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This book is dedicated to all the unique children I have had the joy
and honor of working and playing with.
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Introduction

If you want to focus children’s attention, you first have to capture their
interest. In this book, I’ll show you how to get children’s attention with fun
and interesting games and how to help them expand their powers of atten-
tion in ways that will benefit them throughout their lives.

Everyone is paying attention to something. What that something is and
how long the attention is captured are the variables.

There are two forms of attention. One is open and global; you light on
many different aspects of your surroundings for short periods of time.
Open attention gives you an overall impression of your environment.
Think of being at a party. You become aware of the general feel of the party
by noticing people’s body language as well as different sounds, smells, and
sights. Your attention focuses on many things fleetingly to give you a holis-
tic sense of what is happening. Or think of riding a bike. When you ride a
bike, you can attend to steering, pedaling, and the traffic around you while
also enjoying the feeling of the breeze blowing through your hair.

The second form of attention is more focused; you concentrate on one
thing for long periods. Focused attention requires active filtering of excess
information, and you notice details in sequences rather than all at once.
Whereas global attention is like an overhead light, focused attention is like a
flashlight with a narrow beam. This is the kind of attention required to do
things like follow instructions, write an article, or do a crossword puzzle.

Everyone needs both of these types of attention. Open attention gives
us a lot of information quickly and encourages creativity by causing us to
notice connections and make new patterns. This creative trail helps us find
new ways of seeing old things. At the same time, though, nothing can be
accomplished without the absorbed, one-step-at-a-time perseverance of
focused attention.

1
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We do best when we are able to shift easily between an open state of
awareness and a focused one.

Typical behavior for a child diagnosed with Attention Deficit Disorder
(ADD) is to notice everything and filter nothing. Whereas another child
may focus on the teacher, the child with ADD may instead notice the
buzzing fly in the room, the birds fluttering in the trees outside the win-
dow, the whispering in the back of the room, the holes in the ceiling tile,
and how the air from the vent is making a child’s hair ribbons ripple. As
one mother pointed out, “One thing about my kid—she sure is observant.
She notices things no one else would notice, and she sees relationships
between stuff out there that no one else would ever think of.”

There is often a similar pattern in not being able to filter out the sur-
rounding sounds or to resist going on a finger safari to reach out and touch
all there is to touch.

And yet as Thomas Armstrong points out in his book Myth of the ADD
Child, there is substantial evidence to suggest that children labeled ADD do
not show distractibility in specific situations. One mother of a child diag-
nosed with ADD said, “My child is capable of long periods of concentra-
tion when he is watching his favorite sci-fi video or examining the inner
workings of a pin-tumbler lock.” It is also known that a child with atten-
tion difficulties can frequently focus well in a one-to-one situation with a
caring adult and an activity that is of interest to the child.

As Dr. Mel Levine points out in his book A Mind at a Time, there’s more
that’s right than wrong with these kids. Levine has seen children who suf-
fer with weak attention control when young turn into remarkable adults.
He comments, “I believe these children are challenging types of human
variation rather than deviation. . . . What a crime to assume simply that all
of these kids are damaged goods. After many years working with these indi-
viduals, I am impressed with how many of them turn out to be extraordi-
nary adults. We just have to get them there.”

Most of us use our own unique combination of open and focused atten-
tion. All of us would benefit from learning how to be better at one type or
the other. This book is geared toward the “wellness model,” which assumes

2 Introduction
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that no person is broken and that everyone can gain from appropriate expe-
riences. Being able to shift fluidly between open attention and focused con-
centration is a useful skill that everyone can learn and improve on.

Ideally we teach our children the skills of open and focused attention
as infants, when they undergo the most rapid brain development. During
this period, the child’s brain is becoming “hard-wired,” and she is particu-
larly receptive to experiences. There are many games here to help the infant
and toddler develop good attention skills from the start.

There are many games for preschool children that will encourage them
to notice details in life. The more we notice the different aspects of a situa-
tion, the longer we will attend. Think about experiences you have had. For
example, if someone points out to you a variety of wildflower, you are
much more likely to pay attention to those flowers and even look for them
the next time you go for a walk in the woods. Knowing about details in life
increases your attention span.

There are many games in this book for school-age children that are
novel to their routine experiences. Novelty raises a person’s arousal level
and therefore increases attentiveness. In order to learn, we all have to have
a certain level of arousal. Too low, and we feel too sleepy to pay attention;
too high, and we are too fidgety. It is thought that hyperactive children are
actually trying to raise their arousal level because they have low interest in
routines. Novelty sharpens their interest and helps them focus; their need
for novelty explains why they do best in a school that emphasizes action-
oriented, hands-on, project-based participation.

Playing these games can also raise children’s self-esteem by showing
children who have been labeled as lacking attention skills that they too have
focusing abilities within them. And overabsorbed children whose attention
is narrowly focused can learn the delights of opening their awareness to all
that is.

As adolescents continue to develop their attentive skills, there is the
added factor of increased anxiety because of the social desire to fit in.
Games for these teenagers are geared toward reducing anxiety levels so they
can be comfortable and better able to focus on the present moment.

Introduction 3
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The games and activities in this book are organized into those that
encourage open attention, those that encourage focused attention skills,
and those that encourage fluidity in shifting from one type of attention to
the other.

The more we do anything, the better we get. And because enjoyable
ways always make learning easier, all the games have one single important
element in common—fun!

After interviewing a large number of teachers, Sandra Rief noted in her
book How to Reach and Teach ADD/ADHD Children, “If these kids are
happy and feel good about themselves, they will learn!”

Playing these games includes something else that is precious to children:
your attention. Remember how it felt when you were a child and a loving
adult took the time to play with you? It makes you feel that you matter. As
an occupational therapist who has worked with all kinds of children for over
thirty-five years, I see how children light up when they are given individual
attention, and I know how good it feels to be the cause of that joy.

The games in this book benefit you both.

4 Introduction
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How to Contact the Author

Barbara has done workshops worldwide where participants learn by play-
ing games and making games. In some workshops, participants make
developmentally appropriate learning toys from “trash.” In others, partici-
pants play games that use movement to teach academic skills or sensory-
motor games to encourage integration. The emphasis is on fun games that
children of different skill levels can play together.

And some workshops are done by participants playing a whole slew of
games with their children with nothing fancier, for example, than newspapers.

She has taught teachers, therapists, parents, nurses, aides, students, and
and other caregivers. Her workshops have been in orphanages, schools,
hospitals, conferences and universities in Hong Kong, Vietnam, Cambodia,
Laos, Fiji, Roratonga, New Zealand, Hawaii, Nicaragua, Honduras, Palau,
Phonepei, Chuck, Kosrae, Saipan, Tinian, Rota and the United States.

If you are interested in her services as a consultant or a workshop leader
or just want to talk about any of the games, email her at:

momsense@asis.com.
To see a description of her books, visit her website:
www. barbarashergames.com.

O T H E R  B O O K S / T A P E S  B Y  B A R B A R A  S H E R
Self-Esteem Games
Spirit Games
Smart Play
Extraordinary Games with Ordinary Things
Popular Games for Positive Play
Moving Right Along
28 Instant Song Games (CD and tape)
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