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If you've been on social media or reading any news articles the past few
weeks, then you've probably seen the fidget spinner craze. I want to take a
closer look at fidgets in general with this post today. You might be wondering,
do fidgets REALLY work? That seems to be the question on everyone's mind
right now.

So let's take a look at the science behind fidget tools. Don't worry, easy to
understand language coming your way.
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The term “fidget tool” or “fidget toy” has been around for a while. Many
families who have children with special needs are familiar with these toys. I
prefer to use the word term “fidget tool” since that is really what they are.

When a fidget tool like the fidget spinner hits mainstream, it brings up a lot of
questions about fidgets in general. Why are fidgets even a thing? Why do
some kids benefit from them? Why do some kids not benefit from them?
What does the research say about fidgeting in general?



The Science Behind Fidget Tools

You've been in a meeting at work for a little over 15-30 minutes. Whether the
speaker or presenter is highly engaging or not, you might start to notice your
attention waning. You might be twirling your hair without even knowing it.
You might be chewing gum. Maybe you prefer to twirl your pen or pencil.
Maybe you are shaking your foot underneath the table. Even taking a sip of
your drink could be considered re-focusing activity.

When I'm in a continuing education course for an entire day, I always have
snacks with me or candy. Gum is a definite must. Sometimes I'll even take my
computer and work on small blogging projects while listening (if I am not
taking too many notes).

We all have coping skills to help us hold attention during times of listening or
seated activities such as working.

The Average Attention Span

The average attention span for an adult is 20 minutes. As adults, we can often
over ride our lack of attention by finding a way to focus through slight
movement, or choosing to hold our attention for something that lasts longer.
There's a reason the famous TED talks are only 18 minutes long. As adults,
our brains can only handle focusing for about that amount of time.

Obviously for children, attention spans are much shorter. On average, a
typically developing child can attend for 10-15 minutes, or up to 30 minutes if
the task is novel (new to them).

If you have or know a child who is on the Autism spectrum, has ADD/ADHD,
anxiety, or any other number of developmental difficulties, focusing is more
of a challenge. Children with these diagnoses often have a higher (hypo-
sensitive) or lower thresh-hold (hyper-sensitive) for incoming sensory input.
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Sensory Integration and Focusing

What is sensory input and sensory integration? It is the way our brains
receive messages from our senses through the central nervous system. A
typically developing child or adult should be able to take these messages and
turn them into an appropriate motor or behavioral response. Children or
adults with ADD/ADHD, Autism Spectrum Disorder, Anxiety, etc. are not
able to make appropriate responses to incoming sensory information.

The term “Sensory Integration” was first formulated by A. Jean Ayres, an
Occupational Therapist in the 1960's. She describes it as ‘the neurological
process that organizes sensation from one’s own body and from the
environment and makes it possible to use the body effectively within the
environment’. Not only are the 5 senses included in this, but also the
vestibular and proprioceptive sensory systems.

In October of 2015, a study was done that found children who have attention
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disorders or are hyperactive are able to concentrate better when they are
allowed to move. The more important part of this study found that
typically developing children had the opposite response to
movement during a time when they were suppose to focus. Many
may have trouble focusing if movement or other noises are going
on when they need to be focusing on a primary task.

The theory behind why movement helps those with attention and hyperactive
disorders is that it increases the alertness of the brain. Their brains are in a
constant state of under-arousal. In other words, it takes more sensory input
than normal for them to recognize it and pay attention. Movement can help
“wake up” the brain from this state and help prepare it to focus and attend.

Another researcher, John Ratey, M.D., found that even a small amount of
movement, such as fidgeting with the hands, increases the levels of
neurotransmitters dopamine and norepinephrine in the way that ADHD
medications do. Both of these chemicals help with attention and focus.
(source)

According to Sydney Zentall, Ph.D., using a sense that is different from the
one needed for the primary task is what will help with focusing the brain on
the primary task (for example, listening to music while reading). (source)

There are some differing thoughts on this. According to Child psychologist
Dr. Sherri McClurg., she believes “fidgets are great for kids with anxiety or
spectrum disorders; kids with ADHD will struggle to use them.” She went on
to explain that many children on the spectrum or with anxiety can benefit
from fidgets. However she believes that many children with ADD/ADHD can
become focused on the fidget instead of using it as a tool to help them focus
better on the task at hand. (source).

Why Are Fidgets Needed Anyway? Kids should be
outside playing!
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I could not agree with this more. The problem is that the main education
system in the United States only provides limited times for children to go
outside and play during the school day. Not the mention the amount of
homework that many students have to complete once they get home. Kids
just aren't given the time to move and play.

Angela Hanscom, pediatric Occupational Therapist and author of Barefoot
and Balanced, suggests that children should be outdoors playing for at least 3
hours a day. That may seem extreme, but comparing it to what children
typically get in a day movement wise, she might not be that far off.

Many schools across the country provide ONE, 20 minute recess time for
elementary students each day. Plus with physical education classes being cut
or limited to half a semester, children just are not getting enough time to
reset during their long school days.

When you add homework times on to the end of an 7 to 8 hour school day,
that leaves even less time for children to get out and move the way they need
to.

If children are going to be expected to learn, focus, and thrive in an
environment like this, than they need to be given the tools to help them
maintain that “just right” level of arousal. For many, that could mean fidgets.
For others, it could mean movement breaks throughout the school day. It
really will depend on the child's needs. Every child is different.

http://amzn.to/2qOXles
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Key Takeaways About Fidgets

More research is needed to see what role fidgets play in a child's day to help
them maintain focus. One type of fidget tool or “toy” should never be the one



size fits all solution. That simply is not the case, as we saw from differing
thoughts in the research above.

It's important to realize that fidgets work well with some kids and not with
others. As the research above stated, typically developing children can have
the opposite response to fidgets during times when they need to focus than
what fidgets are intended for (I think the current debate about fidget spinners
highlights this well).

That's not to say ALL children don't need breaks or time to reset, they
definitely DO! It's important to make those reset times part of their day. You
may need break up lessons into shorter chunks, with fidget or movement in
between for resets. But it's also important to provide tools for those who do
need extra support by fidgeting during times when focus and concentration
are needed.

It's our job as educators, therapists, and parents to figure out what
a child needs in order to reach this “just right” level or arousal for
focus and attention. 

Fidgets definitely have a place in our toolbox of figuring out what a child
needs in order learn effectively. They should never be ruled out across the
board. However it is also important to remember that not all children will
benefit from fidgets, especially in a classroom setting. It may take some trial
and error to figure that out. But it is important to try.

How Do I Get Started Introducing Fidgets?

It can be a challenge to try and support all the different needs of multiple
children in a classroom or homeschool environment.

Here are some things to keep in mind when you are looking to add fidgets
into your day:

Fidgets should be relatively cheap and durable. They should also be



small enough to be used under a table, not produce a noise that is
distracting, and be used without distracting others.
It should provide sensory input, whether through texture, shape, or
sensations that is calming and one that a child enjoys (stay away from
sensory textures, shapes, or sensations that a child does not enjoy. This
will have the opposite effect of calming).
What time of day does a child seem most fidgety? When would they
benefit the most from using the fidget tool?
Will there be an amount of time that the child can use the fidget tool?
What rules need to be set up around it?

Are you looking for ways to add fidgets into your classroom or school day? My
friends over at The Inspired Treehouse have some ideas for How to Introduce
Fidget Toys in the Classroom.

My friend Colleen over at The OT Toolbox also has a great post on how to use
fidget in your home for homework (also great tips for homeschoolers!).

Here are some of my favorite fidget tools that you can try.

Favorite Fidgets

And see why my friend Dayna over at Lemon Lime Adventures thinks there
are 5 reasons fidget spinners should be banned from every classroom in
America. It's not what you think!

I'd love to hear what you think about the science behind fidget
tools. Leave your questions or comments below!

Congratulations! You finished this post. Now get up and take a

http://theinspiredtreehouse.com/introduce-fidget-toys-classroom/
http://www.theottoolbox.com/2015/10/fidgeting-during-homework.html
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“brain break“.

You May Also Like:
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