Developing early attention skills
Young children are often more engaged by their own thoughts, interests and sensations. Although it is important that they have the opportunity to engage in things that they are interested in, it is important that we use these interests to expand their experiences and support them to develop and learn new skills. Each child is unique and will move through the stages of attention in their own time/way. Some will benefit from more adult support to develop their early attentional stills than others. A good place to start could be to work on developing their early attentional skills, this could include using eye contact (if the child is comfortable with this), facial expressions, gestures or vocalisations to interact, such as a child reaching out to be picked up by an adult, requesting food or showing a shared interest in a toy or activity such as popping bubbles

· Choosing interesting activities - Choosing activities that the child is interested in or motivated by, could help to build and develop their early attention skills. It can be helpful to choose activities that have definite end points, clear instructions and goals as this makes it easier for the child to know what they need to do and when the activity will finish. This could include activates such as puzzle books, jigsaws, action songs or blowing bubbles. Bucket time can also be a great way to develop joint attention using highly motivating toys.

· Modelling toys - In order for a child to interact with a toy, it can be helpful to show they how they toy could be used or how an activity is done. To keep your child’s attention on the task, you can model the activity to your child to show them how to do the activity. For example, rather than placing spaghetti and pasta into a tuff tray and allowing the children to explore freely, you could model how to thread the pasta with the spaghetti.

· Give clear instructions - It can help children to understand instructions by keeping verbal language simple and repeating key words or phrases. For example, you could say ‘Match the shapes’ rather than ‘I want you to put the shapes together so that they match’. Break instructions down into smaller steps and give instructions one step at a time. Wait for the child to complete each step before moving on to the next step. For some children it can be helpful to use a sign or gesture to offer a visual prompt to an instruction such as using an object or reference.

· Talk and play - Talking and interacting with your child during play can help you to gain, and keep, your child’s attention. You could try these tips:

· Copy your child’s actions and behaviours. They may be interested and look to see whether you copy them again next time.
· When your child makes a sound or says a word, repeat it back to them. Back-and-forth interactions can spark and keep your child’s interest.
· Offer a running commentary as you and the child are playing, relative to the child’s level of understanding. For example “Weee, the car is rolling down the ramp”. Using words and sounds like ‘Whoosh’, ‘bang’ ‘crash’ when playing can make the interaction more engaging and keep their attention for longer.

· Preparing for transitions - If you need your child to transition from one activity to another, these tips could help:
· Warn your child that a change is coming up to give them time to shift their attention. A visual, picture-based timetable of activities or a visual, such as a sand timer or picture of reference, to show when a change is coming up may help the child to understand that a change is coming.
· Use simple, clear language as this is often easier for children to process. You could try using ‘Now and Next’ visual supports to make instructions clearer. For example, you could say ‘shapes first, bubbles next’ or use a visual support with pictures of shapes and bubbles.
