Parents will give fewer reminders. Children will be calm and will start
developing independence.

Transfer happens when children feel safe. If there are clear routines,
transfer will also take place. When adults are calm, children are able
to think about their behaviour. Parents should ask questions that
encourage self-reflection. Children will be able to see that it's the use
of these skills and effort that leads to success.

You Are Not Alone

Many parents find it overwhelming to build structure alone. The
CogniEnhance Parent Portal supports families using the same
science described in this book. Activities are organised into
predictable schedules and grouped by cognitive domains, with
guidance on pacing and progress tracking.

With the right structure and support, your child’s brain can grow
stronger, calmer, and more capable — allowing daily life to feel more
manageable, predictable, and hopeful.

Chapter 4 Summary

Structure is not about control or demanding better behaviour. It is
about creating predictable, supportive conditions that reduce
cognitive load and allow the brain to function efficiently. By
combining emotional safety, consistent structure, and guided
reflection, you create conditions in which your child’s brain can
genuinely grow stronger over time.
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D2

HOW THE COGNIENHANCE PORTAL HELPS
PARENTS BUILD STRUCTURE IN REAL LIFE

Many parents find it overwhelming to try to build structure alone, which is why
the CogniEnhance Parent Portal is designed to make the process easier, clearer and
more supported — following the same science explained in this book.

[} 1
= Structured Calendars '

v Weekly structures are organized
to be predictable, repetitive
and safe

v Tasks are grouped by cognitive
domains

v Activities are backed by science

@, Guidance & Support B2 Progress Tracking 4

v Receive tips on routines and pacing v Track improvements & streaks
v Reduce stress and increase confidence v See gradual but steady change

v Get emotional support along the way v Maintain patience, hope,
: and commitment
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CHAPTERS

How Daily Life Experiences Shape Your
Child’s Brain, Behaviour, and Learning

By the end of this chapter, you will:

« Understand how everyday life experiences actively shape brain
development, behaviour, and learning

« Recognise how daily conditions influence neuroplasticity
across childhood

« See how ordinary parenting moments strengthen attention,
memory, planning, and emotional regulation

« Understand how developmental needs shift between ages 6-9
and 10-12

« Feel more confident using routines, rhythm, and emotional
tone as meaningful cognitive support

« Be prepared to move into focused attention strengthening in
the next chapter

How Daily Life Experiences Shape Your Child’s Brain, Behaviour,
and Learning

In the previous chapters, you learned that behaviour reflects brain
load rather than children choosing to be naughty. Lasting change
happens when conditions are changed to support the brain. You also
explored how emotional moments are eased not by controlling
behaviour, but by changing the environment so the brain can
regulate more effectively. This chapter expands on that idea by
demonstrating how everyday activities can drive brain growth when
the environment fosters neuroplastic development.
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Neuroplasticity refers to the brain’s ability to grow, strengthen, and
reorganise through repeated experience. For this growth to occur,
the brain requires specific conditions: reduced overwhelm, emotional
steadiness, predictability, and repeated opportunities to practise
thinking skills in safe, meaningful contexts. This does not mean that
children have to have perfect parents or take part in programs. They
happen in everyday life.

While neuroplasticity continues throughout childhood, the everyday
moments that best help it shift as children grow. Parents often learn
this the hard way through trial, error, and observation. What
strengthens the brain of a six-year-old is not identical to what
supports the brain of an eleven-year-old.

Parents need to understand these developmental shifts. They need
to do this so that they can change daily life for children. They should
not push children beyond what they can cope with. This chapter
looks at how daily life shapes the brain across two developmental
stages. It also looks at how parents can support growth without
pressure or being too strict.

Ages 6-9: Building Safety, Attention, and Early Thinking Skills

Between the ages of six and nine, the brain is still working on
foundational thinking systems. Attention, memory, planning, and
emotional regulation are developing but not yet reliable. Children at
this stage rely heavily on adults to help them organise their world,
manage feelings, and make sense of daily demands. Most
neuroplastic growth during this period does not occur in formal
learning settings; it happens in ordinary daily life.

Children in this age group still borrow regulations from adults. This
means they rely on adult emotional steadiness to remain calm and
focused. When children experience calm days, and they can predict
what is going to happen, the brain will feel safe, so it can practice

thinking skills. When life is too fast or too emotional, the brain moves
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into protective mode. This limits the brain’s ability to learn. It is vital
that children between the ages of 6 and 9 have support so that they
can grow and adapt.

There is a lot of research that supports this. A 2022 study by Fosco
and colleagues found that chaos in the home results in weaker
executive functioning in young children. Chaos means no
predictable routines, noise and intense emotions. When there is this
chaos, children’s brains look towards coping with uncertainty and
distractions. They do not focus on thinking. This means that having
predictable routines is neurologically vital for children.

At this stage, children cannot plan or control their feelings by
themselves. They depend on calm guidance to reduce cognitive
load. When daily life follows predictable patterns, the brain does not
need to remain on alert for uncertainty. Instead, it can focus on
activities that allow growth. Routines at this age are about giving
children structure so their brains can grow.

Clear sequences, gentle transitions, and steady emotional tone act
as external scaffolding while internal systems are still forming. When
these conditions are in place, everyday moments begin doing
important neurological work. Attention strengthens when distractions
are reduced, tasks are broken into manageable steps, and
expectations remain consistent. Doing homework in the same place,
at the same time, and in the same order creates a reliable pattern
the brain can lean on, allowing focus to practise without overload.

Working memory develops through simple instructions in daily life.

When instructions are repeated, they give children opportunities to
hold on to information and feel safe. When there are predictable
routines, planning and organization can improve. Predictable
routines can mean what children do before bedtime, for example.
Children'’s brains will eventually start organizing themselves to act
with less support.
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Children need to develop emotional control. They can do this with
the help of a caring adult. When a caring adult treats children with
support and kindness, children’s nervous systems can calm. This
allows children to think clearly and continue with what they are
doing. If the emotional load gets less, the ability to think gets better.

Parents are encouraged to notice patterns rather than judge
behaviour during this stage. When children have emotional
reactions, this does not mean naughtiness or defiance. These
emotional reactions show that children'’s thinking and emotional
control are developing. They need outside support. Children need
environments that are predictable. They also need repetition of
activities or can't places. These will reduce load and allow children to
grow. Perfection is not important. Adults should speak to young
children with kind tones. They should also order returns and provide
step-by-step instructions.

As children enter the upper primary years, their brains start to benefit
from slightly different conditions. Predictability and emotional
stability are still crucial, but it becomes increasingly important to
provide chances for them to practice independence within that safe,
supportive framework.

Ages 10-12: Strengthening Independence, Planning, and Emotional
Resilience

Between the ages of ten and twelve, children enter a period of
significant transition. Their thinking capacity, emotional awareness,
and responsibilities expand rapidly. They begin seeking
independence, yet they still require guidance and emotional support.
During this stage, neuroplastic growth depends on shared
responsibility, where adults gradually transfer thinking demands
while maintaining conditions that prevent overload.

Neuroscience research highlights that this period involves
substantial brain remodelling. Doebel’s work on executive functioning
shows that the desire for autonomy increases during
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preadolescence. At this stage, the neural networks are still maturing
so children are not ready for autonomy.

This means there is a gap between what children want and what
their brains can manage. Research shows that parents should use a
scaffolded approach. What this means is that parents create safety.
They also create structure and allow their children to try to cope with
low-risk independence. This approach best supports executive
function. In this kind of environment, children will not be pushed
beyond what they can cope with.

At this stage, daily conditions become a partnership rather than
being entirely adult-led. If children function in predictable routines,
the load on their brains will be reduced. This means they will be able
to plan effectively. They will also be able to practice organizing and
problem-solving. If the environment is calm and predictable,
children will cope. Adults should always allow breaks when children
are doing homework. This will allow sustained attention to recover
and prevent overload. Children should work in focused blocks with
planned breaks.

Working memory strengthens when children are encouraged to
explain their thinking. When a parent asks, “Talk me through your
plan,” the brain practises holding information in mind while
coordinating action. Planning and organisation develop through
regular conversations about upcoming demands. Discussing what is
coming, what may feel difficult, and how to prepare allows children
to practise anticipation and flexible adjustment.

Emotional regulation continues to depend on validation rather than
dismissal. When feelings are acknowledged, the brain remains
regulated enough to think, adapt, and recover. Parents should assist
children to prevent cognitive overload. This is important at this stage
because academic demands are getting bigger. This is also the time
when children become aware of social expectations. Children need
support to cope emotionally. Without support, children may shut
down or have intense emotions.
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Preventing cognitive overload becomes especially important at this
stage because academic expectations, social complexity, and
emotional awareness increase rapidly. Without support, children
may shut down or react emotionally.

Research by Hakamata and colleagues (2022) reinforces how
important balance is. Stress at home can lower connections in the
prefrontal cortex. This means that a calm, supportive home is not
simply beneficial; it is neurologically necessary for executive function
networks to wire effectively during this developmental window.

Progress during this stage is not smooth. A child may cope well in
one area but not another. These changes show cognitive load, not
effort. Small adjustments to pace, expectations, or planning, such as
slowing busy weeks or collaborating on schedules, help the brain
practise independence without tipping into overload.

How Practice Becomes Transfer in Daily Life

It can sometimes be confusing how everyday routines can develop
skills that can be used in different contexts. It is because the brain
learns to notice and use skills that it practices.

Everyday routines allow children to practice skills, and this allows the
brain to function with neuroplasticity. Initially, these skills appear only
in the familiar situation where they were practised. Metacognition
bridges this gap. When parents calmly highlight the thought
processes behind success by asking questions like “How did you
remember the next step?” or “What helped you stay calm and
finish?”, the brain starts to become aware of its own strategies.

Thinking about what they are doing helps a child’s brain plan and
check itself, so skills do not stay tied to just one routine.

Transfer happens slowly. Children will use skills in situations that they
feel comfortable in. This is called near transfer. Later, these skills will
show up in new contexts. These contexts could be when they need to
handle emotions or new tasks. This is called far transfer. Parents
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should support far transfer by guiding their children with kindness.
They can also break tasks into smaller steps and show strategies.
They can work with their children to solve problems.

Over time, children will not need guidance. Children begin
recognising patterns in their own thinking and guiding themselves.
Transfer does not happen through pressure; it happens when
practice occurs under supportive conditions and the brain is helped
to notice what worked. This is how daily life becomes genuine
cognitive growth.

Bridge to the Attention Chapter

Across both developmental stages, one pattern remains consistent.
Attention strengthens most effectively when daily life provides the
conditions that support neuroplastic change: low overwhelm,
predictable rhythm, emotional steadiness, and repeated
opportunities to practise focus. With these conditions in place, the
brain is ready for more focused attention strengthening.

The next chapter explores attention in depth, examining selective,
sustained, and divided attention, why they falter under load, and how
they can be strengthened gently and effectively.

Chapter 5 Summary

This chapter showed that daily life is not merely the backdrop to
development; it is the primary environment in which neuroplastic
change occurs. When daily conditions reduce overwhelm, provide
predictability, and maintain emotional steadiness, the brain can
practise and strengthen attention, memory, planning, and emotional
regulation.

You explored how these conditions shift across development. For
children aged six to nine, external support creates the safety
necessary for early thinking systems to grow. Children aged ten to
twelve start to have shared responsibility with adults. This allows their

independence to grow. This chapter emphasized that growth
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happens when children are in the right conditions. It does not
happen from doing more. When parents shape daily life to support
their children, the brain can grow stronger. This will allow children to
cope with the attention work that they will have to face.
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CHAPTER 6

Helping Your Child Focus Through Selective,
Sustained, and Divided Attention

By the end of this chapter, you will:

« Understand how attention shows brain capacity and not
children’s character

» Recognise selective, sustained, and divided attention

« Know how cognitive overload affects focus in daily life

» Learn how to lower cognitive load

« Use metacognitive strategies to help your child see, think, and
transfer skills across tasks and settings

« Guide your child to make their focus stronger

» Build confidence as a parent

Understanding Attention and the Brain

When children cannot focus, it does not feel simple at all. Parents
often worry and feel frustrated. They also start to doubt themselves
as parents. A child might calmly brush their teeth one morning, but
then have extreme emotions when trying to put on shoes. This can
leave parents feeling confused. This is not laziness or naughtiness.
The brain might be struggling to cope with the steps involved in
putting on shoes.

Attention has nothing to do with trying harder. It is a brain-based
skill. If the child does not have the mental capacity at that moment,
anything will become a battle.
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Attention is a brain-based function, not simply a matter of trying
harder. It depends on the mental capacity available in the moment.
Calm, predictable conditions make it easier for a child to focus.
When the brain is overloaded by fatigue, emotional intensity, too
many instructions at once, or uncertainty, attention falters, even if
the child genuinely wants to concentrate. The brain is trying to cope.
Behaviours such as distraction, withdrawal, or sudden outbursts are
signals that the child’s brain is managing cognitive load, not that the
child is failing.

Neuroscience research confirms this. Acute stress impairs “cool”
executive functions like working memory and inhibition (Shields et al.,
2020).

When children are overwhelmed, their brain fills with dopamine and
norepinephrine. This means the prefrontal cortex just focuses on
instinctive responses (Arnsten, 2020). When this is happening, a child
might freeze while doing homework or not listen to instructions. This
is not stubbornness. The child’s brain is focusing on surviving.

Attention is not fixed. As discussed in Chapter 5, the brain changes
through neuroplasticity when children repeatedly experience
conditions that allow thinking to succeed (zelazo, 2020). For example,
a child who cannot get dressed with ease may slowly start to finish
the routine. The child will do this when guided kindly and given small
steps. Each time the child is successful, the neural pathways will
improve. This will slowly make attention more accessible to this child.
Growth does not transfer to every situation. The child needs to self-
reflect and begin to understand that skills can be used in different
contexts (Roebers, 2022).

Understanding Attention as Three Interconnected Brain Skills

Attention is made up of three parts (Petersen & Posner, 2022). These
are selective attention, sustained attention, and divided attention.
When a child is using selective attention, it means that they are able
to focus only on what is important. This child will not be distracted.
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They can listen to instructions and focus on a page. They can even
listen to a conversation when people are talking. Some children will
listen carefully to a conversation but might not be able to follow
instructions when the television is on or when brothers and sisters
are talking. The brain is unable to focus. When selective attention is
strained, children may miss important details.

If a child has strong sustained attention, they will be able to focus for
quite a while. This skill supports reading, writing, listening and
completing chores and tasks. A child might start homework calmly,
but then begin to complain or withdraw. This means that mental
energy is under strain (Esterman & Rothlein, 2019).

If a child has strong divided attention, they can focus on multiple
inputs. These multiple inputs include writing and remembering
instructions. They also include managing emotions. A child may
manage to get dressed with ease but struggle if questions are asked
or they are reminded about time. This child might also struggle if
their attention is redirected elsewhere (Wossenberg et al, 2022). If
divided attention is under strain, the media routines can collapse.

What Attention Challenges Really Mean

Attention challenges reflect underlying cognitive strain rather than
behavioural failure. Attention systems become overwhelmed when
the brain is asked to manage more information, emotion, or demand
than it can hold at one time. Children’s attention systems are still
developing and have limited capacity. Certain conditions place a
particularly high load on attention.

It is very difficult for children to cope with noise, visual clutter, time
pressure, unclear instructions, emotional tiredness, hunger or too
many expectations. The brain might be trying to cope with attention,
memory and self-regulation (Sweller, 2020).

When there are too many demands on children, their attention

becomes overloaded. The brain cannot filter what matters. This

means that selective attention is strained. If mental energy is low, it is
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hard for children to maintain sustained attention. Divided attention
will lessen when children cannot cope with too many demands. If
conditions in the environment change, children can also feel
overloaded. It is a good idea for adults to reduce noise, slow the
pace and make expectations clear. It is also a good idea for adults to
reduce emotional stress. By doing this, cognitive load will lessen, and
children will be able to pay attention better. There is no point in
making children try harder. If the brain is overloaded, children will not
function.

Why Attention Looks Strong in Some Situations and Weak in Others

Adults can be very confused when they see how children’s attention
can change all the time. Children might be engaged in a puzzle and
behave calmly. They might then change from one task to another. It
can seem that they are ignoring instructions. It does not mean that
children are being stubborn or lazy. It shows that the cognitive load
in their brain is too much (Kirschner & Hendrick, 2020). When there
are calm, predictable conditions, the child will be able to cope and
focus. If there is noise or intense emotions, the child will be unable to
focus.

A child who doesn't respond to a question at dinner may not be
defiant; their brain is simply juggling too much information. When
they suddenly melt down over a minor request, it's rarely over-
reaction. When the brain hits its limit, survival becomes more
important than focus. Seeing these behaviours through this lens
transforms frustration into understanding and opens the door for
compassionate guidance.

Emotion First, Then Focus
A brain that is out of balance is unable to concentrate properly.

A brain that is out of balance is unable to concentrate properly.
When emotions rise, attention falls (Immordino-Yang et al., 2019). For
instance, a child who becomes upset during homework may not be
able to re-engage until they have calmed. Parents do not need to
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teach focus during these moments; they need to create conditions
that allow attention to return. Calm, predictable environments
support regulation, which in turn restores attention.

Supporting Each Attention System Without Pressure

If children function in an environment where they feel they can cope,
their attention will likely grow. Children cannot do everything at once.
This means they cannot listen, write or organize at once. Adults
should guide them step by step. In this way, they will have small
successes. This strengthens attention over time. If children have
clear sequences and they can cope with them, their confidence wiill
grow.

Children's selective attention will get better when there are fewer
distractions and instructions are given clearly. Children might
struggle to follow a story that is being read to them if the television is
on. If the television is turned off, they will then cope. Sustained
attention improves when tasks are divided into small pieces.
Children also need breaks. This will allow them to carry on with what
they are doing once their energy has come back. Divided attention
improves when new demands dre given one by one. If this is done in
familiar contexts, children will learn quickly. For example, children
practice chores themselves, then adults can add another step, like
timing or sorting.

Adults should not expect children to be perfect. Successes will be
small after experiences are repeated. Every time a child finishes a
small task with focus, the brain wires itself to focus with more
reliability. When children gain skills, these skills carry over into
schoolwork, tasks and social situations. Children will begin to see
what helps them focus, and they will use these skills on their own.
They will be able to manage many demands and become more
confident. This can happen without pressure or irritation.
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Parents need to be guides and not fixers. Parents should set the
conditions, scaffold all the steps and allow children to self-reflect.
This will allow children to internalize skills at their own pace. This is a
slow process. The brain builds capacity to focus, plan and switch
attention. This will prepare children for more complex situations
ahead.

Linked Scenarios: Helping Your Child Focus
Ages 6-9

Selective attention develops when there are few distractions, and
adults give cues to children that are not vague. For example, during
a morning routine, a child may become overwhelmed if the
television is on or siblings are playing nearby. When a parent
reduces these distractions and provides step-by-step guidance, the
child completes tasks successfully, illustrating how selective
attention thrives under calm, predictable conditions. Research shows
that attentional control is particularly sensitive to environmental
structure in this age group (Petersen & Posner, 2022).

Adults can help children make their sustained attention stronger by
breaking tasks into smaller parts. Children should be able to achieve
these goals. It often happens that children start working on
homework, then after a few minutes they start to lose focus. By
allowing children to have short breaks, parents are helping them to
mMaintain attention. Studies show that breaking tasks up in this way
reduces cognitive load and helps with sustained neural activation
(Esterman & Rothlein, 2019).

Divided attention is very weak at this stage of children’s lives. If adults
ask children to listen, follow instructions and manage their emotions
at the same time, it can overwhelm them. Demands need to be
layered. First, focus on one task and then add another. In this way,
parents scaffold divided attention. This shows in research that has
been done on executive function. Executive function in young
children depends on context (Wassenberg et al.,, 2022).
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Ages 10-12

Older children can cope better with complex attention. They still need
guidance, though. If children recognize effective strategies, then
selective attention will improve. Effective strategies could be
checklists or completing work in quiet spaces. Children’s sustained
attention can improve if parents help them with self-awareness and
thinking about how they are coping (Zelazo, 2020). This is proved by
research in neuroplastic principles of executive function in
preadolescents (Doebel, 2021).

How Attention Affects Learning, Emotions, and Social Life

How children can focus and pay attention affects learning, emotions
and socidal life. If children can focus, they will be able to follow
instructions, understand what information means and keep
information in their minds long enough to finish tasks accurately. If
children have strained attention, they can misinterpret information,
lose their place or it seems they are being careless. Reflection
prompts, such as “What helped you stay focused?” or “Which step
made it easier to keep going?” support metacognition and skill
transfer (Roebers, 2022).

When children are feeling emotional, attention will give them space
to pause and notice their feelings. They can then also choose how to
cope. If attention is too overloaded, children will be unable to reflect
and this will increase their emotional stress. If children are
encouraged to think about their thinking, this will help them to
regulate and focus attention skills.

When children are in social situations, they need to pay attention in
order to listen and to speak in turn. They also need to be able to read
cues. Children may miss social cues or divided attention might be
overloaded. This does not mean they are being rude. If adults help
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children to transfer attention skills to social situations, social
interactions will improve.

Helping Children Understand Their Own Thinking

Helping children understand their own thinking builds confidence
and reduces shame. When children can name why something feels
hard, they are more likely to be able to cope with the task. Mistakes
are information about where attention, memory, or planning
became overloaded. In literacy or numeracy tasks, errors often
reflect cognitive overload rather than a lack of understanding. When
children make mistakes in social situations or become too
emotional, it could be that their attention is overloaded. This could be
because there are too many divided demands. Adults should react
kindly and help children so their children do not feel embarrassed
that they cannot do what is expected of them.

Parents as Guides, Not Fixers

Parents should not be fixers. They should guide. Orienting prompts
help selective attention, sequencing prompts reduce working
memory load, regulation prompts help the brain settle, and reflective
prompts encourage metacognition. Over time, children internalise
these strategies, strengthening attention and planning
independently. Collaboration with teachers reinforces skill transfer
across home and school. Parents should share strategies with their
children. They should use consistent language and support when
needed so that near and far transfer can take place.

A Practical Tool: Noticing Attention Slips Across the Day

Children’s attention lessens at predictable times during the day.
Mornings are challenging. Children have to deal with multiple steps.
Divided attention becomes strained. Sustained attention becomes
strained when children are doing homework. When children have to
move from one activity to another, selective and divided attention
becomes strained. During the evening, sustained attention is
strained. Busy situations are demanding for children, because there
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are demands on selective and divided attention. Recognising which
system is under strain and adjusting conditions allows parents to
turn challenges into growth opportunities.

What Progress Really Looks Like

Progress in attention shows gradually through calmer engagement,
smoother routines, fewer emotional escalations, longer periods of
focus, and growing willingness to try.

When children’s selective attention gets stronger, they become
better at seeing what is important. When sustained attention gets
stronger, they are able to finish tasks in small steps. When divided
attention gets stronger, children can cope with many tasks. This
shows brain growth, not obedience.

Chapter 6 Summary

Attention difficulties are not about children being lazy or defiant.
They show a developing brain trying to cope with cognitive load.
Selective, sustained, and divided attention develops slowly over time.
They get stronger when conditions are supportive. They also get
stronger when children think about their thoughts and have success
when they complete tasks. Parents should guide attention by
changing conditions when children are under stress. They should
respond kindly to mistakes. They should also work with teachers.
Through patience, consistency, and understanding, children develop
stronger focus, confidence, resilience, and independence, benefiting
learning, emotional regulation, and social interaction far beyond the
present.
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CHAPTER 7

Supporting Your Child’s Memory So They
Remember More and Feel Less Frustrated

By the end of this chapter, you will:

Understand the difference between short-termm memory and
working memory

Recognise that forgetting is often overload, not laziness or lack
of care

Understand how emotions and stress affect memory

Learn how neuroplasticity supports memory growth over time
Gain practical, gentle strategies to support both memory
systems

Learn how to respond calmly when memory difficulties create
frustration

Understand how to partner with teachers to support memory
needs.

Recognise what meaningful memory progress really looks like

Understanding Memory as Two Powerful Thinking Systems

Memory is not just about holding on to information. It is also about

managing information and deciding what to do next. There are two

memory systems that are important. The first is short-term memory

and the second is working memory. Short-term memory holds

information very briefly. Working memory holds information and

allows children to manipulate it. To manipulate information, children

need to be able to think and solve problems. They also need to follow
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instructions. If caregivers understand these demands, they can treat
children with empathy and support and not just frustration
(Goodman et al,, 2023).

Short-Term Memory - Holding Information Briefly

Short-term memory is temporary storage. It holds information just
long enough for children to use it. If children are stressed or tired, it
can cause them to forget what they heard a few seconds ago. Adults
need to recognize that this is cognitive overload. It is not that they
are not paying attention or being naughty. This will allow caregivers
to give calm support. If adults use this approach, it reduces stress for
both the child and the adult. It also improves emotional regulation
(Goodman et al., 2023).

Working Memory - Holding and Using Information to Think Clearly

Working memory allows children to manage many steps, like solving
problems or following instructions. If children feel overloaded, they
can forget instructions or skip steps. They can also seem to be
confused. When this happens, the brain is trying to cope with more
than it can manage at once. It does not show a lack of effort or
motivation. If adults scaffold tasks and break them into small steps, it
will strengthen working memory and aid in academic achievement
(Peng et al,, 2021; Bunford et al., 2022).

What Memory Difficulties Really Mean

When children’'s memories are strained, there will be difficulties for
them. They are not trying to be naughty. When memory is under
strain, children have to rely on reminders. They can also feel
frustrated when tasks are demanding. They can also become
emotional when they feel overwhelmed. These are natural
developmental processes, and adults need to create a calm
environment to support memory and emotions. Adults should guide
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children’s reflection on mistakes because this strengthens memory
and independence (Roebers, 2022; Whitebread et al., 2009).

Neuroplasticity — Strengthening Memory Over Time

Children’'s memories develop every day through activities when they
feel safe. Examples of everyday routines include brushing teeth,
getting dressed, making a bed or packing a bag. These are all
chances for children to strengthen their working memory. This can
happen especially if children think about what was easy or
challenging. If children play games, tell stories, and sequence
activities, this allows them to practice holding and using information
in different contexts. If the tasks become more difficult or steps are
joined together without causing overload, this can strengthen neural
pathways (Feuerstein, 1980; Draganski et al., 2006). Children should
also be praised and encouraged whenever they do things nicely.

Emotional Regulation and Memory

Emotions and memory work together. When children are stressed or
feel anxious, it makes recall difficult. Emotional safety becomes more
important than remembering. Adults can help children improve their
memory performance. They can do this with calm, kind guidance. It
is easier for children to store information and retrieve it when the
brain does not feel overburdened. Emotional support during tasks
lowers cognitive load and helps with effective memory use (Blair &
Razza, 2007; Immordino-Yang et al,, 2019).

Supporting Short-Term Memory Without Pressure

Short-termm memory gets stronger through gentle practice. Adults

should break tasks into short steps and repeat them calmly. If adults

use predictable routines, it helps children to retain the information.

Examples are morning routines, small tasks or shopping lists. Games
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like “Simon Says” or retelling a story provide practice. This enables
children to focus and develop processing skills. When children have
improved short-term memory, it allows them to follow multi-step
instructions. They will also be able to complete tasks by themselves
and move between tasks with less frustration. This will help improve
their confidence and participation in learning.

Supporting Working Memory with Structure and Clarity

Children's working memory gets better when tasks are clear. It also
gets better when children can manage tasks. Adults should write
instructions for children, use checklists and break tasks into smaller
units. They should also allow pause and think moments. These all
reduce overload. Everyday activities can be used to practice, for
example, cooking, setting the table, sorting laundry or doing
homework. To build on working memory in a fun way, adults can play
memory games with their children. Adults can also play sequencing
games and tell stories. This improves working memory. Research by
Peng et al. (2021) shows that strong working memory helps with
academic achievement, particularly in literacy and mathematics.
Strengthened working memory also improves social interaction. It
allows children to remember conversational cues and rules (Bunford
et al,, 2022). Parents can see how well their children are doing by
seeing how many steps they can complete by themselves. They can
also make the tasks more challenging. They could use checklists to
encourage children to reflect on their own thinking processes.

Metacognition — Helping Children Support Their Own Memory

Metacognition means thinking about one’'s own thinking.
Metacognition should help children manage their own memory. They
should think about their thoughts before, during and after activities.
This will help them anticipate what will be hard and keep track of
their memory. This will then also help them to assess their approach.
Parents can support this by asking questions such as, “Which part
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was easiest to remember?” or “What helped you remember the
instructions?” Parents can also show children the strategies that they
can use. This will allow children time to think about how they can use
the same strategies. Parents should also connect skills to real-life
activities. This will strengthen memory and help children feel
confident and independent.

Error Analysis Through a Memory Lens

Mistakes provide valuable clues about which memory system is
under stress. Short-term memory errors involve forgetting a single
item, while working memory errors involve losing track of multiple
steps. Calm, structured analysis helps children notice and correct
errors while practising effective strategies. For example, after a child
has made a mistake in homework or doing a chore, parents can tell
their children how to think about what they have done. They can also

name the memory system they use and choose a strategy to help
children. Children could write down instructions. They could also
repeat it aloud or use a checklist. If children apply these strategies
every day and there are successes, these should be celebrated.
Learning will then improve. Research by Roebers (2022) shows that
children who engage in metacognition do better than peers who rely
only on adult correction.

Memory Slip | Observation | Reflection Strategy / Daily Task
[ Example Questions Support Application
Short-term | Missed the “Which part | Say the Reading:
memory - last word in | did you information | pause every
forgettinga | a sentence forget?” aloud, write | few
single item or the last “Can you it down, or sentences
immediately | numberina | repeatit use avisual | and ask child
sum cue to repeat key
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back to points
me?” Math: use
fingers or
visual
number line
for small
calculations
Working Skipped “Which Break tasks | Morning
memory — stepsina steps were into smaller | routine:
forgetting recipe or easiest or chunks, use | check off
multiple multi-step hardest to checklists, each task as
steps or instructions | remember?” | or repeat done
rules “Would it steps out Homework:
help to loud break multi-
break it into step
smaller assignments
steps?” into 2-3
manageable
parts
Attention- Forgot what | “What Reduce Chores:
related todo distracted distractions, | complete
memory slip | midway you?” prompt to one task at a
— distracted | through “How can repeat back | timeina
while trying | homework or | we instructions, | quiet space
to hold while remember use short Class tasks:
information | following better next | focus use timers or
instructions | time?” periods visual
reminders
Transfer [ Child “How is this | Connect Packing
application | remembers | like the familiar school bag:
error — stepsina game we strategies to | use same
memory game but practiced?” | new tasks, “step-by-
works in one | forgets the “Which part | prompt step”
context but | same steps | could we reflection approach
not another | for usein practiced in
homework homework a game or
too?” activity
Cooking:
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apply
checklist
used for
morning
routine to
making a
snack

Memory Slip and Measuring Progress

Memory Slip [ Observation

Measuring Progress

Short-term memory slip -
forgetting a single item
immediately (example: last word
in a sentence, last number in a
sum)

Track if the child remembers the
item on their own more frequently.
Note fewer prompts needed over
time, e.g., from daily to weekly
accuracy.

Working memory slip — forgetting
multiple steps or rules (example:

skipping steps in a recipe, multi-

step homework)

Observe whether the child
completes multi-step tasks
independently. Count errors or
missed steps per task and see
reduction over time.

Attention-related memory slip -
distracted while holding
information (example: loses track
midway through homework)

Monitor the number of times the
child gets distracted or loses steps.
Look for longer stretches of focus
and fewer reminders.

Transfer [ application slip —
memory works in one context but
not another (example:
remembers game steps but not
homework steps)

Check if strategies used successfully
in one situation are applied in a new
context. Track consistency across
tasks and environments.

When parents are using these tables, they should look at any
mistakes calmly and try to work out which memory system is being
used. Parents should then guide their children with reflection
questions. They should not criticize or blame. This will help children
think about what happened. Parents should also choose a strategy
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and then apply it to a real-life task. This will make learning practical.
Parents should always celebrate their children if there are successes.
They should also repeat processes to strengthen memory pathways.
This will improve children’s understanding and confidence.

Why Memory Struggles Happen

It is very easy for adults to predict children's memory mistakes. It is
also easy for adults to see which memory system is under strain, for
example, short-term memory or working memory. Children can
experience everyday mistakes, for example, forgetting the last word
in a sentence or missing out steps in a recipe. They can also lose
track during homework. These mistakes are not done on purpose.
They show memory overload. If children are supported with
scaffolding and checklists, this will help them develop their
memories. Adults can also offer verbal prompts or break tasks into
smaller steps. Guided reflection on errors also strengthens memory
strategies over time (AIIowoy & Alloway, 2010; Whitebread et al,
2009).

Daily routines have many demands that children are expected to
respond to. These demands stress attention, memory and executive
functions at the same time. For example, when children get ready for
school, they need selective attention to focus on what is needed,
sustained attention to stay on the task and working memory to
remember each step. They also need to plan and organize
sequencing actions. They also need to control their emotions when
they feel rushed or frustrated. If one system becomes stressed,
everything can fall apart. Children can manage one situation with
ease, but might struggle with another that requires similar skills but
under different conditions.

When children battle with memory, parents should see it as signs,
rather than failures. It is important for adults to structure tasks in a
way that children can understand. Adults should also encourage
reflection and provide calm guidance. If adults see that children are
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struggling, they should support their children to develop memory
skills. This will lessen frustration.

Mediated Learning: Parents as Gentle Memory Guides

Parents should use a mediated learning approach when they guide
their children. This means they should offer calm, structured support.
They should not complete the task for their children or criticise their
children. The parents’ role should be to help their children see where
they have made mistakes. They should also encourage children to
think about their mistakes and how to plan their actions. As children
grow in confidence, parents can reduce their support. This approach
helps children become more confident, and it will strengthen their
memory skills.

Parents can help their children do well by helping them visualize the
steps of a task. They can use sentences like, “Let’s look at the steps
together before we start so it is easier to remember,” or “We are
going to do this slowly, one step at a time”. This lessens overload and
helps working memory function. Another useful sentence is, “Try to
picture each step in your head”.

While children are busy with the tasks, parents should help them
rather than taking control. Questions such as “What comes next?” or
“Can you repeat the steps?” allow the child to remember what to do
next and monitor information. This helps with metacognition skills.
Parents should also praise effort and not when their children get
everything right: “I see you remembered that step! Now let us move
to the next one”. Parents should also reassure their children: “If you
forget, it is okay. We will try together and notice what helps”.

Parents should encourage children to think about the tasks as they
complete them. This will help children become more self-aware.
Questions such as, “Which steps were easiest to remember? Which
were tricky?” and “What helped you remember the steps?” help
children to think about how they approached the tasks. Prompts like,
“Next time, could you try do the task by yourself?” help with transfer
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and growing independence. Parents should still offer support and
encouragement.

When parents are helping with mediated memory, they should use
calm and neutral language. They can use checklists as well. Adults
should allow children to pause, think and make their own corrections.
Praise effort and not correct answers. Research on mediated
learning (Feuerstein, 1980) and neuroplasticity (Draganski et al,,
2006) shows that children’s memory pathways get stronger when
adults provide guidance without taking control. Children will need
fewer prompts with a lot of practice.

Motivation, Emotional Support, and Teachers

When children have memory struggles, it can be discouraging and
could cause them to feel embarrassed or frustrated. When parents
respond warmly and not with pressure, children feel safe, and this
strengthens memory. Parents should work with teachers so that
children feel supported at school as well. Children will feel more
motivated if they feel they can manage memory tasks. Adults should
value effort over perfection.

Measuring Progress Realistically

Children’s memory development should not be measured by
perfection or results in tests. Progress can be seen in everyday life if
children are more independent, reliable and control their emotions.
When children show consistent progress, this is success. For example,
a child might have needed five reminders to pack their school bag,
but now they do it on their own. Children who can focus for longer on
homework or any activity that includes memory and organisation
have improved in sustained attention.

Research has been done on attention, memory and regulation, and
there is a strong connection between these three. Sustained
attention works with working memory, and practice allows the brain
to hold focus for longer (Rueda, Posner, & Rothbart, 2005).
Metacognition helps children notice and use memory skills by
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themselves, helping them to develop autonomy (Whitebread et al,,
2009). Emotional regulation strengthens memory, as children
encode and retrieve information better when there is little stress
(Blair & Razza, 2007). If children are able to transfer memory skills
across different contexts, this shows memory growth (Barnett & Ceci,
2002). When children correct their own errors and self-reflect, this
strengthens memory pathways (Swanson & Jerman, 20086).

Progress should be measured in everyday activities. These include
fewer reminders and children being engaged longer in activities.
They also include calmer reactions and improved task follow-
through. These behaviours are not just helpful routines. They show
neuroplastic changes in memory systems. These changes reflect a
developing brain that is learning to manage information effectively
and with confidence.

Common Parent Mistakes to Avoid

Parents should avoid comments that make their children feel shame
or embarrassment. This impacts negatively on children's memories.
Parents should try to be more encouraging. They should also try to
use repetition, visuals and structure. Gentle encouragement
enhances memory success.

A Compassionate Closing Reflection

If children struggle with their memory, it does not mean they are
weak or that they are not trying. These struggles show that children’s
brains are under pressure and they need support. Parents should be
patient. They should also guide in a structured way and provide
emotional safety. Children will become more capable and confident.
An adult’s calm presence will be encouraging. If parents scaffold
activities, this will help children’s brains to grow. Every day routines
will be turned into chances for learning and growth.

Chapter 7 Summary
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This chapter helps parents to understand how memory works. It also
helps parents to support their children's memory at home. There is a
difference between short-term memory and working memory. When
children forget, it is because a memory system is overloaded rather
than because they are being lazy. Stress and emotions can affect
children’'s memory. If children are functioning in calm environments
and have structured practice, this will strengthen memory through
neuroplasticity.

Parents are encouraged to break tasks into small steps and use
checklists with their children. They should also practice memory
activities every day. Parents can learn to respond in a supportive
way, rather than by being frustrated. Parents should work with
teachers so that there is consistency between home and school.

Parents are encouraged to see progress that goes beyond marks in
tests. They are also encouraged to avoid common mistakes that
parents make with their children. Parents should be patient and
support their children to build memory skills and confidence.
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CHAPTER 8

Strengthening Your Child’s Executive
Functioning So Life Feels More Manageable

By the end of this chapter, you will:

e Understand executive functioning as the brain’s management
system

e Recognise that struggles are brain-based, not laziness

e Understand how emotions affect planning, organising, sorting and
problem-solving

« Learn how neuroplasticity strengthens these skills over time

e Gain clear, simple strategies children can use at home

e Learn how to support children, analyse mistakes kindly, and measure
progress realistically

Planning — Real-Life Meaning, Growth and Support

When planning is difficult, children may freeze instead of starting,
jump in without direction, or give up midway. This is not laziness; it
reflects a brain that has not yet internalised the steps needed to
map a way forward. Planning improves when life slows down,
expectations are clear, and tasks are broken into manageable steps.
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If adults mediate learning with their children, their children will learn
to plan. Adults should support their children. If adults help children to
organize information and decide which steps are important, they will
be helping children to develop skills to finish tasks. Over time,
children will need fewer prompts. This means that children have
internalized planning skills. Adults should move at a steady pace and
guide each task step by step. They could also think out loud, showing
children their own thought processes. They could use visual aids and
calmly look at what works and what does not work. Adults should
praise effort. This approach will strengthen memory and executive
skills.

Parents can use morning routines as a starting point. There are
many tasks that children have to do in the morning, for example, get
dressed, brush teeth, pack school bags, and prepare breakfast.
Parents could use prompts or checklists to help children with these
activities. For example, a parent might say, “First we brush teeth, then
put on clothes. Let's say it aloud together,” or, “Can you point to what
comes next on our checklist?” As the child internalises the sequence,
prompts are reduced, encouraging independent execution.

There are other activities that help parents to support their children.
These activities include chores, homework, evening routines or fun
activities. All these activities can be broken into smaller steps.
Parents can guide memory and self-reflection. If parents gradually
reduce support, children will cope with multi-step activities and
remember items. Children will be able to manage changes and use
these skills flexibly.

Error Analysis in Planning

If a plan does not work, this is an opportunity for a child to learn. It is
not an opportunity to blame a child. Parents should look at where a
child is struggling. This could be starting with the task, forgetting
steps or unclear planning. Parents should adjust the plans with their
children in order to help their children develop stronger planning
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skills. Reflection questions such as “Which step was tricky?” or “What
could help you remember?” encourage metacognition and
problem-solving. Parents should practise a revised plan to
strengthen memory, organisation and task management. Using
these strategies in different tasks consolidates learning and allows
transfer to new tasks.

Step-by-Step Planning Guidance

. Child .
Parent Action [ Next Action [
Step| . . Engagement [ [Example
Guidance . Strategy
Questions
Calm
, Child forgot
Observation: . Record the
.._|“Can you show|which step to|| .
Watch the child point of error
1 me where you |do after )
attempt the N . without
) got stuck? brushing e
task without criticism
. . teeth
Interruption
Identify the
Issue:
Determine
whether . Mark whether
e . “Was it hard to . . .
5 difficulty is start? Did vou Child skipped |error is memory
starting, task ' Y ,Imaking bed |jor planning-
. forget a step?
too big, related
forgetting
midway, or
plan unclear
Reflect .
, Brainstorm
Together: “Which step .
. . . strategies:
Discuss why was tricky? Child: “I checklists
3 the plan didn't |What could forgot the . '
, , saying steps
work using help you bed part .
aloud, visual
calm, neutral  |remember?”
cues
language
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. Child .
Parent Action [ Next Action [
Step| . . Engagement [ [Example
Guidance . Strategy
Questions
Adjust the Plan: ||, Plan revised:
, , , How can we ,
Simplify, clarify, . 1) Brush Write or draw
make this plan
4 |orbreckthe | . teeth, 2) the updated
task into tollow?” Make bed, 3) [plan
smaller steps Pack bag
Practice the
Revised Plan: . .
. Child follows |Reinforce
Guide step by [“What comes . ) .
5 checklist with |success with
step, prompt  |[next?” . .
one reminder |praise
only when
necessary
Reflect and B Child
. Which step | e
Consolidate: . identifies
, was easiest? , ,
Discuss what . . brushing Note strategies
6 Which will you
worked and teeth as for next attempt
remember .
what needs , ., easy, making
, next time?
practice bed harder
Apply to Other
PRYY “How can we , ,
Tasks: . Child applies |Gradually fade
Encourage use this same rompts
7 N checklist for PTOmpEs,
transfer to , approach fostering
packing your .
school, chores, . |lsuccessfully |independence
school bag?
homework

Monitoring Progress

Step

Monitoring Progress

Track where the child gets stuck and note if the same step is
missed repeatedly
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Step|Monitoring Progress

5 Log whether the difficulty is starting the task, forgetting steps,
or unclear planning. Look for patterns over time

3 Note if the child can identify tricky steps independently and
suggest strategies for improvement

4 Track if the child follows the revised plan more successfully
and requires fewer prompts

5 Count the number of prompts needed; fewer prompts indicate
improvement

5 Observe whether the child can explain which strategies
worked and identify steps that were easy or difficult

. Monitor if the child can transfer strategies to new tasks and
complete them with increasing independence

Parents should be calm. They should focus on the task that the child
is trying to do rather than the child. Parents should first look and see
what is happening before prompting. They should allow the child to
try the task before correcting.

Encourage reflection by asking questions that help the child notice
what went wrong and why. Simplify and visualise tasks, adjusting the
plan rather than blaming memory or attention. Celebrate effort by
praising steps remembered, strategies followed, and their
application in other situations. Parents should slowly stop supporting.
This will help the child to internalize strategies and grow in
independence.

Measuring Progress
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Parents should not expect perfection from their children. Progress is
taking place when children feel more confident and start behaving
independently. Progress can also be seen when children freeze less
often and start tasks more calmly. If children can follow a plan for
longer and use their skills by themselves, this is also progress.
Parents can see these changes during everyday routines, for
example, getting ready in the morning, doing homework, finishing
their chores and during the evening routines. Over time, children will
show steady improvement in controlling their emotions. There will
also be improvements when they start tasks and problem-solve. This
leads to more confidence.

Overall Note

Small, steady improvements across routines show that planning
skills are getting stronger. The brain grows when children feel safe,
supported, and successful while completing many tasks. Celebrate
even minor successes to reinforce confidence and independent
planning.

Research and Evidence

Research shows that executive functioning and memory improve
through structured, repeated practice in emotionally safe contexts
(Diamond, 2020; Zelazo, 2020; Sweller, 2020). Mediated learning
through scaffolding tasks, using visual supports, verbal prompts,
reflection, and gradual fading, strengthens planning, organisation,
and problem-solving while enhancing metacognitive skills
(Feuerstein, 1980; Draganski et al., 2006). When children practise
planning in meaningful everyday activities, the brain forms more
efficient pathways. Progress first appears in behaviour: fewer freezes,
calmer responses, longer engagement, and improved follow-
through, rather than immediate perfection.

Organising — Real-Life Meaning, Growth, and Support

If a child is unable to organize properly, their daily life might be
chaotic. The child might lose items, forget what is needed and will be
overwhelmed in environments that are too busy.
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Organisational skills improve when routines are consistent, and
belongings have designated, predictable places.

The age ranges in this guide are meant as recommendations, not
strict rules. Every child develops at their own pace, and cognitive,
emotional, and organisational skills differ. Parents should watch their
child’s readiness and adjust support according to their individual
abilities and comfort, rather than relying solely on age.

Mediated Learning in Organising

Parents should work with their children to organize tasks. This is
mediated learning. Together, parents and children can plan systems
and practice routines. Parents can reduce the support they give their
children as their children become more independent. Parents play
the role of thinking partners. They guide, but they do not point out
errors or finish the tasks for their children. This means that everyday
activities allow chances to strengthen skills. These skills include
sequencing, planning and categorizing. They also include thinking
ahead. These activities should suit the child's stage of development.

The morning routine is very important for young children aged four to
eight. Parents should help their children focus on dressing, brushing
teeth and making their bed. They should also help their children pack
their bags. Parents can talk through the steps aloud or even use
checklists. Reflection questions, such as “Which part was easiest?”
allow children to gain awareness. Fewer prompts can be used over
time.

For children aged six to twelve, school and study are more important.
Children need to cope with their homework, school tasks and items
that they need to study. Parents should work next to their children.
They should set up a study space and prioritize tasks with them. They
could also create to-do lists and check that once work has been
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completed that it is ticked off. This helps children with planning and
task management.

Mealtime and cooking, suitable for children aged five to ten, focus on
preparing meals or snacks and cleaning up afterward. Parents guide
sequencing, categorisation, and forward planning while verbalising
steps and prompting the child to anticipate what comes next.
Chores and household tasks, introduced from age four and refined
through age ten, include tidying rooms, sorting laundry, and putting
away toys.

Parents should sit next to their children and show them the steps.
They could also give verbal cues and encourage their children to say
what the next steps are. This builds confidence and independence.
The evening routine is important for children aged five to twelve. It
focuses on preparing for bed, packing school items for the next day
and tidying up the room. Parents should review these tasks with their
children. They should also arrange items in a logical way and speak
about remembering morning routines. This reduces stress for
children.

Parents should work with their children consistently. They should start
working with their children side by side and guide them. They should
talk to their children about the steps and use visual aids. Parents
should encourage reflection. They should slowly reduce parental
support so that their children gain independence and confidence.

Error Analysis in Organising

When organisation falters, the focus should be on understanding
rather than blame. Parents ask whether a system was in place,
whether it was too complicated, whether the child understood it, and
whether it was realistic. Error analysis allows parents to observe,
reflect, and guide improvements across daily activities.

The table below illustrates a parent-child error analysis template for
organising:
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Theme /

Time of Observation |Reflection strategy/ |Daily Task
Day [ Example |Questions Support Application
, Use visual
. . “Which step
Morning |Child forgets was tricky?” prompts, Dress, brush
Routine  |steps or “Which 2;'” verbalise teeth, make
(ages 4- |necessary did oup steps, bed, pack
8) items Y } simplify school bag
forget?
systems
Simplif
 |Didthe td
School [/ ||Child mixes folders, Homework,
system work?”
Study up . colour-code, |study
. “Which step .
(oges 6—- |assignments, Was check materials,
12) loses papers ... |lcompleted [assignments
confusing?
work
Model
organisation,
Chores [ |Child piles  [“Which step rgvide Laundry,
Household|items was easiest?” \F/)erbol toys, dishes,
(ages 4- |incorrectly or |“Which was orompts tidying
10 skips steps  [tricky?” ' rooms
) P P Y check
together
Use
. “What do we . Pack school
Evening . checklists, .
. Child forgets ||need for , bag, tidy
Routine . visual
steps, items, |[tomorrow?” room, prep
(ages 5- ) ) prompts, :
orroutines  ||"Which step morning
12) , model
comes first?” tasks
sequence
Child misses |“Was anything |simpiify Sports,
Weeke.nd components |forgotten?”  |iqgks, shopping,
[ special |of irreguiar  ["was this too orovide outings,
Activities i on .
tasks complicated? categories, crafts
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Theme / . ] .
Time of Observation |Reflection strategy/ |Daily Task
Day [ Example  |Questions Support Application
(ages 6- model

12) planning

Children progress very slowly. But each change in organization is
meaningful. When children lose fewer things, they tidy their rooms
and workspaces and need fewer reminders, they are progressing.
Children learn to notice and correct mistakes by themselves. These
improvements show independence and better sequencing skills. This
means that they are able to manage their daily activities better.

Sorting — Real-Life Meaning, Growth, and Support

Children need to have strong sorting skills. If they have weak sorting
skills, it could mean that everything feels urgent. Children could be
left feeling stressed and unable to decide. This is not stubbornness. It
shows that there is cognitive overload. Sorting gets better when
children slow down and look at their options. Then they can make
sound decisions. Mediated learning is when parents sit with children
and help them to sort. Parents can explain their own thinking and
show what they do while they sort. This will help their children to
make decisions. Parents can then allow children to sort on their own.

Sorting activities support the development of decision-making,
attention, and executive function in everyday tasks. Children ages 4
to 8 need simple sorting practice. This could mean choosing clothes
and packing things for school. It could also include organizing
breakfast things.

Parents should list priorities for children. They should also encourage
children to think aloud. This helps with decision-making and
sequencing. School and study time, relevant for ages six to twelve,
focuses on academic materials. Parents guide the child in organising
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stationery, sequencing homework, and sorting completed and
incomplete work while explaining the reasoning behind each
decision. Chores and household tasks for ages four to ten involve
laundry, toys, and kitchen items. Parents should show children how to
sort and prompt verbally. Over time, children will not need these
prompts. Children aged five to twelve should practise sorting for the
next day. Parents model step-by-step organisation, ask reflective
questions, and celebrate correct decisions to reinforce learning.
Weekend planning and special activities, for ages six to fourteen,
provide opportunities to apply sorting and prioritisation to irregular
tasks such as shopping, crafts, or outings. Parents encourage
reasoning aloud and structured choices, supporting flexible
organisational skills and independence.

Error Analysis in Sorting

If children make mistakes, it could be cognitive stress and not
laziness. Parents should find out whether their children felt that
everything had the same importance. They should also find out
whether the children felt very anxious or whether there were too
many choices at one time.

If parents understand the cause of a sorting breakdown, this will
allow them to make the task easier, if necessary. Parents can also
give labels and show calm decision-making. Research reviewed by
Garon-Carrier et al. (2021) shows that executive function skills can
become weighed down because of stress. If children find their own
mistakes, they can practise. This will allow them to cope emotionally
and logically.

The table below is a parent-child template for sorting:

Theme . Observati . Daily
Sorting Reflection Supportl . .

of the on [ Error A Applicati
Task Questions Strategy

Day Example on

Morning |[Clothes, ||IChild puts |“Did Reduce |[Clothes:

Routine |lschool all clothes |everything number of |[separate
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Theme . Observati . Daily
Sorting Reflection |Support / ..
of the on [ Error . Applicati
Task Questions Strategy
Day Example on
(ages 4-|bag, in one pile |feel equally |items, by type;
8) breakfast|or forgets |important?” |provide ||School
items to pack “Which items |categories|bag:
something(should go , model check one
first?” sorting itemata
aloud time
Homewor
Label
. “Were there k:
Stationer , folders,
Child too many . separate
School [ |ly, ) o sortin
mixes up |choices? tasks by
Study homewor . . smaller .
subjects or|“Which subject;
(ages 6-|k, batches, )
loses papers are Stationery
12) workshee prompt )
papers most ... |-keepin
ts . , lprioritisati
important? on labelled
boxes
Child Laundry:
. . Sort one i
leaves “Did this feel whites,
. . . |type of
Chores [ Laundry, [itemsin overwhelmin tom at a colours,
Househo |toys, wrong g?” “Which fime. use delicates;
Id (ages [kitchen |places or |item matters chec;klists Toys:
4-10) items piles most right verbal " |storage
everything [now?” bins by
prompts
together type
Evening |Items for |Child choices are  |ligsks into [SCM°°!
Routine |next day, |forgets harder?” steps, bag:
(ages 5—|room stepsor [“Canwe do  |model books
12) tidying |items one group at |legim first, then
: " lunch;
Room
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Theme . Observati . Daily
Sorting Reflection |Support / ..
of the on [ Error . Applicati
Task Questions Strategy
Day Example on
reduce tidy: toys
pressure |[first, then
clothes
N Shopping:
Prioritise pp‘ 9
essential
Weeken . urgent
.__|Child “Was there |, VS
d/ Shopping items, sort .
. . cannot toomuchto |, optional;
Special |items, L . in
. prioritise |decide?” Crafts:
Activities |crafts, L batches,
. or gets “Which items needed
(ages 6-|projects . |model
frustrated |lare urgent? . Vs
14) decision- .
. optional
making .
supplies

Progress in sorting is shown in fewer freeze moments. Children will
also increase in confidence. They will prioritise calmly and cope
emotionally. Children will slowly start making independent
choices. This shows improved executive function, focus and
confidence as they manage tasks.

The table below illustrates practical indicators of progress across
routines and age ranges:

Daily . Typical
Indicators of .
Context / Parental Observations |Age
. . Progress
Activity Range
Child selects clothes,
Fewer freeze
. . packs school bag,
Morning moments, confident
. . . prepares breakfast 4-8
Routine decision-making, . . .
e items with minimal
calm prioritisation
pauses
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Daily . Typical
Indicators of .
Context [ Parental Observations |Age
.. Progress
Activity Range
N Child organises
Calm organisation, .
) stationery, homework,
School / sorting tasks by .
. . materials, and 6-12
Study Time |importance, less . e
arental sUBDort identifies homework to
P PP tackle first
Laundry sorted
Chores / Confident decisions, Y .
. . correctly, toys placed in
Household |efficient completion, . 4-10
correct containers,
Tasks fewer errors . .
minimal guidance
Packs school ba
. Smooth, quicker S
Evening . . calmly, fewer
. packing, anticipates . 5-12
Routine . reminders, checks own
needed items .
list
Confident Gathers craft or sports
Weekend / o o
. prioritisation, materials in order,
Special . o 6-14
Activities reduced emotional |shopping lists sorted
overwhelm logically
Fewer freeze Child demonstrates
overall moments, calmer organisation, decision-
Princioles prioritisation, making, and emotional N/A
P reduced emotional (regulation across
overwhelm routines

Problem-Solving — Real-Life Meaning, Growth, and Support

When children panic, refuse or give up, this is not children being
defiant. Rather, it is the nervous system showing that it is not safe for
the children to think. When children can cope with tasks that they
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can do, problem-solving improves. It also helps children to have
emotional support.

During the mornings, children should practice small common
everyday problem-solving. This could mean that they choose what
to eat for breakfast or get ready on time. Parents can verbalize steps.
They can also ask children for solutions to problems. In this way,
children are encouraged to think of options and give reasons for
their choices. During school and schoolwork time, academic
problems should be broken into small steps. Parents should guide
their children’s thinking and support them as they learn how to
approach tasks. They should focus on the process and not just the
correct answers. When children are doing chores or household tasks,
they should be allowed to practice problem-solving. They can
decide the order in which they do a task. They can also talk about
how to handle challenges. Parents should not always just step in and
correct the mistakes that their children make.

Mediated problem-solving has important principles. Parents should
provide calm guidance, reduce stress and encourage children to
think through problems. Parents should not offer solutions. Tasks
should be broken into smaller steps, and children should be asked to
think about each step. This support lessens over time. Children will
become more independent. They will also have improved planning,
reasoning, executive functioning and endurance.

Error Analysis in Problem-Solving

When children make mistakes, it could be because they are
emotionally overwhelmed. It could also be that the task is too big or
they do not have the skills. It could also be because they are
embarrassed. Parents should be calm and change support. They
should help the child feel that they did not fail. Rather, they just
needed support. Neuroscience research on “Hot vs. Cool” Executive
Function, such as Zelazo (2020), shows that when children are
stressed, they do not think logically. Error analysis allows children to
move from behaving emotionally to reflection about problem-
solving. This will strengthen children’s reasoning when they feel

pressurised.
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The table below provides a parent-child error analysis template for
problem-solving:

Theme [ ) . )
Time of Observation |Reflection |Strategy/ |Daily Task
Day [ Example Questions |Support Application
Plan clothes
Child panics ||"Which part .
. . Break tasks [jand items for
. when packing|ffelt tricky?” |.
Morning s into smaller ||school one step
. bag or Did you . .
Routine . steps, guide |jat a time;
choosing feel i
. |calmly pause if
clothes rushed?
overwhelmed
., |Suggest
“Where did 99 .
. starting with|Solve math or
Child gets you get . . .
., the first reading tasks in
School [/ |stuck on a stuck?
. . step, use manageable
Homework ||[multi-step “Which part .
checklists chunks, reflect
problem felt too .
bigo” and visual |after each step
9 cues
, Simplif
“Which step Pty .
. tasks, Fold laundry in
child was model stages, sort
Chores | |labandons hardest?” Ages,
. approach, |dishes step by
Household|chore “Was it too .
. scaffold step, guide
midway much at .
B problem-  |planning aloud
once? .
solving
“What
Plan Pack school
. could make
Child forgets this easier?” together, bag or prep
Evening  |tasks or o write a homework in
. . Which step
Routine panics about 46 vou step-by- small,
tomorrow Y step sequenced
want to try ,
o checklist steps
first?
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Theme / . . .
Time of Observation |Reflection |Strategy/ |Daily Task
Day | Example Questions |Support Application
“What feels |Reduce .
. . . Decide on craft
Child freezes |[tricky choices, .
. materials, Lego
_ when making |[here?” “Do |model ,
Creative / , construction, or
a choice or |you need to|problem-
Play o . game strategy
building try one solving,
somethin option encourage together; reflect
9 'p . 9 on what worked
first?” trial & error

Progress in children can easily be seen. They might recover quickly
after frustration. They might also try new challenges instead of just
giving up. They might also use strategies by themselves and
become calmer sooner. These behaviors show that their resilience
is growing. It also shows that they are able to internalize the
problem-solving skills.

Chapter 8 Summary

This chapter looked at executive functioning. Executive functioning
is the brain system that guides planning, organization and
problem-solving. This chapter emphasizes that when children
struggle, itis not because they are lazy. It is because they are
facing brain challenges. Emotions can influence a child's ability to
manage tasks. It can also influence how neuroplasticity allows
skills to get stronger over time with practice and support. Parents
can help children at home. They can analyze mistakes in a kind
way. They can also measure progress realistically. This chapter
empowers parents by allowing them to empower their children.
Parents need to be understanding, compassionate and kind.
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CHAPTER 9

When Thinking Skills Work Together:
Understanding How Attention, Memory and
Executive Functioning Overlap

By the end of this chapter, you will:

« Understand that the three core cognitive domains are
attention, memory and executive functioning

» Recognise that these domains never work in isolation — they
constantly overlap and support one another

« Understand that many daily struggles come from overlapping
pressure rather than a single “problem”

« See how emotional safety strongly affects how well these
systems work together

« Learn gentle ways to support thinking when multiple systems
are under load

« Gain language to help children understand their own brains

« Understand how neuroplasticity strengthens these domains
together

« Recognise what meaningful progress really looks like

By this point, you may have noticed an important pattern. Skills like
planning, organising, sorting, and problem-solving rarely fail on their
own. When a child hesitates while planning, it is often because their
attention has wavered or their memory has missed key steps. When
organising falls apart, it is usually because emotions, attention, and
working memory are all under pressure at the same time.

Executive functioning does not work by itself. It works with attention
to focus thinking and memory. Memory has to hold information long

enough in order to allow the child to act. This is why challenges that
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happen every day often feel bigger than any single skill. It is also why
support in one area can help another area.

In the next chapter, we will take a broader look at how attention,
memory, and executive functioning operate together as an
integrated system, and how understanding this connection can
make daily struggles feel clearer, calmer, and more manageable for
both you and your child.

A Gentle Introduction for Parents

Parents often hear that their child struggles with attention, memory,
or planning and organisation. In reality, a child never really uses just
one of these skills at a time. The brain is constantly juggling attention,
memory, and executive functioning all at once. When one system
becomes overwhelmed, the others are usually affected as well. This
can make a child seem distracted, forgetful, disorganised, emotional,
or avoidant, not because they are lazy or defiant, but because their
brain is handling more than it can manage in the moment.
Recognising how these systems overlap helps parents understand

that their child needs support, structure, and emotional safety.

Attention and Memory: Why “Not Paying Attention” Leads to
Forgetting

Attention acts as the gateway that allows information to enter the
brain, while memory is the storage and workspace that helps the
brain hold onto and use that information. If the attention system
struggles, the memory system will struggle automatically, because
memory cannot store what attention did not properly receive. Recent
research by Cowan (2021) confirms that attention limits the amount
of information that can be encoded into working memory. If
attention is fragmented by distractions or anxiety, the "doorway” to
memory narrows, preventing information from ever being stored.
This explains why children may forget instructions even when they
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were physically present. A child may be standing right in front of you
while you explain what to do next, yet moments later they genuinely
cannot recall it. It is often because their attention was already busy
managing background noise, internal worries, or surrounding
movement, so their brain simply could not filter what mattered
strongly enough for memory to hold onto it.

A familiar example is when a parent says, “Go upstairs, put your
shoes in the cupboard, bring your school bag, and then come back
for lunch.” The child goes upstairs and proudly returns with
something completely unrelated. In that moment, selective attention
struggled to maintain focus, sustained attention tired halfway
through the task, and working memory could not hold all the steps
simultaneously. The brain did not misbehave; it simply reached
capacity. When emotions are involved, memory is even more
affected. Emotional stress shifts the brain toward protection, making
memory less accessible. A calm brain remembers; a stressed brain
protects.

Memory and Executive Functioning: Why Forgetting Makes
Planning Hard

Executive functioning acts as the brain’s control centre, guiding
children to plan ahead, organise their belongings, follow routines,
prioritise tasks and solve problems. Yet executive functioning
depends heavily on memory, particularly working memory. A child
cannot plan if they cannot keep the plan in mind, cannot organise if
they forget where things belong, and cannot follow steps if those
steps fade during the task. Recent reviews on executive function
(Diamond, 2020) emphasise that working memory provides the
mental space needed for planning and self-control.

If a child does not have working memory that they can rely on, this
will mean that the executive system does not have the information
that it needs to carry out a plan. This is why a child can start a task
feeling confident but struggle halfway through. As the demand
increases, working memory becomes too stressed to function
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properly. This means that thinking becomes unclear, and children
experience intense emotions. It might seem that the child is giving
up, but it is just the brain that does not have the capacity to cope

with the task.

Even beautifully organised systems collapse when memory cannot
support them. Parents often create labelled drawers, colour-coded
folders, and structured routines, yet the child still loses things. This is
not carelessness. Organising depends on remembering the system
and remembering to use it. When memory struggles, the system
cannot hold.

Attention and Executive Functioning: Knowing vs. Doing

Many parents say, “They know what to do,” and they are often right. A
child may fully understand expectations and have previously
demonstrated the skill. Yet in the moment, behaviour does not follow
knowledge.

This happens because executive functioning depends on attention.
Children need executive functioning to start tasks and stick to them.
They also need executive functioning to change steps and cope
when things get too difficult. If attention is not focused, executive
functioning cannot help the child with behavior. Cognitive control is
needed as fuel for executive processes. This is according to
neuroscientific models of executive processes.

A 2023 study by Rueda et al. found that when attention networks are
fatigued or distracted, executive control diminishes, leading to
impulsive or disorganised behaviour. This is why a child may sit at a
homework table with books open and a pencil ready but feel frozen.
They are not refusing; their brain simply cannot activate thinking.
This often feels frightening, leaving them feeling ashamed or helpless
without knowing why.

Children may also cope well until something changes—the
environment becomes noisy, expectations increase, or someone

comments negatively—and suddenly frustration, impulsivity, or
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emotional shutdown appears. In those moments, attention collapses
under pressure, and executive functioning follows. Even situations
where a child “should know better” usually reflect overwhelmed
attention, not defiance.

Emotions Are at the Centre of Everything

Children can think and feel at the same time. When children have to
balance their emotions, it affects their attention, memory and
executive functions. When the brain is calm, children can focus. They
can remember and plan effectively. When the brain is stressed,
children cannot focus. They cannot remember and plan properly.
Research by Immordino-Yang (2019) shows that emotional and
cognitive systems in the brain work together. If a child feels unsafe,
emotionally or socially, the brain tries to help the child to survive.
Surviving becomes more important than complex thinking.

This is why a child may excel in calm settings but struggle under
pressure, succeed in play but falter during homework, or handle
routines one day but not the next when fatigued or overwhelmed.

Moments that require the most thinking, like busy mornings,
homework time, transitions and social interactions, are usually the
moments when emotional pressure is highest. When stress rises,
attention narrows, memory drops information, planning collapses,
and behaviour becomes emotional. Shame intensifies this shutdown.
When a child hears, “You know this, why can’t you just do it?” their
nervous system shuts down thinking entirely. Emotion comes first,
then regulation, then thinking, and only then learning.

Practical Guidelines for Ensuring Brain Growth

The brain can adapt with ease. Skills can develop when they are
practised. Parents should help their children by focusing on
repetition in small, manageable parts. Practice should be short but
often. This is a lot better than long and overwhelming. Daily routines
should be broken into small sequences. These should be reviewed
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many times because they strengthen neural pathways. This means
that skills will be used automatically.

Skills should be practiced in everyday tasks. These include activities
like sorting laundry, packing bags or setting the table. Parents can
guide their children step by step and give them gentle prompts.
While this is happening, children should feel safe. Children's nervous
systems need to be calm so that the brain can grow. Parents should
avoid criticism and use calm language. This will encourage the brain
to be open to learning.

Parents should use regular routines. This makes it easier for the brain.
This will also allow children to predict what is going to happen rather
than decide what is going to happen. Parents should always guide,
but not do the task for their children. Parents could ask helpful
questions and show their children strategies. This will encourage
children to think for themselves. Once children are better at simple
tasks, parents can add new steps to help the brain to grow.

Parents should encourage self-reflection. This will help children
notice what worked. Questions like “Which part was easiest to
remember?” strengthen metacognition, linking attention, memory
and planning skills. Parents should also praise effort and not just
accuracy. This will improve their children’'s emotional control. If
parents have an environment of safety, they allow their children'’s
memory and executive function to grow.

What Progress Really Looks Like

Progress is not perfection. Progress happens when children can use
their attention, memory and executive function successfully at the
same time. Children might have fewer emotional collapses. Children
who pause instead of just shutting down under demand are showing
progress. Research by Diamond and Ling (2020) confirms that
practicing executive function skills helps with emotional stability and
resilience. If children are calmer when they are doing their homework
or changing activities, this shows that there is progress. This means

78



children are using their attention, planning and emotional control
more effectively.

Progress also means that focus and attention become more stable.
When a child can concentrate and block out distractions, this is
progress. When a child can complete chores with fewer reminders,
this shows neural growth. When children remember to pack their
bags or follow morning routines, it means their memories are
developing. This also shows cognitive coordination.

It will also be easier for children to plan and organize. When children
can complete tasks step by step and use checklists, this shows that
these skills are getting stronger. Another sign is when children
recover after challenges. Children who recover quickly after mistakes
or frustration show that they are developing inhibitory control and
endurance. Children who are improving will appear more confident
and feel more capable. When a child speaks about strategies or tries
tasks on their own, that is growing competence, not just good
behaviour.

Chapter 9 Summary

This chapter details how attention, memory and executive function
work together. It also explains how overload in one part of the brain
can affect the others. If children are distracted or forgetful, it is not
really about laziness. It is more about brain overload. If children feel
that they are in a calm and safe environment, they can start
focusing, remembering, planning and problem-solving. Emotions
and thinking work together.

When there are too many demands placed on children’s brains at
the same time, there are going to be difficulties. Parents should
guide children rather than take over. They should ask questions,
model and practice with their children. This will allow children to
develop independence. Parents should break tasks into small steps
and have predictable routines. They should also praise effort and
reduce stress. This will help with brain growth.
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There are signs of real progress. These include longer attention and
fewer emotional outbursts. They also include improved memory and
planning. Children who are progressing will recover quicker from
challenges and feel more confident. Parents can support healthy
brain development by making children feel capable and secure.
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CHAPTER 10

Understanding Your Child’s Brain So You
Know How to Help

Chapter Outcomes
By the end of this chapter, you will:

« Understand that your child’s behaviour often reflects brain
load rather than attitude or ability

» Recognise that overwhelm is a signal for support, not a sign of
failure

« Understand how neuroplasticity allows the brain to strengthen
through small, safe, and repeated practice

« Know how emotional safety and supportive conditions affect
attention, memory, and planning

« Feel confident using metacognition and mediated learning to
guide thinking without taking over or “rescuing”

« Feel calmer, clearer, and more hopeful about how to help your
child

A New Perspective for Parents

The purpose of this chapter is to help parents feel calmer. It is also to
help them have clearer directions and thus feel more confident. If
parents understand what their children’s brains are going through, it
will allow them to support their children in a more meaningful way.
Parents do not have to be therapists or teachers. They only have to
be thoughtful guides who know how to create the best conditions for
their children to grow.
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When parents understand that behaviour often reflects cognitive
load, they can replace frustration and blame with practical
strategies and compassionate guidance.

Neuroplasticity: The Brain Can Change

Neuroplasticity means the brain can strengthen, adapt, and grow
throughout life. Recent reviews in developmental neuroscience, such
as those by Zelazo (2020), show that the brain can change into
adulthood. The prefrontal cortex is responsible for executive function
and responds to experience. This means that children can always
develop new skills, even when they are having learning difficulties.
These children might need extra time and practice. They might also
need emotional safety. Growth is always possible, though.

The brain works like a muscle. Short regular brain practice works far
better than long sessions. When a child is calm and safe, their brain
will allow them to learn. When children feel pressure, shame or fear,
the brain tries to protect them. Learning will then slow down. If
parents know this, it can help them focus on small repetitions rather
than trying to force quick change.

Supporting Neuroplasticity

Parents need to support their children. This means they will be
supporting neuroplasticity. They can do this by being calm,
consistent guides. A calm adult will help to regulate a child's brain.
Parents need to speak slowly and gently and remain calm. This
means that the children will have the safety that they need for
learning. Parents should not take over. They should guide their
children with questions such as, “Which step comes first?”

Parents should break tasks into small steps to allow skills to develop

slowly. Most routines can be divided into three to five clear actions

and practised repeatedly. Frequent, brief practice is more effective

than long sessions, helping the child strengthen attention, memory,
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and organisation without feeling overwhelmed. Embedding learning
into everyday life, packing a school bag, setting the table, sorting
laundry, or preparing food, makes thinking skills practical and
meaningful.

Protect emotional safety by focusing on effort and strategy rather
than mistakes. Parents should use predictable routines. This reduces
cognitive load on children. This also supports independence.
Encourage gentle reflection with questions such as, “Which part felt
easiest?” or “What helped your brain today?” Gradually increase
challenges once skills are stable to strengthen flexibility and
persistence. Celebrate effort, problem-solving, and persistence,
recognising progress rather than perfection. Each supported
moment strengthens neural pathways and builds confidence over
time.

Metacognition: Helping Children Notice Their Thinking

When parents help their children to understand what their brains are
doing, this is called metacognition. This does not mean that parents
need to have long talks with their children or analyse deeply. It just
means moments of noticing. Parents need to help their children
notice what helped, what built awareness or what reduced
confusion. Small points like “Writing the steps down helped your
brain,” or “Taking a short break improved focus,” encourage children
to think about their own thinking.

Parents should allow their children to pause briefly before a task.
Maybe they can ask their children a few questions like: “What might
help your brain?” or “Do you want steps, pictures, or a talk-through?”
While children are busy with the task, parents should see what the
children are doing without interrupting them. They could make calm
observations that show that success is linked to effort and using skills
rather than ability. After the child has finished the task, the parent
can ask simple questions like, “What felt easiest?” “What felt tricky?”
or “What helped your brain?” Patients should show their children how
they think themselves. In this way, they can show their planning and
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problem-solving work. Reflections should be short and gentle.
Parents should avoid corrections or pressurizing their children.

Mediated Learning: Guiding Without Taking Over

Mediated learning is being a thinking partner rather than leaving the
child to struggle alone or taking over the task. You slow the moment,
highlight what matters, and provide just enough support. Studies on
scaffolding, such as those by Jelbert et al. (2022), demonstrate that
parental guidance, which directs attention and breaks down tasks,
predicts stronger executive function development than directive
control. Parents should support less and less over time. They should
carry on with calm guidance but not rescue or place children under
unnecessary pressure.

Before mediated learning can start, parents need to make sure that
the child is calm. This means slowing down and removing pressure. It
also means using a gentle tone and not solving the problem for the
child. Tasks are made clearer by working on one small piece at a
time. Instead of giving answers, the adult asks guiding questions and
shows their thinking out loud. Activities are broken into simple,
manageable steps.

Parents should praise effort, but make sure that the responsibility
stays with the child. Short reflection after a task has been finished will
secure the learning. Children will eventually learn to stay focused for
longer and use their own skills. This will help their confidence when
they are trying to cope with difficult things.

Understanding Brain Overload

Many children do not struggle because of a lack of ability. They
struggle because their brains are overloaded. Attention, memory,
planning and emotional control can all be very stressed. This makes
learning impossible. It is easy for children to feel overloaded.
Sometimes tasks are too big, and the pace is too fast. There can also
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be unclear instructions or too much information. When children are
overloaded, they could shut down or have emotional reactions.

Overload is not permanent. It can just be temporary. Parents need to
change the conditions. They can do this by slowing the pace or
reducing steps. They can also take away distractions and offer calm
support. This will help the brain to function well again. Sweller (2020)
says that managing intrinsic and extraneous cognitive load is the
best way to get back learning capacity. The brain will start to feel
safer. It will also start feeling more organized. Attention and memory
systems come back. The child will be able to think clearly again. The
child will learn that when there is difficulty, it does not mean failure. It
just means the brain needs support.

Why This Matters for Parents

Understanding your child’s brain brings clarity and confidence.
Instead of guessing whether to comfort, correct, push, or ignore, you
can recognise what needs support and respond purposefully. Your
focus shifts from changing the child to adjusting the conditions
around them. Size, pace, environment, emotional state, and support
structure all influence learning. By attending to these elements,
parents reduce power struggles, support thinking, and build trust.

Over time, parents grow more confident because they know what to
do when things fall apart. Children grow more confident because
they experience success instead of repeated failure. Both learn that
difficulty is information, not a verdict. That is the heart of this chapter,
understanding your child’s brain so you know how to help calmly,
confidently, and with hope.

Chapter 10 Summary

This chapter reframes behaviour as information about how a child’s
brain is coping, not evidence of failure or defiance. When thinking
systems become overloaded, children struggle—not because they
cannot learn, but because conditions have become too heavy.
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Parents help most by changing conditions rather than increasing
pressure. Slowing the pace, reducing task size, removing distractions,
adding structure, and providing calm guidance reduce overload and
allow attention and memory to return.

Through neuroplasticity, small, safe, repeated success strengthens
the brain over time. Through metacognition, children learn what
helps their thinking. Through mediated learning, parents support
independence without rescuing. When parents understand how the
brain works, they replace fear with clarity, blame with compassion,
and overwhelm with practical action. Children feel safer, more
capable, and more willing to try—and that is the lasting impact of
this chapter.

86



CHAPTERTI

Helping Your Child Read with Confidence,
Strength and Emotional Safety.

By the end of this chapter, you will:

« Understand why reading is more difficult than just sounding
out words

« Recognise the thinking systems that help with reading success

« Understand how emotional safety is important

« Learn how neuroplasticity helps with reading over time

« Feel more confident to help with reading struggles calmly

« Know how to support without stress or shame

Understanding Why Reading Is More Than “Just Reading”

From the outside, reading looks easy. A child looks at words and says
them aloud. On the inside, reading is one of the hardest tasks a
growing brain has to do. Research such as the Active View of
Reading (Duke and Cartwright, 2021) shows that reading depends on
several skills working together at the same time: recognising words,
understanding language, and managing attention and effort.

When a child reads, their brain has to concentrate, ignore
distractions, recognise letters, turn letters into sounds, blend sounds
into words, understand meaning, remember what was read before,
connect ideas, manage feelings, and keep going even when tired. If
any one of these parts is weak or overloaded, reading can feel
overwhelming. Children often do not want to read. It could be
because it feels too hard. It is not because the child is lazy.
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Much research has been done on reading anxiety (Tossavainen et
al, 2020). When the brain is overloaded, children cannot read with
ease. Parents need to understand this. They can then support
children. They should not pressurize them. Saying something like,
“This feels hard today. Let’s try slowly,” helps the child feel safe.
Learning will then be possible.

The Thinking Systems Behind Reading

System Role in Reading Parent Support Example

. Use finger tracking, read in
Keeps focus on line,

Attention . short bursts, pause before
word, meaning .
fatigue occurs
. . Stretch and blend sounds, use
Phonological Decoding sounds &
rhyme games, playful
Awareness letters

approaches

Pause, ask “What just
happened?”, reread small
sections

Hold info to think

Working Memory and understand

Discuss characters, ideas,

Language & Understand ideas, L o .
. . predictions; explain in child’s
Comprehension story, emotions
own words
Executive Emotional control, (Daily reading at calm,
Functioning persistence predictable time

Reduces fear and |[Normalize struggle, allow

Emotional Safety
stress breaks, stay calm

Attention serves as the gateway to reading. The child uses selective
attention to see the right words. They use sustained attention to
finish passages. They used divided attention for decoding and
comprehension.

Barnes et al. (2021) found that attention problems cause problems
with decoding. The brain cannot hold letter sequences long enough
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to make the correct sounds. Short, calm reading sessions strengthen
attention more effectively than long, pressured sessions.

Phonological awareness enables the brain to process sounds clearly.
Children who struggle might not be able to hear sounds properly.
They may not be able to recognise words that rhyme or blend
sounds. They may not even remember words. Systematic phonemic
instruction is crucial for struggling readers (Snow, 2021), and playful,
patient repetition strengthens neural pathways.

Working memory holds information while dealing with new
information. Meta-analyses confirm a strong correlation between
working memory and reading comprehension (Peng et al,, 2021). If
overloaded, children may read aloud fluently but fail to understand,
requiring pauses, reflection, and guided support.

Language and comprehension depend on rich oral experience.
Children who talk, imagine, and express themselves emotionally
develop stronger reading understanding, making oral language a
strong predictor of later reading success (Hjetland et al., 2020).
Executive functioning coordinates starting, persisting, regulating
emotions, and staying organised; deficits here make reading feel
daunting, while predictable routines calm the nervous system
(spiegel et al,, 2021).

Emotional Safety: The Hidden Key

Reading is very tied up with emotions. If a child has felt
embarrassment or shame in the past, this can trigger the amygdala
and close prefrontal learning networks (Immordino-Yang et al., 2019).
Children need to feel emotionally safe when they are reading.
Parents need to be calm and patient. This protects the brain. It allows
attention, memory and executive function to work. Statements like,
“This feels scary today. You are safe with me. We will slow down,” help
children feel safe and they can read.

Neuroplasticity: How the Brain Learns to Read

Reading does not develop automatically; it must be learned.
Because the brain is neuroplastic, it can adapt and build stronger
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pathways for the skills reading depends on, including attention,
phonics, visual recognition, working memory, and understanding
meaning. Brain imaging research shows that focused reading
support can actually change how different parts of the brain
connect, especially the visual and language areas (Romeo et al,,
2020). Parents need to help their children with short, regular practice.
This works better than long, stressful ones. When learning happens in
a calm, meaningful environment, the brain is more open to change
and growth.

Near transfer happens when progress in one reading skill helps
another, for example, when stronger phonics skills make decoding
easier. Far transfer is seen when reading improvements spill over into
wider areas of life, such as better classroom involvement,
confidence, and willingness to learn.

Supporting Different Types of Struggling Readers

There are many reasons why children struggle. If a child is anxious,
they might need extra comfort. Children who do not like to read need
safe, small steps. If children rush, they need to be encouraged to
read more slowly. If children are perfectionists, they need to be
taught that mistakes are part of learning. Executive functioning is not
as strong later in the day and children might feel tired. (Wassenberg
et al, 2022). Timing reading sessions can make a big difference in
children’s lives.

Practical Parent Strategies

Structure Reading Time: Parents should have predictable routines for
reading. Children will then know what to expect. Reading sessions
should be short and should focus on one goal. This will make children
feel safe.

Strengthen Sounds and Words: When children are learning to read,
they need to learn that sounds go with letters. Parents should do a
few sounds at a time. They should blend them slowly (example:
stretch “c-a-t” into “cat”). Reading should be fun and parents should
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pause when they need to. When parents repeat calmly, the brain is
rewired in a better way.

Build Fluency: Parents can build fluency through paired reading. This
means reading with a child. They can also echo or repeat what the
child has just said. It is a good idea to reread short passages. This will
help children to recognize patterns and comprehend. Parents should
not always correct their children or push them to read faster. If
parents model what needs to be done, children’s reading will
improve. Children also need to feel safe.

Build Understanding and Meaning: Reading is linked to thinking.
Parents should ask questions about the plot. They should also ask
questions about what the characters are feeling. They can then
connect this to children’s personal experiences. Comprehension
keeps the brain engaged, promoting critical thinking and empathy.

Build Confidence and Emotional Safety: If parents notice that their
children are feeling frustrated, they should pause. They should tell
their children that reading is difficult. Parents should also praise
children’s efforts rather than if they get everything right. They should
not compare their children to other people’s children. They should
also not rush. When children feel safe, their brain systems will allow
them to read.

Metacognition and Error Analysis

Metacognition means helping children see their brains at work.
Parents should encourage thinking with easy questions: “What might
help your brain today?” or “What felt tricky?” This helps children to
build awareness. It also encourages them to be resilient and
independent.

When children make mistakes, these should not be seen as failures.
Parents should talk about what went wrong and choose a strategy to
carry on. This strategy could be slowing down. It could also be
breaking words into smaller parts. Over time, children can assess
their own understanding and improve their reading (Roebers, 2022).
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Mediated Learning

Parents should be thinking partners. They should slow the pace of
reading. They should also show their children strategies. Parents can
slowly give less support. When parents guide their children with
reading, there should not be any power struggles or nagging. Parents
should try to make their children feel more capable and confident.
Children should learn that if they make mistakes, it is a chance for
them to learn rather than give up.

Parent Phrase Guide

Situation

Template Phrase

Purpose [ Notes

Child shows frustration

“Let’s stop for a minute.
How does your brain
feel?”

Pauses reading, checks
emotional state

After a
sentence/poragroph

“What do you think is
happening here?”

Promotes
comprehension and
reflection

End of session

“What part was easiest?
What was tricky?”

Encourages self-
awareness and
metacognition

Choosing next text

“Do you want to continue
or try a new story?”

Maintains engagement
and collaboration

Child makes mistake

“We can try again later;
your brain is learning.”

Normalizes errors and
problem-solving

Child rushing

“Let’s slow down and
read this together.”

Supports attention and
strategy use

Child hesitant

“You never read alone;
we can read together.”

Reassures safety and
builds confidence

Exploring ideas

“I wonder why the
character made that
choice. What do you
think?”

Models thinking for
meaning
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Measuring Progress

Children progress very slowly. Sometimes, signs of progress are easy
to miss. A sign could be when children read for longer without
needing a break. They may become less upset by mistakes. They
may remember the stories more clearly. They may also cope better
in the classroom. It is important that both near and far transfer take
place. Children will then be more confident and will participate in
learning with more ease.

Chapter 11 Summary

Reading is more than working out what letters are. Children need to
pay attention and use their memories. They also need language
skills. They need to engage their executive functions. When children
experience difficulties in reading, it is sometimes more about the
load on the brain than their effort or ability. Children need to feel safe
to learn to read. They need predictable routines. Adults need to guide
children calmly to allow learning to happen. Neuroplasticity means
that reading pathways will strengthen over time. Parents need to
support metacognition. They also need to support mediated
learning. Parents should guide their children but without pressure or
rescuing them. This will allow children to become resilient and
independent. If children have consistent, structured reading sessions,
it will enable growth and transfer to wider contexts.
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CHAPTER 12

How to Know if Cognitive DevelopmentIs
Working (With Explanatory Reflection
Checklists)

By the end of this chapter, you will:

« Understand how strengthening core brain systems leads to
improvements in learning, emotions, social life and daily
functioning

« Learn the full theory behind internal brain strengthening and
transfer

« Know what meaningful change looks like across different ages
and developmental stages

» Be guided with reflection tools that explain why each question
matters so they can confidently identify progress

Understanding What Progress Really Looks Like

When parents work with their children, it is obvious that they want to
know if what they are doing is helping. Many parents expect
improvements to show quickly, for example, better marks. Another
example could be a routine that is well managed. This does not
happen, though. The brain grows slowly. Changes start inside the
brain and then show up during practice. Only after that do they show
as skills in everyday life. Parents need to understand that this process
is slow.

Stage One: Strengthening Internal Brain Skills
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Before improvements appear in school reports, emotions, or
behaviour, the brain itself must grow stronger.

Parents should not focus on discipline or motivation. They should
focus on skills like attention, memory and executive function. When
these skills become stronger, children will become more capable of
thinking and learning. Small children may be able to sit longer and
listen better. They might also be able to complete tasks. Primary
school children might need fewer instructions or cope better in
lessons. Older children may think more clearly and regulate
emotions. Older children will also show more independence. This
shows neuroplastic growth.

Recent reviews on cognitive training, such as Diamond and Ling
(2020), show that children’s executive function is growing when the
‘cost” of thinking is less. Children will not feel so exhausted after
completing a task. Improvements in focus, fewer careless mistakes,
better memory for instructions, and smoother planning and
problem-solving show that attention, working memory, and
executive functions are strengthening (Rueda et al.,, 2023). When
children have internal shifts, these are the strengths for all future
learning.

Parent Reflection: Is My Child’s Brain Strengthening?

Look for clearer focus, fewer errors, less cognitive overload, better
retention of instructions and improvements in planning, organizing,
and problem-solving. These signs indicate that neuroplastic growth
is underway.

Stage Two: Supporting Transfer into Real Life

The brain can get stronger, but new skills do not appear at the same
time. A child might focus during a task but battle in a noisy
classroom. Transfer happens when skills are used in the real world.
Parents can help with transfer by not doing the tasks themselves.
They should look at their children’s strategies and then turn mistakes
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into chances to learn. They should also allow children to practice in
different situations.

Research by Doebel (2020) shows that executive functions are goal-
directed. Children use skills when they understand the "why" and
"how" behind them. Parents should ask questions about the next
steps. This encourages children to use their skills by themselves.
These skills will begin to show in schoolwork and emotional control.
They will also show when children socialise and do daily tasks.

Parent Reflection: Am | Supporting Transfer?

Parents will see their children’s skills are being transferred. Children
will talk about the skills they are using. They will also try to solve
problems instead of avoiding them. There will also be calmer when
they make mistakes. These signs show that skills are not just ideas.
Skills are being used.

Stage Three: Observing Change in Academics, Emotions, and
Social Life

At this stage, parents can see that their children are getting better.
Children will improve academically. They may read longer. They may
also understand difficult stories. They will write better. They will also
do maths problems with ease. Research by Peng et al. (2021) shows
the correlation between working memory and performance: as
memory strengthens, academic tasks naturally become more
manageable.

Children will have fewer meltdowns, or these meltdowns will not be
as intense. Children will also recover faster after meltdowns. Socially,
children will pause before they speak. They will also communicate
more clearly. They will feel more confident. Life at home will be better
and routines will feel smoother.

Parent Reflection: Is Transfer Appearing?

Signs include calmer learning, faster recovery from frustration,
improved social confidence, and smoother daily routines. These
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indicate that attention, memory, and executive functioning are
actively supporting real-world skills.

Stage Four: Measuring Impact and Consistency

Parents must think about how big the changes are. They must also
think about whether changes will last long. Can changes be seen
when children are tired or on difficult days? If cognitive development
is meaningful, progress will be consistent. Children will cope and the
family will feel calmer. This will mean that emotional and cognitive
balance systems are getting stronger. These allow the child to
handle everyday situations more easily.

Final Parent Reflection: Why These Questions Matter

If parents notice these changes, they will feel better. They will feel
confident that their time and patience make a big difference. When
parents feel that handling learning with their children is easier,
emotions calm. Daily routines feel smoother. This shows that
cognitive growth is happening, and it is part of the child's long-term
development.

How to Measure Neuroplastic Growth: Signs Before, During, and
After Cognitive Development

Neuroplastic change follows a predictable sequence: the brain

strengthens internally first, skills transfer, and only later does life
visibly improve. The table below summarizes what parents can

observe at each stage.

Benchmark
Stage Before . After
(Early Signs)
. Slightly longer Stable focus,
Stage One.‘ Short attention f S :: g <tont]
Internal Brain | nistakes mistakes, fewer mistakes,
' remembers lighter cognitive
Systems emotional _ ) 9 9
instructions load,
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Benchmark

Stage Before . After
(Early Signs)
escalation, some of the time, |independent
avoids tasks tasks feel less problem-solving
overwhelming
Skills exist only |Child notices .
. L Child names
in structured  |some thinking )
s , strategies,
activities, strategies, .
Stage Two: . problem-solving
. mistakes parents pause
Supporting , ) replaces
_ trigger instead of . _
Transfer into . . avoidance, skills
. shutdowns, rescuing, skills )
Real Life L ! . . applied across
thinking skills  |[practiced in
. school, home,
used small real-life o
, , , and social life
accidentally situations
. . Learning calmer
Learning feels |Longer reading
: and more
stressful, sessions,
. . successful,
emotions improved .
Stage Three: . emotional
escalate comprehension,
Observable , , meltdowns
. quickly, low quicker
Change in . . reduced, stronger
o social emotional )
Daily Life , social
confidence, recovery, small o
, , . |lcommunication,
routines feel improvements in , _
o . |daily routines
heavy social interaction | .
lighter
Progress lasting ||Child copes
Improvements , ,
Stage Four: . . longer, coping better, emotional
, inconsistent, , ,
Measuring more consistent, |regulation stable,
good and bad .
Impact and hope and confidence
. days fluctuate, i . .
Consistency confidence authentic, family
parents unsure | , ,
increasing life calmer
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Homework: How the Brain’s Subdomains Shape Homework and
How Parents Can Support Safely

Homework places heavy demands on the brain. It requires a child to
pay attention, remember instructions, plan actions, manage
emotions, and stay organised. When children become distracted,
forget what to do, or feel overwhelmed, this usually reflects thinking
systems under strain rather than laziness or deliberate refusal.

To complete homework, several brain systems must work together.
There are three types of attention. These are selective, sustained and
divided. Selective attention helps children to attend to what matters
and ignore everything else. Sustained attention helps children to
finish tasks. Divided attention helps them to do more than one thing,
for example, listening and reading.

Working memory holds instructions in mind while new information is
processed. Planning and organising help the child decide where to
begin, keep track of steps and structure the task, while problem-
solving supports understanding the work, choosing strategies, and
fixing errors. When a system is overloaded, the child will feel
frustrated. They might not even want to do the task. If parents
understand this, they can respond to the child with empathy. They
can also change support to match what the child needs.

Using Mediated Learning to Support Homework

Parents should support their children when they are doing
homework. The first thing they should do is create a calm
environment. When a child feels safe, their brain is able to learn.
When a child is stressed, they battle to work. Parents can slow the
pace of homework. They can also ask questions to help children find
out where they might be having difficulties. These difficulties might
come from attention, memory, planning or problem-solving. Once a
child has coped with difficulty, parents can then support them by
stressing important information. They can also break tasks into
smaller steps and write instructions down. It is important for children
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to have breaks. Over time, children will begin to finish their homework
more confidently and by themselves.

Neuroplastic Growth and Homework

When children can improve while they are doing their homework, it
shows that there has been neuroplastic growth. Children have
moved from internal regulation to guided coping and then coping by
themselves. If parents look at homework across these stages, they
will see meaningful change.

Stage Homework Feels Like

Before Chaotic, emotional, exhausting

Benchmarked||Still hard, but calmer and more manageable

Post Structured, safer, confidence-building

After there has been neuroplastic strengthening, children will
improve across all skills. They will be able to have strong attention
and a strong memory. They will be able to plan and organize by
themselves. They will also cope with problem-solving. They will be
able to regulate themselves emotionally and have confidence when
they complete their homework.

Final Parent Reassurance

Parents will be able to see growth even before they see homework
that has been done perfectly. Children will have fewer emotional
breakdowns. They will also have longer coping time. Parents will see
that their children are thinking more clearly and recovering after
frustration. When parents assist their children with homework, they
should support their thinking. They should also help their children
regulate emotions. This will help their children improve in confidence.
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If children feel safe and are guided with kindness, parents will be
helping them to develop stronger cognitive skills. This will enable
children to be resilient and have lifelong learning skills.

Chapter 12 Summary

This chapter helps parents understand and see their child’s brain
development. It explains that real progress in learning, emotions and
daily routines comes from strengthening core brain systems through
gradual neuroplastic growth, not from effort or behaviour alone.

The chapter outlines four stages of development. The first thing that
parents notice will be improved focus, memory and planning.
Parents then need to guide their children so that they transfer these
skills into everyday situations. The third stage shows how progress
can be seen in schoolwork, emotional regulation, and social
interaction. In the final stage, parents should try to see consistent
improvement in different situations and not look for perfection.

This chapter stresses that progress in children is slow but
meaningful. Parents should deal with their children with patience
and guidance. They should also offer support that is ongoing.
Children will then carry on building their thinking skills. They will also
build their confidence and the resilience they need to carry on
learning for life.
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CHAPTER 13

You Are Not Failing: Walking This Journey
with Strength, Compassion and Clarity

By the end of this chapter, you will:

« Understand that your child’s struggles are not caused by you

» Recognise the role you play in your child’s progress

» Feel more supported and grounded in your parenting

« Understand how your own brain works when stressed and why
your feelings matter

« Learn how to care for yourself without guilt

» Recognise what progress looks like in yourself

« Understand that mistakes are part of learning

« Hold a hopeful view for your future, your child, and your family

This Chapter Is for You

Throughout this book, much of the focus has been on understanding
your child—their brain functioning, thinking processes, emotional
experiences, and daily challenges. That work is essential. But this
chapter exists because you are also at the centre of this journey.
Parenting a child who struggles can be emotionally demanding in
ways many people may never truly see or understand. There may be
tense mornings, exhausting evenings, and long days filled with worry
about whether things will ever feel easier.

This chapter slows everything down and gently acknowledges you—
the human being behind the parent role. It acknowledges your effort,
fears, strength, exhaustion, disappointment, hope, and
determination. You are not weak for finding this hard. You are not
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failing. You are carrying something deeply meaningful and complex.
You are showing up every day for a child who needs more than most,
and that is an extraordinary responsibility. This chapter stands
beside you—not to lecture, but to support, reassure, and steady you
for the journey ahead.

If You Have Ever Thought, “Maybe This Is My Fault”

It is very common for parents to blame themselves when their child
is struggling. It is not a good idea to compare your family to others.
You might think that other people are coping more easily. You might
start doubting yourself. You may think that you caused the problems
because you made mistakes. It is very important for you to
understand that if your child is having difficulties, it comes from how
their brain works. This does not mean that parents have failed.

Much research has been done on parents. Research has been done
on how parents explain their children's behaviors to themselves. If
parents know their children’s difficulties come from their brains
rather than their parents, this stress will be lowered significantly. A
2023 study by Goodman et al. found that this change in thinking
helps parents to be calmer. When parents are calmer, children will
be calmer. Parents need to understand that children who are having
difficulty are not children who are unloved. They are also not children
who are not properly disciplined or guided. Parents need to
understand that their children’s brain needs support.

Parents should not carry guilt. They should be understanding and
provide guidance to their children. If parents let go of guilt, there will
be a big change. They will move from trying to fix their children to
becoming calm, confident partners with their children. This shift will
positively change what happens in the home. It will also create
safety, which is necessary for brain growth.

You Are Doing More Than You Realise
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When you comfort a child who is overwhelmed, you are not simply
soothing emotions — you are helping their nervous system regulate.
Recent bio-behavioural research by Crandall et al. (2020) confirms
the phenomenon of physiological synchrony, showing that a
regulated parent’s nervous system directly helps to settle a child’s
autonomic nervous system. When you create predictable routines,
you are not just organising your household; you are giving your
child’s brain structure, reducing anxiety, and supporting functioning.
When you repeat instructions calmly instead of shouting, you are not
“giving in"—you are strengthening communication pathways that
genuinely need repetition to grow.

Even when it feels like nothing is changing, your consistency is
building emotional trust. Trust tells the brain: / am safe. A safe brain
learns better. A safe brain copes better. A safe brain grows stronger.
Progress in the brain rarely looks dramaitic. It often looks like one
calmer moment than last week, one quicker recovery after a
meltdown, or one smoother routine than last month. These are not
small things. They are signs that your ongoing effort is quietly
reshaping the way your child copes, thinks, and functions.

Your Role Is Not to Be Perfect—Your Role Is to Be Present

Perfection is neither possible nor necessary. Your child does not need
a parent who never gets it wrong. They need a parent who keeps
returning, keeps caring, keeps learning, and keeps guiding. Studies
on positive parenting emphasize that “repair” after a rupture is more
developmentally significant than avoiding conflict altogether
(Whittle et al, 2020). Children thrive when they feel safe, understood,
and supported — not because parenting is flawless, but because
parenting is reliable. Your presence matters more than perfection.
Your consistency matters more than intensity. Your calm guidance
matters more than control.

Being Aware of Your Own Thinking Systems—Why It Matters

Just like your child, you also have thinking systems that can struggle
under pressure. Many parents believe they “should” simply cope
better, but your brain is working incredibly hard. When you become
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aware of your own subdomains, you begin understanding yourself
with compassion instead of criticism. You may notice your attention
feels split, your working memory overloaded, or your planning
constantly stretched.

Recent research on parental executive function highlights that
parenting stress acts as a cognitive load that can temporarily
dampen a parent's own prefrontal cortex function (Cracco et al,
2020). Awareness shifts your internal dialogue from “What's wrong
with me?” to “My brain is under real pressure.” It makes sense that it
feels this way. This awareness allows strengthening. When you
understand your sustained attention, you notice when emotional
fatigue pulls you away—and structure helps you return calmly. When
you understand your working memory, you recognise why strategies
feel hard to remember—and tools, repetition, and integration help
them become habits rather than ideas. When planning and
organisation strengthen, emotional chaos decreases. Life feels
clearer. Mornings stabilise. Transitions soften. You regain a sense of
control.

A Gentle Self-Check for You

It may help to pause every now and then and gently check in with
yourself. Not to judge. Not to criticize.

Parents just need to notice and understand. They need to care for
themselves in the same way that they care for their children. This
means taking a quiet moment to think about how you are feeling in
the present. Maybe you are feeling tired or overwhelmed. Maybe you
are feeling hopeful but still a little discouraged. Maybe you are
feeling determined.

Maybe you are feeling guilty or pressurized. You need to
acknowledge that you are putting in a great deal of effort. Think
about what you have done well recently. Also, think about what you
need to do more of right now. Maybe you need to rest. Maybe you
need clarity or support. Maybe you need patience or kindness
towards yourself. It is important for parents to have self-awareness
so that they are able to support their children. Research by Moreira et
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al. (2020) on mindful parenting shows that even short moments of
self-reflection reduce burnout and improve parent-child
relationships. Parents who have self-awareness have less pressure.
You are human and you are trying. You deserve understanding as
well.

Learning From Difficult Moments

You might sometimes wish that you had done better. You may not
be patient or you might react too quickly. Maybe you said something
that you regret. This does not mean that you are failing. It simply
means that you are human. What matters is not perfection. What
matters is reflection, repair, and growth. When you pause afterwards
and gently ask yourself questions, you help your brain learn. You
strengthen problem-solving, emotional regulation, and clarity.

What Progress Looks Like in You

Your growth matters just as much as your child’s. Progress for you
may not appear dramatic at first; it often shows up in quiet shifts
that gradually become more consistent. You may notice that you
pause more before reacting, speak more gently in moments that
once triggered shouting, recover faster after difficult days, and feel a
little steadier than you did a few months ago.

You may find yourself reflecting with curiosity instead of guilt and
carrying more patience and emotional strength than before. These
are not small changes—they are clear evidence that your brain is
strengthening too, emotionally, cognitively, and relationally.

A Gentle Vision for the Road Ahead

Imagine a home that slowly feels calmer. Imagine mornings that
become steadier. Imagine your child coping a little better, thinking a
little clearer, and handling life with more confidence. Imagine you
feeling more anchored, assured, and trusting of yourself. There will
still be hard days, but they will no longer define the journey. Instead
of living in survival mode, your family begins to experience guided
living—supported, structured, warmer, and gentler.

If You Take One Message from This Chapter
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You are not failing. You are not alone. You are doing deeply
meaningful work. As your child’s brain strengthens, you are
strengthening too. Progress may feel slow, but slowly, gently, steadily
growth is happening—in your child and in you.

Chapter 13 Summary

Chapter 13 is about you as the parent. It recognises how hard it is to
raise a child who struggles and reassures you that your child’s
difficulties are not your fault. You are not a bad parent.

Perfection is not possible. Parents should just be patient and caring.
Parents also have difficulties, just like their children. Parents can feel
tired or stressed. They can also feel overwhelmed. Parents should not
blame themselves. They should notice how they think and react
under pressure. Parents should understand their own emotions. They
should behave with kindness. This means kindness to their children
and themselves.

Parents should look after themselves so that they can look after their
children. When parents look after themselves, they will have a calmer
environment at home. Parents also progress slowly. They can pause
before reacting. They can be calm and speak more gently. They can
also try to approach tough moments with more steadiness.

Life can be challenging. Parents can always be calmer and manage
whatever they face. The main message is clear: you are not failing
and you are not alone. Your steady, caring efforts are helping both
you and your child grow.
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CogniEnhance

Parent Training Manual

Reflections Worksheets (Ages 6 - 9)

This manual teaches you how to use reflection worksheets safely, calmly
and effectively. These tools are not punishment or pressure tools. They
help you understand how your child's cognitive systems were coping,
responding and developing. When used correctly, these worksheets A
build emotional regulation, confidence and neuroplastic growth

without shame. .




Metacognition Worksheets

Parent Reminder: Use after learning or daily functioning moments, once
your child is calm. Focus on noticing thinking systems rather than judging
behaviour.

O Calm

Child Meaning (Cognitive Domain): My attention, working memory and
processing systems remained stable and manageable.

Parent Interpretation: This indicates appropriate task
load and healthy regulation.

O Busy

Child Meaning (Cognitive Domain): My cognitive systems were working at
high demand but remained functional.

Parent Interpretation: This shows effortful thinking under
load while still coping.

O Overloaded

Child Meaning (Cognitive Domain): The task exceeded my attention
capacity, working memory limits or processing tolerance.

Parent Interpretation: This reflects cognitive overload
rather than behavioural refusal.

O Stuck

Child Meaning (Cognitive Domain): My executive functioning could not
initiate, plan next steps or shift thinking.

Parent Interpretation: This indicates executive
functioning block, not defiance.

Math Metacognition Worksheets

Parent Reminder: Use after Maths learning moments, once your child is
calm. Focus on thinking systems, not mistakes.
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O Understanding the problem was hard

Child Meaning (Cognitive Domain): The comprehension and reasoning
demands exceeded my current processing capacity.

Parent Interpretation: This suggests concept load
difficulty rather than carelessness.

O Remembering steps was hard

Child Meaning (Cognitive Domain): The number of sequential demands
exceeded working memory limits.

Parent Interpretation: This indicates working memory
load overflow.

O Staying calm was hard

Child Meaning (Cognitive Domain): Emotional regulation systems were
under strain due to cognitive pressure.

Parent Interpretation: Anxiety interfered with thinking
performance.

O Staying focused was hard

Child Meaning (Cognitive Domain): Attention systems fatigued under
sustained demand.

Parent Interpretation: This indicates attention regulation
strain.
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English Metacognition Worksheets

Parent Reminder: Use after reading or language learning moments
when your child is calm. Focus on brain systems.

O Words were difficult

Child Meaning (Cognitive Domain): Decoding and phonological processing
required high effort.

Parent Interpretation: This reflects decoding load rather
than lack of effort.

O Meaning was difficult

Child Meaning (Cognitive Domain): Comprehension and integration
systems struggled to hold meaning.

Parent Interpretation: This indicates comprehension
processing load.

O Focus was difficult

Child Meaning (Cognitive Domain): Attention systems fatigued while
sustaining reading demand.

Parent Interpretation: This reflects attention strain
rather than disinterest.

O Keeping going was difficult

Child Meaning (Cognitive Domain): Motivation and regulation systems
fatigued under sustained effort.

Parent Interpretation: This reflects stamina and
emotional load together.
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Transfer Worksheets

Parent Reminder: Use weekly or monthly to track real-life functional
change, not one-day performance shifts.

O Fewer reminders needed

Child Meaning (Cognitive Domain): My independence and self-regulation
systems are strengthening.

Parent Interpretation: This reflects developing autonomy
and working memory reliability.

O Calmer responses

Child Meaning (Cognitive Domain): My emotional regulation system is
stabilising under task demands.

Parent Interpretation: This reflects improved regulation
capacity.

O More sustained effort

Child Meaning (Cognitive Domain): My persistence and executive drive
systems are strengthening.

Parent Interpretation: This shows resilience growth.
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Cognitive — Reading Transfer Worksheets

Parent Reminder: Use every 4-8 weeks to evaluate whether
strengthened sub-domains support reading behaviour and performance.

O Selective attention improving

Child Meaning (Cognitive Domain): My ability to focus on relevant reading
information is strengthening.

Parent Interpretation: This supports comprehension
quality.

0O Working memory improving

Child Meaning (Cognitive Domain): | can hold and use reading information
more effectively.

Parent Interpretation: This strengthens
meaning-building.

O Planning and organisation improving

Child Meaning (Cognitive Domain): My reading is more structured and
intentional.

Parent Interpretation: This improves fluency and task
management.

O Emotional regulation improving

Child Meaning (Cognitive Domain): My stress response during reading is
decreasing.

Parent Interpretation: This improves confidence and
sustained engagement.
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Reading Strategy Transfer
Worksheets (Ages 6-9)

CeogniEnhance

'4;97-\:.2,1;_:

Cognitive Subdomain — Reading Transfer System

These worksheets help your child strengthen a specific thinking skill, apply it
directly to reading, and then reflect using focused reading strategy transfer
questions. Parent guidance is included alongside each reflection to support
coaching at home.

114



Selective Attention and Reading

What This Helps With
Focusing on the most important reading information and ignoring
distractions.

Step 1 - Strengthen the Brain Skill
« Play attention-focus games

« Practice find-the-important-information challenges

Step 2 — Apply to Reading
« Highlight key words

« Underline meaning-carrying sentences

Step 3 — Reading Reflection and Transfer
How did focusing on IMPORTANT words help my reading?

Parent Tip: Helps your child see how attention improves
meaning and finding answers.

Did ignoring unimportant words make reading easier?

Parent Tip: Builds filtering skills and reduces overwhelm.

Did | find answers faster when | looked for key words?

Parent Tip: Shows how selective attention improves
efficiency.

How will | remember to look for key words next time | read?

Parent Tip: Encourages planned strategy use.

115



Sustained Attention and Reading Stamina

What This Helps With
Staying with reading instead of drifting away.

Step 1 - Strengthen the Brain Skill
« Short controlled focus challenges

« Gradually increase reading time

Step 2 - Apply to Reading
« Read in manageable chunks

« Pause to notice stamina progress

Step 3 — Reading Reflection and Transfer

Did | stay focused longer while reading today?

Parent Tip: Helps your child recognise stamina growth.

What helped me keep going when the text felt long?

Parent Tip: Identifies real-life coping strategies.

Did pacing myself improve understanding?

Parent Tip: Connects stamina to meaning.

How will | keep building reading stamina?

Parent Tip: Supports long-term growth mindset.
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Working Memory and Story Understanding

What This Helps With
Remembering earlier parts of the text while reading new parts.

Step 1 - Strengthen the Brain Skill
* Hold-and-recall games

« Linking information activities

Step 2 - Apply to Reading
« Pause and recall

« Connect earlier meaning to new meaning

Step 3 - Reading Reflection and Transfer
Was | able to remember earlier parts of the story?

Parent Tip: Helps identify memory strength or fatigue.

Did remembering earlier parts help me understand better?

Parent Tip: Shows how memory builds meaning.

Did memory help me fix confusion when meaning broke down?

Parent Tip: Reinforces repair strategies.

How will | remind myself to hold information next time?

Parent Tip: Supports deliberate strategy use.
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Short-Term Memory and Reading Detail

What This Helps With
Remembering what was read moments ago.

Step 1 - Strengthen the Brain Skill
* Quick recall games

« Three-point memory challenges

Step 2 - Apply to Reading
« Retell what just happened

* Recall key details

Step 3 — Reading Reflection and Transfer
Did | remmember what | read without rereading?

Parent Tip: Builds awareness of memory ability.

Did remembering small sections help understanding?

Parent Tip: Reinforces chunk processing.

Did it help me answer questions more accurately?

Parent Tip: Links memory to success.

How will | keep practising quick recall when | read?

Parent Tip: Encourages purposeful practice.
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Planning and Organisation for Reading

What This Helps With
Preparing the brain BEFORE reading begins.

Step 1 - Strengthen the Brain Skill
+ Planning challenges

» Goal-setting tasks

Step 2 - Apply to Reading
* Make a reading plan

« Use checkpoints to stay on track

Step 3 — Reading Reflection and Transfer
Did having a plan help me understand better?

Parent Tip: Shows the value of preparation.

Did knowing what | was looking for make reading easier?

Parent Tip: Connects clarity to comprehension.

Did checkpoints help the meaning stay clear?

Parent Tip: Reinforces structured thinking.

Which strategy will | plan to use next time?

Parent Tip: Builds independence.
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Problem-solving and Flexible Thinking in Reading

What This Helps With
Fixing understanding when reading becomes confusing.

Step 1 - Strengthen the Brain Skill
* Fix-the-mistake tasks

« Flexible thinking challenges

Step 2 - Apply to Reading

» Slow down
- Reread

» Use clues

Step 3 — Reading Reflection and Transfer
When reading became confusing, did | REPAIR meaning?

Parent Tip: Builds resilience instead of giving up.

Which strategy helped most? (slow down [ reread [ clues)

Parent Tip: Identifies best tools.

Did flexible thinking help me stay calm and understand better?

Parent Tip: Links emotions to comprehension.

How will | remember to repair meaning next time?

Parent Tip: Builds future independence.
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Emotional Regulation and Reading Confidence

What This Helps With
Keeping reading calm, steady and confident.

Step 1 - Strengthen the Brain Skill
« Confidence scripting

« Calming strategies

Step 2 - Apply to Reading
« Emotional check-in before reading

« Confidence reflection after reading

Step 3 — Reading Reflection and Transfer
Did | feel calmer while reading today?

Parent Tip: Builds emotional awareness.

Did | stay in control when reading became tricky?

Parent Tip: Strengthens regulation identity.

Did confidence help my reading?

Parent Tip: Reinforces emotional-thinking link.

What calm strategy will | use next time reading feels hard?

Parent Tip: Encourages proactive regulation.
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