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INTRODUCTION

Building Concentration, Step by
Step

or thirty years I taught an extraordinarily difficult martial art called Shou’ Shu’.
In that time I watched something happen over and over that I could not
explain.

Adults who swore they could not remember anything developed sharp, reliable
memories. Children who had been sent to us because they could not sif still, could not
finish their work, could not stop disrupting the classroom — those same children
settled, focused, and rose to the top of their classes. Parents thanked us in the
parking lot. The local elementary principal started sending us every child who was
struggling: the anxious ones, the ones falling behind, the bullies. Teachers enrolled
themselves to find out what was going on.

Here is the embarrassing part. We had no idea what we were doing. We were just
teaching Shou’ Shu’ the way our Grand Master taught us.

I couldn’t let that go. I needed to know why. How could so many different people
improve in so many different ways from the same training? So I spent the next twenty
years chasing the answer — reading the research, following the neuroscience, and
testing what I learned against what I already knew worked on the training floor. This
book is one small piece of what I found. It is a simple, practical system for building
focus in a child. It works just as well for adults, and if you want to use it on yourself,
you can.

I wrote the first edition of this book a few years ago. Since then, the science has
moved, our own understanding has deepened, and I've come to see the whole subject
differently. So this is not a light update. It’s a rebuild. And it starts by throwing out the
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single most common idea about focus — the one almost every parent has been
handed, the one I believed myself for years.

Here is the idea we are going to retire: that some children “have focus” and
some children “don’t,” and your job is to make yours get more of it.

That framing is wrong, and worse, it’s unkind. It quietly tells a child there is something
missing in them. In the pages ahead I'm going to show you a truer and far more
useful picture — that focus is a state your child’s brain already knows how to enter,
that most “focus problems” are really the brain getting knocked out of that state by
things it didn’t choose, and that you can teach a child to hold the state on purpose. A
great deal of that teaching turns out to run through the eyes — which is exactly where
my martial arts training pointed all along, long before I understood the reason.

We’re in a world built to break concentration, and it isn’t getting gentler. This skill
matters more every year. If this book helps your family, the kindest thing you can do
in return is pass it along. Send people to the original link so they always get the
newest version — it’s free, and it will stay free.

Phil Weaver

Learning Success
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PART ONE

Seeing Focus Differently



CHAPTER 1

Focus Is a State, Not a Trophy

atch a child who “can’t focus” play a video game they love, or build with

Lego for two hours, or narrate every detail of a movie they’ve seen nine

times. The focus is right there. It’s enormous. It’s just not showing up where
you want it — at the homework table.

This is the first thing I want to change in how you see your child. Focus is not a
substance they have too little of, like a tank that runs low. Focus is a state the brain
drops into — and your child’s brain already knows how to do it. The question was
never whether they can focus. The question is why they can enter that state so easily
for some things and get thrown out of it so fast for others.

To understand that, it helps to know that the brain has more than one useful setting.

The focused state is narrow and locked. Attention points like a flashlight at one
thing, the outside world dims, and time seems to change speed. This is the state you
want for reading, for math, for practicing an instrument. It feels like being “in it.”

The open state is wide and scanning. Attention spreads out, sampling everything —
sounds, movement, stray thoughts, the itch on your arm, the idea that just floated up
out of nowhere. It feels restless if you’re trying to work, but this state is not a defect.
It’s where creativity happens, where you notice the thing sneaking up behind you,
where the brain rests and connects loose ends. A brain that could only focus would be
a disaster. It would never notice danger, never daydream a new idea, never come up
for air.

Neither state is good or bad. They are tools. A healthy brain moves between them —
locking in when it’s time to work, opening up when it’s time to rest or create or stay
safe. The real skill of focus is not living in the focused state. It’s being able to
enter it on purpose, and stay in it, until you choose to leave.
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Now look again at the child at the homework table. They are not “bad at focus.” They
enter the focused state constantly — for the game, the Lego, the movie. What’s
actually happening is that at the homework table, something keeps switching them
out of it, over and over, faster than they can climb back in. A noise. A worry. A body
that won’t settle. A brain that just got flooded by twenty minutes of a game and now
finds a worksheet unbearably flat.

That switch — the involuntary drop out of the focused state — is the real problem. And
here’s the good news that shapes this entire book: you can do something about the
switch. You don’t have to nag a child into “trying harder” to focus. Nagging works
about as well as yelling at someone to fall asleep. Instead, you learn what keeps
flipping the switch, and you quiet those things down one at a time. When you do, the
focused state stops leaking. The child who “couldn’t focus” turns out to have had
plenty of focus all along. It just kept getting stolen.

So set down the idea of focus as a trophy your child is supposed to earn or a talent
they were or weren’t born with. From here on, we treat focus as a state they can
already reach — and we spend the rest of this book learning to protect it.

THE SHIFT, IN ONE LINE:

We're not going to add focus to your child. We're going to stop the things
that keep stealing it.
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CHAPTER 2

What Steals Focus

f focus is a state, then the enemy has a name: the involuntary switch — the
| moment the brain drops out of the focused state without being asked to.

Some switching is normal and even healthy. A brain is supposed to break focus when
something genuinely important happens. The problem is when the switch is set on a
hair trigger, firing at things that don’t matter — a chair scraping two rooms away, a
tag in a shirt collar, a small worry that won’t sit still. For some children the switch is so
sensitive that the focused state barely gets a chance to hold before it collapses again.

Here’s the part almost nobody tells parents. What trips that switch is rarely “not
caring” and rarely “not trying.” I’s usually one of two things: the body, or the
nervous system. Sensory load, or anxiety. Once you see these two clearly, an
enormous amount of your child’s behavior stops looking like defiance and starts
looking like what it actually is.

The first thief: sensory load.

Every second, your child’s brain is processing a flood of input — the words on the
page, the light in the room, the hum of the refrigerator, the feeling of the chair, where
their own arms and legs are in space. For most of this, we never notice the work being
done, because the systems doing it are strong and automatic. They filter the junk out
before it ever reaches awareness.

But when one of those systems is working too hard — when a child’s brain has to strain
to track a line of text, or to pull the teacher’s voice out of classroom noise, or to keep
their own fidgeting body still — that strain steals attention. The system that should be
filtering distractions in the background is instead demanding attention in the
foreground. And a brain that’s busy holding itself together has very little left over to
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hold onto a math problem. The switch flips, not because the child gave up, but
because their bandwidth ran out.

This is why a child can be bright, motivated, and still unable to stay with their work.
It’s not a focus failure. If’s a sensory system that hasn’t yet become automatic — and,
as we’ll see, that can be trained.

The second thief: anxiety and the sense of not being safe.

The focused state and the threatened state cannot exist at the same time. This isn’t a
personality quirk; it’s how the brain is built. When a nervous system senses danger — a
hard task that feels humiliating, a parent’s rising frustration, the memory of last
week’s bad grade — it does exactly what it evolved to do: it breaks focus and scans.
It pulls attention wide and puts the body on alert. That is the open, scanning state
slamming on, uninvited, because some part of the child has decided this situation is
not safe.

You cannot force a frightened brain to focus. You can only make it feel safe enough
to let go of the scanning. This is why a child melts down over a worksheet that you
know they’re capable of — the worksheet has become a threat, and a threatened
brain has other priorities than long division.

Why this changes everything you’re about to do.

Put these two thieves together and you arrive at the most counterintuitive — and
most hopeful — idea in this book:

You can build a child’s focus without ever practicing “focusing.”

Strengthen the sensory systems that were straining, and there are fewer switches.
Lower the anxiety that was firing the alarm, and the brain will /et the child stay. A child
with steadier visual tracking gets pulled off the page less often. A child who isn’t
fighting their own restless body has more attention to spend. A child who feels safe at
the table stops scanning for the exit. None of that is “focus practice” in the old sense
— and all of it produces more focus.

That’s the strategy of this whole book in one breath: find what’s flipping the switch,
and quiet it. Sometimes that means training a weak sensory skill until it goes quiet
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and automatic. Sometimes it means calming a nervous system that has learned to
treat schoolwork as a threat. And often — more often than you’d guess — it starts with
the eyes.
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CHAPTER 3

The Why — Motivation That
Comes From Inside

e’ve talked about what focus is and what steals it. Before we build the

practice, we build the thing that makes the practice worth doing — your

child’s own reason to want it. This step is quiet and it’s easy to skip. Don’t.
It’s the engine everything else runs on.

Here’s the principle, and it’s one of the best-established findings in the whole science
of motivation. People — children very much included — engage most deeply, persist
longest, and enjoy the process most when the drive comes from inside them rather
than from someone standing over them. Researchers who’ve studied this for decades
(the names to know are Deci and Ryan) find the same three things fuel that inner
drive: a sense of choice in what they’re doing, a growing sense of competence — “I'm
getting better at this” — and a sense of connection to the people around them.
Rewards and pressure can move a child in the short run, but they don’t build any of
those three. Only involvement does.

So we’re not going to tell your child why focus matters and hope it sticks. We’re going
to help them find their own why — and we start by finding yours.

Step one: build your why

You’ll show up for this differently, and more patiently, if you’re clear in your own mind
about what’s actually at stake — and it’s more than grades. Better focus isn’t really
about a child sitting still and getting through worksheets faster. It’s about a child who
gets to:

e Do the things they love, well. Aimost everything worth being good at — an
instrument, a sport, drawing, building, a game with real depth — asks for sustained
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attention. Focus is the skill that lets a child get good at the things they care about,
and getting good is where the joy is.

e Feel capable. There’s a particular kind of confidence that only comes from staying
with something hard and coming out the other side. Every focused session that
ends in “I did it” is a small deposit in a child’s belief that they’re someone who can.

e Choose their own direction. A child who can focus can pursue what interests them
instead of being pulled around by whatever’s loudest. That’s the beginning of real
independence.

e Struggle without unraveling. Focus and resilience grow together. A child learning
to hold their attention through a hard patch is also learning that hard patches are
survivable — a skill that reaches far past schoolwork.

e Connect and create. Deep attention is where curiosity turns into understanding,
and where a child’s own ideas get room to develop. It’s not just useful. It’s where a
lot of a life’s best hours are spent.

Notice what’s not at the top of that list: test scores and being ahead of other kids.
Those may come, but they’re the byproduct, not the point — and if you lead with
them, you hand your child a version of focus that’s about performing for others rather
than living their own life well. Lead with agency, capability, and the things they love.
That’s the why that lasts.

And one gentle reminder as you hold all this: a child whose focus wanders is not a
child who is failing. They’re a child whose focus-switch is sensitive — which you now
know is a thing you can work on together, not a verdict on who they are. Carry that
into every conversation that follows.

Step two: help your child find their why

Now the real work, and it’s a conversation, not a lecture. Find a relaxed time with no
distractions and no agenda, and talk with your child about what better focus would
let them do. Your job is not to supply the answers — it’s to ask good questions and
then get curious about whatever they say. When an answer surfaces, dig gently: “Oh
interesting — why that one? What would that feel like?” The deeper they go, the more
this belongs to them.
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Have your child write the answers down, or write them down together. You want them
on paper for two reasons: the act of writing makes them more real, and your child can
come back to them later — on a hard day, when they’ve forgotten why any of this
matters — and remind themselves. They can add to them over time, too.

The questionnaire below is your tool for that conversation. It’s not a test; there are no
right answers. Use as many or as few as fit your child, and follow the tangents — the
best stuff is usually off-script.
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WORKSHEET - CHAPTER 3 @
Why Do | Want Amazing -

Focus?

Work through this together. It’s not a test — there are no wrong
answers. Use as many or as few as fit your child, and follow the good
tangents.

Part One — Your Focus Superpower

1 What do you think “focus” means, in your own words?

2 If you had a superpower to focus really well, what would you use it for first?

3 What are your favorite things to do? Do you have to focus when you do them?

4 What’s something big you’d love to do one day? How might focus help you get there?

5 Think of a time you were really into something and the world disappeared. What were you
doing?

6 What’s one thing you’d love to get better at? How could focus help you improve?

7 When you’re being creative, how does focusing help your ideas grow?

8 Do you know someone who’s great at focusing? What do you think their secret is?

9 When something is hard, how could focusing help you get through instead of giving up?

10 What makes it harder for you to focus? (Noise? Tired? Worrying?)



11 What’s one idea you have for helping yourself focus better?

12 When you’ve focused well and felt proud afterward — what was that like?

Part Two — The Other Side (optional — go gently)

A note to the parent: for an anxious or discouraged child, dwelling on the downside can backfire. Keep it
light, and if it stirs up real distress, stop and talk about the feelings instead. You can skip Part Two
entirely and lose nothing.

1 Was there a time it was hard to finish something because your focus wandered? How did
that feel?

2 Have you ever missed out on something fun because you weren’t paying attention?
3 Think of a goal you have. How would better focus help you reach it?

Then pivot back to the upside: “So if we built that focus up together, what would you get to do?”
Always leave this pointed forward.

@ Focus Foundations - Learning Success

LEARNING SUCCESS
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PART TWO

Why Focus Breaks, and
What Holds It



CHAPTER 4

The Eyes Lead

want to tell you the single most important thing thirty years on a training floor
| taught me about attention, and it has nothing to do with willpower.

Where the eyes go, the mind follows.

We are visual animals. For most of us, vision is the master sense — the one the brain
trusts first and hardest. And because of that, the eyes act like a steering wheel for
attention. Lock the eyes onto one steady point, and the mind tends to settle onto one
thing. Let the eyes dart around — flicking to every movement, every flash, every new
thing — and the mind scatters right along with them. The gaze leads. Attention
follows.

This is why a stable gaze is one of the most direct handles you have on the focused
state. It’s not the only lead — a sudden sound can grab a child, or a touch, or their
own runaway thoughts — but for most children, most of the time, the eyes are the
lead that matters. Teach a child to steady and steer their eyes, and you have handed
them a lever on their own mind.

Martial artists have known this for centuries without a single brain scan to prove it. In
our tradition there’s a state we train toward called Mushim — “no mind.” It’s the
quiet, clear, unhurried focus of a practitioner who is completely present and
completely unrattled. And one of the concrete, physical things that produces Mushim
is eye discipline: keeping the eyes exactly where they should be, refusing to let them
chase every flicker. A wandering gaze feeds a wandering mind. A disciplined gaze
quiets it. We don’t sit around waiting to feel calm before we steady our eyes. We
steady the eyes to make the mind calm. Cause and effect, in that order.

Modern science is only now catching up to what the old teachers built into their
training. But I don’t need a study to tell me the eyes lead the mind. I’ve watched it ten
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thousand times. And I can show it to you with the most dramatic demonstration I
know.

The punch you should never look at.

When someone throws a punch at your face, your eyes desperately want to snap to it.
Every instinct screams look at the fist. And here is the brutal lesson of the training
floor: if you look at the punch, you get hit. Aimost every time.

Why? Because the instant your eyes lock onto the incoming fist, your attention
abandons the actual mission — which was never “watch the punch,” it was “deal with
the attacker.” You’ve let a fast, bright, alarming thing hijack your gaze, and with your
gaze, your mind. You freeze on the wrong target.

So we don’t teach students to watch the punch. We teach them to notwatch it.
Instead, we train the hands to travel to the right height on their own — measured not
by sight but by the body’s own map of itself, a sense called proprioception — and
block across the face, to where the punch is going. The eyes stay level and quiet. The
body handles the fist automatically, without looking.

I have proven this to students thousands of times, and it startles them every single
time. When they use their eyes to chase and block the punch, they are wildly
inaccurate — late, clumsy, hit. When they stop using their eyes and trust the trained
proprioceptive movement, they are accurate and fast. The same is true for striking.
Looking makes you worse. A frained, automatic, body-mapped movement makes
you better.

Sit with what that means, because it is the whole book in a single image. The thing
that wrecks your performance is letting a loud, sudden stimulus steal your gaze.
The thing that saves it is a trained-in skill that lets you keep your eyes and your
mind on the mission while your body handles the distraction on its own.

The bright thing on the blade.

Here is how seriously the old masters took this. Look closely at a traditional Asian
battle weapon — a sword, say — and you’ll often find “decorations.” A red tassel tied
to the handle. Metal rings set along the back of the blade. Folklore will tell you the
tassel was for wiping the blood off. It’s a nice story, and it isn’t the real reason. The
tassel is there to distract the eyes. In a fight it whips and flies around — a bright,
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moving thing that yanks an undisciplined gaze straight to it, away from where the
danger actually is. The metal rings do the same job for the ears: they rattle and ring,
noise engineered to hook attention through a second sense. Even the strange,
flourishing hand motions you see martial artists make in the movies are, in part,
exactly this — deliberate distraction.

And distraction is also a place to hide things. While the opponent’s eyes and ears are
busy chasing the bright, loud, flashy decoy, the trained fighter conceals the one thing
that would actually give the game away: the hips. What the hips are doing is what the
body is doing — where the real attack is coming from. That’s why some traditional
martial arts wear long jackets over the hips, or skirt-like panels that hang down to
obscure them. Show the opponent something dazzling to stare at, and hide the thing
they ought to be reading.

Sit with that lesson, because it’s the punch again from the other side: a skilled
opponent will actively engineer distractions to steal your gaze — and if your eyes
are undisciplined, it works every time. The bright tassel, the ringing metal, the
flashing hands are the ancient version of the notification, the autoplay, the sibling
walking past. Something is always dangling a red tassel in front of your child. A
disciplined gaze is what refuses to chase it.

Now put your child at the homework table. The sibling who walks past, the
notification, the dog, the interesting noise — those are the punches. A child whose
gaze snaps to every one of them gets “hit” every time: knocked clean out of the
focused state. And the deepest fix is not to demand they “pay attention.” It’s to build
the automatic, body-based skills that let them stop looking at every distraction — so
their eyes, and their mind, can stay on the page. This is exactly why the underlying
skills we keep returning to — proprioception, steady visual tracking, a settled body —
are not side topics. They are what let a child stop getting punched by their own
environment.

Soft gaze: seeing wide without getting pulled away.

There’s a second piece of eye skill worth teaching, and it seems to contradict the first
until you feel it for yourself. It’s called soft gaze: holding your focal point steady
while staying aware of everything in your peripheral vision at the same time — instead
of flip-flopping between them.
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Most people do one or the other. They either lock hard on one point and go blind to
the edges, or they let the edges yank their eyes around. Soft gaze is the trained
middle: eyes calm and centered, but the whole field open and available. In a fight it
means you can watch your opponent and sense the second one coming from the side
without turning your head. In a life, it means a calm, wide, unstartled attention that
doesn’t flinch at every movement in the room.

Here’s the simplest way to learn it, and you can practice it anywhere. Stand in a group
of people listening to one person speak. Keep your eyes softly on the speaker — but
try to stay aware of the others at the edges of your vision without looking at them. At
first you’ll catch yourself flicking your eyes to the sides. Over time, the two channels
start running together: you hold the center and hold the edges, at once. That’s soft
gaze. For a child, it’s a quiet superpower — it lets them keep the peripheral awareness
that makes them feel safe (nothing is sneaking up) while keeping the steady focal
lock that gets the work done. It’s the two brain states, cooperating instead of
fighting.

The 30-second eye set.

All of this is why we start every focus session with a small, deliberate eye exercise —
not as a cute warm-up, but as the moment we set the lead. Before your child begins
their work, have them pick one point — an object on the shelf, a spot on the wall,
anything — and hold their eyes on it, softly and steadily, for thirty seconds. Blinking is
fine. When their eyes drift, they gently bring them back. That’s it.

Thirty seconds of steadying the eyes does two things. It quiets the mind the way it
quiets a martial artist’s — you’re practicing Mushim in miniature. And, done before the
same activity again and again, it becomes a trigger. a small ritual the brain learns to
read as “we are entering the focused state now.” You are teaching the eyes to lead,
and teaching the mind to follow them into focus on cue. We’ll build the rest of the
session around this moment. It all starts with the eyes.
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CHAPTER 5

Cover Outs

The Eyes-Locked Step-Back

here’s one more piece of eye training I want to give you, and it’s the one I'm

most excited about — partly because I've watched it move the needle on focus

all by itself, and partly because I still don’t fully understand why it works as
well as it does. I’ll be honest with you about both.

It comes from a Shou’ Shu’ movement we call a cover out.
Where it comes from.

In a fight, once you’ve dealt with an attacker, you have to get away safely — you
can’t just turn and run, because turning your back is how you get hurt. So we train a
movement for backing out of danger while staying protected and staying aware. The
body turns from side to side as you step back, covering and scanning — but through
all of it, the eyes stay stable and level, locked forward. The result is a strange and
wonderful combination: your body is rotating and your peripheral vision is sweeping
wide across the whole scene, while your focal gaze stays perfectly still and anchored.
Wide-open awareness and a rock-steady point of focus, at the very same time.

I’ve seen this one exercise noticeably sharpen a person’s focus. Not their fighting —
their focus, at ordinary tasks, off the mat.

Why the full move isn’t in this book — and what is.

I’'m not going to try to teach you the complete cover out from a page, and I want to
tell you plainly why. The full movement has a lot of cross-lateral motion — at one
point three limbs cross the centerline of the body at the same time, which may make it
one of the only movements in all of human motion that does so. Perhaps something in
dance comes close, though I doubt anything matches it for sophistication. It’s
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genuinely hard to learn. It needs a skilled teacher breaking it down piece by piece,
the way my teacher broke down everything. If I tried to cram it into a diagram, I'd
only frustrate you and cheapen the technique. When you’re ready for the whole thing,
it’s taught properly inside our program.

But you don’t need the full move to get a real piece of the benefit — because the part
that matters most for focus is the eye discipline, and that part we can absolutely train
at home with a simplified version. Here it is.

The drill (parent and child).

1. Stand a few feet in front of your child and hold up one finger at their eye level.
This finger is their target. Their only job is to keep their eyes locked on it.

2. Have your child step backward, and with each step, turn their whole body
from side to side — a relaxed, full-body rotation as they retreat. Left step, turn.
Right step, turn. Slow and smooth, not stiff.

3. Through the entire thing, their eyes stay glued to your finger. The body turns;
the gaze does not. You can slowly follow them, keeping the finger in front, so
they always have their point.

4. Go for maybe thirty seconds to a minute. Keep it light and a little playful. If they
lose the finger, just reset and start again.

That’s the whole drill. What your child is practicing is exactly the skill that matters:
holding a stable, disciplined gaze while the body moves through a side-to-side,
cross-lateral motion. It trains the eyes to stay anchored no matter what the body is
doing — which is the same steadiness that keeps them anchored to a page while the
world moves around them. (That little cross-lateral turn keeps one honest thread
connected to the full technique, t00.)

What I think might be going on — told straight.
Now the part where I stay honest with you, because that’s how we do things here.

I noticed years ago that there’s a curious thread running through the research on eye
movement. When people move their eyes side to side — left, right, left, right — it can
nudge the nervous system toward its calm, “you’re safe now” setting, the
parasympathetic side. This is the effect that sits underneath a therapy called EMDR,
and while researchers still argue about exactly why it happens, the calming shift itself
shows up in the measurements. There’s a second, separate thread too: when we move
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our bodies through space and the visual world flows past us — what scientists call self-
generated optic flow — that flowing motion is linked to lower activity in the brain’s
fear center and less anxiety. It’s part of why a hard walk clears your head.

Here’s what fascinates me. In a cover out, the eyes don’t travel side to side — they
stay locked. But the body turns side to side beneath them. So relative to the moving
body, the eyes are sweeping side to side, and the whole visual field is flowing past a
stabilized point. You're getting the side-to-side pattern and the optic flow — while
keeping a perfectly steady focal lock.

I have my own hunch about the meaning of it, formed on the training floor, not in a
lab. In a fight, the cover out is the moment you’ve escaped — it is your body’s own
signal that the danger is over and you are safe now. It would make a strange kind of
sense if a movement that says “we’re safe” to the deepest part of the nervous system
also flips it out of the alarmed, scanning, focus-breaking state and back into the calm
state where focus can live. That’s a hypothesis, nothing more. Nobody has put a cover
out in a laboratory. But it lines up neatly with two lines of real research, and it lines up
perfectly with what I’ve watched happen in front of me for decades — so I’ll teach it
to you honestly, as something that works, resting on an idea I find genuinely
compelling but haven’t proven.

And notice, underneath all the speculation, the plain and certain thing: a cover out is
eye discipline in motion. The eyes hold while the body moves through stress and
rotation. That is the exact skill — hold the gaze, quiet the mind — that this whole part
of the book is built on. Whatever else may or may not be happening in the nervous
system, your child is drilling the master lever of focus every time they do it. That alone
is reason enough.
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CHAPTER 6

The Reward Trap — and What
Actually Works

| owe you a correction, and it’s an important one.

The first edition of this book taught a reward system. Stickers, points, a chart on
the fridge, a prize when the points added up. I told you to make the rewards
unpredictable — to vary them, the way a slot machine does, because that keeps
people coming back. At the time I thought I was handing parents a proven tool.

I’'ve come to believe I was partly wrong, and I want to fix it here, because
understanding why it was wrong is one of the most useful things you’ll take from this
book. Getting this right is the difference between a child who works because they’ve
become the kind of person who works, and a child who downs tools the moment the
prizes stop.

A quick, honest look at how motivation actually runs.

Deep in the brain there’s a chemical called dopamine, and almost everything you’'ve
heard about it is a little off. Dopamine is not really the “pleasure chemical.” It’s closer
to a teaching signal. Its job is fo notice when something turned out better than
expected, and to mark whatever you just did as worth doing again. Researchers call
this a reward prediction error, and it’s how brains learn what to pursue.

Here’s the catch that matters for parents. Once a reward becomes fully expected —
you get the sticker every single time, right on schedule — the brain stops treating it as
news. The teaching signal fades. The reward keeps costing you, but it stops teaching.
Worse, the brain quietly draws a lesson you never intended: if someone has to pay me
to do this, the thing itself must not be worth doing. Psychologists have watched this
happen for decades. Pay children to do something they already enjoyed, and their
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interest in doing it for its own sake tends to drop once the payment stops. The reward
didn’t add motivation. It replaced it — and then walked off with it.

That’s the trap. A sticker system can take a child who was willing and slowly turn them
into a child who only works for the payout. You don’t notice it happening. You just
notice, months later, that nothing gets done without a deal.

Now the honest nuance — because “never reward anything” is also wrong.

I want to be careful here, because it would be just as misleading to tell you rewards
are poison. The research is clear on two exceptions, and you should use them:

First, genuine praise and unexpected rewards don’t cause this problem. The
damage comes from rewards that are promised in advance and handed over like a
paycheck for a job. A surprise — “you worked so hard today, let’s get ice cream” —
that lands after the effort, with no bargain struck beforehand, doesn’t teach a child
that the work was worthless. It just feels good.

Second, for a task your child has no interest in yet, a small reward can genuinely
help get them over the starting hump. Sometimes a child needs a little external
nudge just to begin something long enough to discover it isn’t so bad. That’s fine. The
harm is specific: it’s promised, expected, tangible rewards for things your child
already cares about. That’s the combination that backfires. Use rewards to starta
reluctant beginner if you must — then fade them out fast, before they become the
reason.

About that “slot machine” advice — I want to walk it back carefully.

The unpredictable, variable reward I recommended in the first edition is a real and
powerful force. It’s so powerful that it’s exactly what your child’s phone, games, and
apps are built on. That little hit of “maybe something good this time” on every scroll
and every notification is engineered, deliberately, to be hard to put down. It is the
slot machine, running in your child’s pocket.

I don’t want to hand you the casino’s own tool to use on your own child. Deliberately
engineering compulsive, unpredictable rewards into a kid’s life is the thing this whole
approach stands against.
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But — and this is a fine line worth walking slowly — there is a different thing that looks
similar and isn’t. A parent who doesn’t cheer identically every single time. Who
sometimes gives a high five, sometimes a quiet “nice,” sometimes just a proud smile,
sometimes a big celebration for a real breakthrough. That warm, genuine, uneven
acknowledgment of effortis not a slot machine. The difference is what it’s teaching.
The app substitutes an external hook foryour child’s motivation. The parent’s warmth
scaffolds your child’s own growing sense of “I can do this” — and then gets out of the
way. One replaces the engine. The other helps the child build their own.

So what do we do instead? Build the reward into the work.

The most durable motivation doesn’t come from a prize sitting at the end of the task.
It comes from the child finding something satisfying inside the task itself — the small
click of a problem solved, the felt sense of “I kept going and I got it.” Your job is to
help them notice that feeling and prize it. A few concrete moves:

® Praise the effort, not the outcome or the child. “You stuck with that even when it
got frustrating” teaches something true and repeatable. “You’re so smart” teaches
a child that they’d better keep looking smart — which, oddly, makes them avoid
anything hard, because hard things risk the label. Aim your words at the effort,
every time. Your talk becomes their self-talk. Choose it on purpose.

e Celebrate the struggle, not just the finish. When you catch your child pushing
through the hard middle of something, name that — not the gold star at the end.
You’re teaching the brain to find its own reward in the effort, which is the only
reward that’s always available.

* Front-load the effort; save the stimulation for after. Never let the game come
before the homework. A brain freshly flooded by high-stimulation input finds an
ordinary worksheet unbearably flat by comparison — you’ve set your child up to
fail. Hard thing first, fun thing later. Always in that order.

® Fade the props. If you're using a chart or a small reward to get a reluctant child
moving, treat it as training wheels, not a permanent fixture. As the child starts
finding satisfaction in the work itself, quietly let the external stuff drift away.

The goal was never to make your child work for a prize. The goal is to help them
become someone who does hard things because they’ve learned they can — and
quietly discovered they like how that feels.
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THE LINE TO HOLD:

Earned beats given. Build the satisfaction into the effort, praise the effort,
and let the child keep the motivation instead of trading it away for a sticker.



CHAPTER 7

The Hidden Skills Behind
Focus

ack in the early chapters I told you that most “focus problems” are really a

brain getting knocked out of the focused state — and that the two great

thieves are sensory load and anxiety. Now I want to open up the sensory side,
because this is where the deepest and most hopeful work lives.

Your child’s focus doesn’t run on willpower. It runs on a set of quiet, underlying skills —
I’ll call them the hidden skills, though you may see them called cognitive micro-skills.
They’re the background systems the brain uses to make sense of the world: to see, to
hear, to hold information in mind, to know where the body is. When these systems are
strong, they run silently, and attention is free to go where the child points it. When one
of them is weak or slow, it strains — and that strain is exactly what keeps stealing the
focused state.

Here are the main ones, in plain terms, with the signs that one might be quietly
working too hard.

¢ Visual processing — not eyesight, but what the brain does with what the eyes
send. Tracking a line of text without losing the place, telling similar shapes apart,
holding a visual image in mind. Signs of strain: losing their place, skipping lines,
words that seem to swim or blur, exhaustion after only a little reading. (A quick
note: letter reversals on their own are a normal part of early writing and not, by
themselves, a sign of anything wrong — so I've left them off this list on purpose.)

e Auditory processing — pulling meaning, and one voice, out of a wash of sound.
Signs of strain: misses instructions in a noisy room, asks “what?” constantly, seems
to have “selective hearing” that isn’t chosen at all.
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® Working memory — the mental desktop that holds a few things in mind while you
use them. Signs of strain: forgets the second half of a two-part instruction, loses the
thread of a problem partway through, reads a sentence and can’t say what it
meant.

® Processing speed — how fast the brain handles routine information. A child can
know the material and still be slow to move it, which turns timed work into a flood.
Signs of strain: knows it out loud but freezes on the worksheet, overwhelmed by
anything timed, always the last one done.

® Proprioception — the body’s own sense of where it is in space. This is the one from
our punch story: the sense that lets you act without looking. Signs of strain: can’t sit
still, fidgets constantly, leans and slumps and falls out of the chair, seems to need
to touch everything. A body that doesn’t quite know where it is keeps asking — and
every ask is attention stolen from the page.

e Executive function — the brain’s CEO: starting, planning, switching, and stopping
yourself from chasing the shiny thing. Signs of strain: can’t get started, can’t shift
tasks, blurts and interrupts, great ideas and no plan.

Look down that list and notice something. Not one of these is “focus.” And yet every
one of them, when it strains, steals focus. This is the key that unlocks everything:
you often build a child’s focus not by drilling focus, but by strengthening whichever
hidden skill was doing the stealing. Steady the visual tracking and the eyes stop
leaving the page. Build the working memory and the thread stops snapping. Settle
the proprioceptive sense and the body stops interrupting. Fewer thieves, more focus.
No lectures about paying attention required.

One honest warning: train the real skill, not a magic trick.

There’s a huge market of “brain games” that promise to make your child sharper,
faster, more focused in general. I have to be straight with you about what the
research actually shows: those games mostly make children better at the games. The
improvement rarely transfers to reading, or math, or paying attention in class.
Scientists call this the difference between near transfer and far transfer — and far
transfer, the magic “get smarter overall” promise, is the thing that mostly doesn’t
happen.
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So we don’t chase magic. We do the unglamorous, effective thing: strengthen the
specific systems that are actually straining, with targeted practice of those actual
skills. A child with weak visual tracking practices real visual tfracking. A child whose
auditory processing is overloaded works on real auditory skills. It’s less exciting than
a promise to boost the whole brain at once, and it’s the part that actually works.

Spotting it — and getting the map.

You can learn a lot just by watching, using the signs above. If your child keeps losing
their place, suspect the visual system. If they can’t hold a two-step instruction, suspect
working memory. If they can’t keep their body still, suspect proprioception. That kind
of parent detective work will take you a long way, and much of this book is built to
help you do it.

If you want the precise picture — which systems are strong, which are straining, and
what to do about each — that’s exactly what the Learning Success assessment was
built for. It maps these systems in detail and turns the result into a plan you can act
on, rather than a label to carry.

One important note, and I mean it: an assessment like ours is a starting point, not
a diagnosis. It tells you where to begin. If you think your child may need formal
accommodations at school — an IEP or a 504 plan — or if you suspect a vision,
hearing, or medical cause behind the struggle, please pursue a professional
evaluation as well. That’s the only route to those supports, and the two work best side
by side.

Here’s the reframe to carry out of this chapter. Focus was never a separate thing you
had to install in your child. It’s what shows up on its own once the hidden skills stop
stealing it.
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CHAPTER 8

Safety First — The Brain That
Feels Safe Is the Brain That
Can Focus

e’ve handled one of the two great thieves — the sensory side. Now the other,
and in many homes it’s the bigger one: the brain that doesn’t feel safe
cannot focus, no matter how hard it, or you, are trying.

This isn’t a figure of speech. Your child’s nervous system runs in roughly two gears.
There’s an alert, protective gear — the one that puts the body on guard, pulls
attention wide, and scans for what might go wrong. And there’s a calm, settled gear —
the one where the body relaxes, the scanning stops, and attention can point steadily
at one thing. Focus lives in the calm gear. It has to, because the whole point of the
alert gear is to break focus and watch the perimeter. You cannot feel threatened and
concentrate at the same time. The brain won’t allow it, and it’s right not to.

Now here’s what happens to a child who has struggled. The homework table, the
reading book, the math sheet — these things get associated with failure, with
frustration, with the memory of a parent’s sigh or a red mark or a bad afternoon. And
so the child’s nervous system, doing its job perfectly, starts treating the table itself as
a threat. They sit down already in the alert gear, already scanning for the exit. Then
we say “focus!” — and we might as well be asking them to fall asleep on command in
a room they believe is on fire. The problem was never that they wouldn’t focus. It’s
that some deep part of them has decided it isn’t safe to.

This flips your job. You are not there to demand focus out of a threatened brain. You
are there to make the table safe enough that the brain lets go of the scanning on its
own. When it does, the focus you’ve been fighting for simply appears — because now
it’s allowed to. Here’s how you make it safe.
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® Your calm is contagious — and so is your stress. Children borrow their nervous
system’s setting from the adult beside them. A frustrated, hovering, sighing parent
is a threat signal, and it will keep your child locked in the alert gear no matter what
words you use. A steady, unhurried, unbothered parent is a safety signal. This is
why I keep telling you to run your own focus session alongside your child’s — not
just to model the work, but to be the calm the room borrows.

* Make the first task guaranteed-winnable. A threatened brain needs evidence
that this is survivable before it will settle. Start with something you’re certain your
child can do, let them feel the small win, and watch the gear shift. You’re not
lowering the bar for the whole session — you’re unlocking the door.

e Give the body’s alarm an exit before you begin. A child who arrives wound up
has alert-gear chemistry in their system, and no amount of sitting still will burn it
off. A few minutes of real movement first — running, jumping, anything vigorous
they enjoy — spends that energy and lets the calm gear come forward. This is also,
not by accident, where the eyes-locked step-back drill from the cover-out chapter
earns its keep: it’s a small, deliberate way to signal we’re safe now to the very part
of the nervous system that decides.

e Keep it off the grade, in the moment. The second a session becomes about the
score, the stakes go up and the threat comes back. During the work, praise effort,
treat mistakes as ordinary and expected, and save any evaluating for far away
from the table. Safety and high stakes can’t sit in the same chair.

A word about good stress — because not all of it is the enemy.

I don’t want to leave you thinking the goal is to remove every ounce of challenge. It
isn’t. The right-sized hard thing — a task that stretches a child without overwhelming
them — actually sharpens attention and drives real growth. Researchers who study
stress mindsets have found that stress met with “my body is getting ready to perform”
tends to help, while the same stress met with “something is wrong with me” tends to
hurt. The difference is often in the framing, and you help set that framing.

So the aim is not zero challenge. It’s challenge that stays on the productive side of the
line — hard enough to engage, not so hard it tips into the sense of threat and slams
the alert gear back on. That’s the same sweet spot we’ll talk about with the Zone of
Proximal Development later; here I just want you to see it from the nervous system’s
side. A little struggle, framed as growth, in a setting the child trusts, is exactly right.
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Struggle in a setting that feels unsafe is the thing that’s been breaking your child’s
focus all along.

OPTIONAL TOOL — THE COLD-WATER RESET (WITH CARE).

Some older children enjoy a brief splash of cool water as a small “I can do a hard
thing and come out fine” practice — a way to build everyday steadiness on a ca/m day,
done by choice, when nothing is wrong. It is not a way to calm a child who is already
upset, and never a coping tool for distress — that’s what the rest of this chapter is for.
If your child wants to try it, keep it small and safe: cool, not cold water for a few
seconds, always the child’s own choice, always supervised, never forced and never a
punishment. Skip it entirely for young children, and stop the instant a child is
uncomfortable or distressed. It’s an optional resilience nudge for a good day —
nothing more, and easily left out of the plan altogether.

Safety is not the soft, indulgent opposite of rigor. It’s the precondition for it. A brain
that feels safe is the only brain that can take on something hard and stay with it.
Make the table safe, keep the challenge right-sized, and be the calm your child
borrows — and you’ll find you were never really fighting a focus problem. You were
being asked, all along, to make it safe enough to focus.
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PART THREE

The Daily Practice



The System at a Glance

Everything up to here was the why. From here on it’s the how — a simple, repeatable
practice you run with your child. The setup takes a little time up front, and it pays that
time back many times over. Here’s the whole system on one page:

Setup — find your child’s baseline, design their breaks, meet their Focus Hero, and
plan the schedule.

In action — Set, Ready, Go, and set a new goal.
Every night — protect sleep, because that’s where the day’s gains get locked in.

None of it works by forcing focus. All of it works by setting up the conditions where
the focused state can hold — steadying the eyes, quieting the thieves, keeping the
table safe. Let’s build it.

FREE PARENT TOOLKIT.

Want clean, reprintable copies of every worksheet in this book? Get them free in the
Parent Toolkit at learningsuccess.ai/course/focus-foundations-toolkit — along with
short review lessons and more we add over time.
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CHAPTER 9

Baseline — Knowing Where
You’re Starting

efore you change anything, you want a simple, honest picture of where your
child is right now. Not a grade. Not a verdict. Just a starting line, so you can
see the progress that’s coming.

Forget the official-sounding ways to measure attention. You don’t need them. You
need a little observation and a little tracking, and you’re the best-placed person alive
to do it.

Here’s the one shift I want you to make from how most people do this. You’re not
measuring how bad your child’s focus is. You’re measuring the conditions under which
the switch fires — when the focused state holds, and when it collapses. That’s a much
more useful thing to know, because it points straight at what to fix.

Watch your child across a few different activities and note two things: how long they
stay genuinely engaged before the switch flips, and what seemed to flip it. Was it a
noise? A hard moment in the work? Their own restless body? Hunger, tiredness, a
worry? Track it across enough days that you have a rough, real sense of each activity
— not a single bad afternoon.

A few things to keep in mind as you watch:

e Do it separately for different activities. Focus varies enormously by task, and
lumping them together hides the pattern. A child who lasts two minutes on spelling
and forty on drawing doesn’t have “a focus level.” They have a switch that fires
under some conditions and not others.

e Don’t write off the low-interest activities. It’s often said that interest is the
biggest driver of focus, and there’s truth in it. But skill drives interest. A child usually
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isn’t interested in the thing they’re bad at — and they can get better at it. Low
interest is frequently a skill problem wearing an interest costume.

e Watch for the thieves you now know by name. Losing the place on the page
points at the visual system. Melting down at a hard step points at the safety gear. A
body that won’t stay in the chair points at proprioception. You’re not just timing —
you’re gathering clues about which hidden skill or which stressor is doing the

switching.
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WORKSHEET - CHAPTER 9 @

Baseline Tracker

Watch, time, and note what pulls your child out of the focused state.
Photocopy a fresh page for each activity you track — focus varies a
lot from one task to the next.

Activity:

Track several sessions of this one activity. You’re not measuring “how bad” your child is — you’re finding when
the focused state holds, and what flips the switch.

MINUTES OF WHAT FLIPPED THE NOTES (HUNGER,

FOCUS SWITCH TIRED, MOOD)

Focus Foundations - Learning Success
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That’s all the assessment you need to begin. If, as you watch, you find yourself
wanting a far more precise map — exactly which processing systems are strong and
which are straining — that’s what the Learning Success assessment is for, and I
pointed you to it a chapter ago. But you can start today with nothing more than your
own attention and a chart. Most families do.
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CHAPTER 10

Structured Breaks — Learning
to Leave and Re-Enter Focus
on Purpose

ere’s a piece of the system that surprises parents: the breaks aren’t time off
H from the training. They are the training.

Remember the two brain states — focused and open. The whole skill we’re after is
voluntary movement between them:. entering focus on purpose, and stepping back
out on purpose, rather than being thrown in and out at random. A structured break is
how we practice the second half of that skill. Every time your child works, breaks, and
returns, they’re rehearsing exactly the thing that’s been hard for them — leaving the
focused state and coming back to it deliberately, on a signal, instead of losing it to a
distraction.

That’s why the breaks are planned and bounded, not “go do whatever until you feel
like coming back.” A structured break has a start, an end, and a purpose: refresh the
brain and body, then return. Done this way, breaks genuinely improve concentration
— a brief, deliberate step away from a task lets a child come back with more
attention than if they’d fried to grind straight through.

One rule that matters more than the rest: the break should not be high-stimulation.
A screen, a game, a sugary treat — those flood the brain and make the next focus
session feel flat and unbearable by comparison. That’s the front-load principle again.
The best breaks are movement, calm, or a change of scene — not a hit.

A menu to choose from (pick one to start; add variety later):

® Move — stretching, jumping jacks, a quick dance, a lap around the yard. Movement
is close to the most reliable reset there is; it burns off alert-gear energy and primes
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the brain for focus.

e Breathe or settle — a minute of slow breathing, a few easy yoga poses, a short
calming exercise.

e Step outside — even a few minutes of outdoor light and air does real good for a
tired mind.

* Make something small — a quick sketch, a few blocks, something with the hands.

® A healthy snack — something nourishing and low-sugar, not a treat that spikes and
crashes.

® A change of scene — move to a different room, reset the space, come back.

Keep the high-stimulation stuff — the games, the videos — well away from the study
block. Those are for much later, after the work is done.

A FREE TOOL FOR CALM BREAKS.

we’ve recorded Yoga Nidra sessions suited to different ages — a guided, deeply
restful reset that’s ideal for a longer break. Get them free here: Yoga Nidra Brain
Breaks. For a lighter, sillier reset, there’s also a free set of Laughter Yoga Brain
Breaks.

For now, help your child pick just one break activity they like. You can expand the
menu once the rhythm is established.
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CHAPTER 11

The Focus Hero — A Ritual for
Entering the State on
Command

N ow for the part your child will love, and the part that’s far more powerful than
it looks.

Wwe’re going to help your child create a Focus Hero — an alter ego, a version of
themselves who is calm, capable, and completely focused. Then we’ll use a small ritual
to become them at the start of each session. This isn’t just play. It’s one of the oldest
performance tools there is, and it does something specific: it gives your child a
deliberate way to enter the focused state on command.

Why it works. A struggling child is often carrying a story — “I'm bad at this,” “I can’t
focus,” “I'm the kid who never finishes.” You cannot argue a child out of that story;
push on it directly and it digs in. But you can invite them to step into someone new for
a while. When a child acts as their hero — someone who they’ve decided is focused
and brave — they get to try on those traits without the weight of their old story. And
here’s the quiet trick: the persona’s powers should be exactly the traits your child
believes they lack. A child who thinks they can’t concentrate builds a hero whose
superpower is concentration. They’re not pretending to be someone else. They’re

rehearsing becoming more themselves.

Plenty of the greats have used this on purpose. Beyoncé performed as “Sasha Fierce”
to shed her stage fright. Kobe Bryant became “the Black Mamba” to summon a
relentless focus on the court. David Bowie built “Ziggy Stardust” to unlock a boldness
his everyday self didn’t reach for. If your child admires someone like that, it’s a great
conversation: even the most talented people use a persona to call up their best.
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Build the hero together. Work through the builder as a team — and let their
imagination run; the more it’s theirs, the harder it works. Give the hero a one-line code
they can say to themselves: ”Nova never quits on the first try.” And let your child draw

them.

TIP.
Print the Focus Hero builder — and every worksheet in this book — free from the
Parent Toolkit, so your child can redesign their hero any fime.
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WORKSHEET - CHAPTER 11 @

Build Your Focus Hero

Design the hero you turn intfo when it’s time to focus. Make their
greatest power the very thing you want to get better at.

NAME AGE DATE
Name Appearance
Something that sounds powerful and smart. Costume, colors, symbols?

% Super-power of focus

The one power your hero has that you want fo grow. A hero who thinks they “can’t focus” has focus as their
greatest strength.

Gadgets Origin story

Any tools that help them focus? Born with it — or did they frain to earn it?

Their weakness Their code

Every hero has one. How do they beat theirs? One line your hero lives by. “Nova never quits on

the first try.”

The transformation

What do you do to become your hero — a word, a pose, an object you put on?

Draw your Focus Hero here

Focus Foundations - 42



. . .
S —— Focus Foundations - Learning Success

Focus Foundations - 43



The transformation ritual. Decide together on a small cue that turns your child into
the hero — a word, a pose, a gesture, putting on a specific bracelet or hat. This cue
matters. Used at the start of the same activity again and again, it becomes a trigger
the brain learns to read as we are entering focus now. Paired with the thirty-second
eye set from the Eyes chapter, it’'s a complete on-switch: strike the pose, become the
hero, steady the eyes, begin.

A note for you, the parent — you have a role too. Your job changes when the hero
appears. You’re not the Homework Enforcer anymore. You’re the Handler — every
hero has one, the steady voice in their ear. And there’s a powerful move you can make
with this framing: give the struggle a villain. The confusion is “the Fog.” The urge to
quit is “the Quit Whisper.” Suddenly homework isn’t you versus your child — it’s the two
of you against the villain. That one shift takes the fight out from between you and
puts it where it belongs.

One caution: never turn the persona into a weapon. “Nova wouldn’t whine like that”
uses the hero to shame, and it poisons the whole thing. The hero is a source of
strength your child steps into, never a stick you hit them with.

WHERE THIS GOES NEXT.

If the Focus Hero clicks for your child, there’s a full parent-and-child program built
entirely on it — Operation Secret Identity — with a version for younger children (Hero
Mode) and one for tweens (Alter Ego), eight weeks of missions, villains, and comeback
rituals. It lives inside Learning Success All Access. This chapter is a real taste of it; the
full course is where it becomes a way of life.
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CHAPTER 12

The Right-Sized Challenge
(The Zone of Proximal
Development)

here’s a sweet spot in learning where a task is a little hard for your child but

not overwhelming — challenging enough to engage them, easy enough that

they don’t tip into frustration. Teachers call it the Zone of Proximal
Development. You can just call it the right-sized challenge, and learning to find it is
one of the most useful things you’ll do.

You’ve already met this idea from two other directions. It’s where the focused state is
easiest to hold — too easy and boredom flips the switch, too hard and the safety gear
slams on. And it’s where the brain grows most, because real growth comes from effort
that stretches without snapping. Get the size right and everything else gets easier.

How to find it and hold it:

e Watch how they work. Can they do it easily alone? It’s too easy — nudge the
challenge up. Are they stuck and rattled? Too hard — break it into smaller steps or
lend a hand.

® Give just enough help — then less. Offer the smallest hint that keeps them
moving: a question, an example, a nudge. Not the answer. You want the win to be
theirs, because a win the child earns is the one that builds their belief that they can.
(Researchers who study confidence call these mastery experiences — the single
most powerful source of a real sense of “I can.” Manufacture them on purpose,
sized so the child does the work.)

e Step back as they grow. As a task gets easier for them, hand over more of it. The
goal is always to be needed a little less than yesterday.
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Right-sized, earned, and just hard enough. That’s the target for every task in the plan.

Focus Foundations - 46



CHAPTER 13

Planning the Focus Schedule

N ow we put it together into an actual schedule. It’s simpler than it sounds.

You already know, roughly, how long your child can focus on a given task —
you tracked it. Take that number and pick something just under it. If they can hold six
minutes, plan for four. We want the first sessions to feel easy — easy enough that the
brain never sounds the alarm. Success first; length later.

Then pick a break length. If focus has been a real struggle, you can match the break
to the focus time at first, or make it a little shorter.

Now set the rhythm. A round is two short focus sessions, each followed by a
structured break, then one more focus session followed by a longer break. For
example: focus five, break three, focus five, break three, focus five, then a longer
break of fifteen. That’s one round.

Start with a single round. You can add more as your child’s stamina grows — and it will
grow, in the small steps we’ll talk about at the end of each session. Fill in just the first
line of the chart for now: that’s the goal for your first session.
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WORKSHEET - CHAPTER 13 @

Focus Schedule

Set your numbers, then run the rounds. Start just under what your child
can already do — success first, length later.

Focus activity Brain-break activity

Focus time (min) Break time (min)

DATE FOCUS 1 SHORT BREAK FOCUS 2 SHORT BREAK FOCUS 3 LONG BREAK

Focus Foundations - Learning Success
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CHAPTER 14

In Action — Set, Ready, Go

whole thing becomes a familiar, safe routine your child’s brain learns to trust.

T his is the session itself. Three simple stages, run the same way each time so the

SET — clear the ground.

Before anything begins, remove the things that flip the switch:

Make sure your child isn’t hungry, thirsty, or needing the restroom. A body with an
unmet need can’t focus, full stop.

Clear the environment. Quiet room, tidy space, phones away, whatever it takes to
cut distractions to a minimum. You’re taking the red tassels off the table before
you start.

Make the space comfortable — decent light, a good chair, the right height,
everything they’ll need within reach so they never have to break focus to hunt for a
pencil.

Check the emotional weather. If your child is anxious or wound up, do the physical
activity now — burn off the alert-gear energy before you ask the calm gear to
show up.

Make sure the task itself is clear. A child who isn’t sure what’s being asked is a child
already halfway to overwhelmed.

Set up your own focus task, right alongside them. This is the most important line
in the chapter. You model the behavior, you're present for guidance, and — most of
all — you become the calm your child’s nervous system borrows.

READY — set the lead.

Now we switch the brain on, deliberately, in a sequence:
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1. Transform. Your child does their small ritual to become their Focus Hero — the
word, the pose, the bracelet. The cue that says we’re entering focus now.

2. Steady the eyes. The thirty-second eye set: eyes softly locked on one point, held
steady, gently returned when they drift. This is the eyes leading the mind into the
state.

3. Optional — the eyes-locked step-back. If your child responds well to it, run a
short round of the simplified cover-out drill here: stepping back with a full-body
turn, eyes glued to your raised finger. A small we’re safe, we’re ready signal to
the nervous system before the work begins.

Then set the timer for the planned focus time.
GO — do the work, and celebrate the effort.

Start the timer and begin. When it goes off and the session is done, celebrate — a high
five, a dance, a mark on the chart, whatever you’ve chosen.

And here is the single most important thing about that celebration: aim it at the
effort, not the outcome. “You stayed with it even when it got hard.” “You brought
your eyes back every time they wandered.” Not “you’re so smart,” not “good grade.”
You’re teaching the brain that effort is the thing that feels good and the thing that
leads to success — linking the feeling of trying with the feeling of winning. Your words
here become your child’s inner voice later. Choose them like they matter, because
they do.

Take the structured break. Return when the timer says so. Repeat for the planned
number of sessions.

SET A NEW GOAL — grow in tiny steps.

When you finish, do one last thing. Ask your child whether the focus sessions felt
comfortable, and whether they’d like to aim for a slightly longer one next time. If they
say no, that’s completely fine — hold steady. If they’re game, make the increase tiny.
If they focused five minutes, ask about six. Not ten. The secret is steps so small the
brain never sounds an alarm — and those small steps, stacked over weeks, add up to
focus that would have seemed impossible at the start.

Mark the new goal on your chart, ready for next time.
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CHAPTER 15

Where the Gains Get Locked
In — Sleep

ave you ever taught your child something, felt sure it landed, and found a

week later it had vanished without a trace? This last piece is how you stop that

from happening — and it’s the easiest step in the whole book, because your
child’s body does the work for you.

When your child sleeps, the brain doesn’t shut off. It goes to work — sorting through
the day, strengthening the connections behind what was learned and practiced, and
clearing out the byproducts that build up during a day of thinking. This is when the
day’s focus training actually gets consolidated into something lasting. Skimp on sleep
and you’re pouring water into a bucket with a hole in it: the practice happens, but it
doesn’t hold.

Sleep helps in the other directions too. A tired child is a cranky child, and a cranky
child can’t focus — emotional steadiness and a settled, well-rested brain go together.
And for a child, whose brain is still developing for years yet, good sleep isn’t a luxury.
It’s part of how the whole system is built.

How to protect it:

e Keep a consistent schedule. Same bedtime, same wake time, even on weekends
as much as you can. Consistency sets the body’s internal clock, and a set clock
means better sleep.

¢ Build a wind-down routine. A predictable, calming lead-in — a book, a warm
bath, quiet music — tells the brain it’s time to power down.

® Make the room right for sleep. Cool, dark, quiet. Room-darkening curtains, a fan
or white noise, comfortable bedding.
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e Guard the last hour from screens. This is the highest-leverage rule here. Screen
light in the evening pushes back the body’s sleep signal, and the content winds a
brain up when you need it winding down. Get devices out of the bedroom and off
at least thirty to sixty minutes before bed.

® Move during the day, but not right before bed. Daytime activity earns better
sleep; vigorous activity too close to bedtime can backfire.

e Watch the evening food and drink. No caffeine, nothing heavy late. A light,
healthy snack is fine if they’re hungry.

e Model it. Children copy what they see. If sleep matters in your house, let them
watch it matter to you.

THE PRO TIP: MORNING SUNLIGHT.

Get your child outside into natural morning light within an hour or so of waking.
Morning light resets the body’s internal clock for the day, lifts mood and alertness, and
— by setting the clock correctly — helps the body produce its sleep signal at the right
time that night. It has to be outdoor light; a window blocks part of what makes it work.
Even a cloudy morning outside beats the brightest indoor room. A few minutes is
enough.

That’s the whole system. Set it up, run it daily, protect the sleep — and watch the
improvement arrive, not in one dramatic leap, but in the small, steady steps that
actually last.
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EPILOGUE

The Lesson That Contained
Everything

n the infroduction, I told you this all began on a martial arts floor. Before we close,

let me take you back to one lesson in particular — taught by my own teacher, Sijo’

Da’ Shifu Al Moore. I was so mesmerized by the mastery in it that I have re-taught
it, to the best of my ability, hundreds of times since.

The Shifus — our black belts — had gotten a little full of themselves, bragging that the
beginners could never grasp the advanced concepts they were learning. The
technique in question was Cobra, one of the seven animal systems in Shou’ Shu’.

Normally the Shifus taught while Da’ Shifu observed, offering guidance as he saw fit.
On this day he walked to the front and began to teach himself. After a short warm-up
he dropped into a calm, relaxed demeanor — the rigidness of the drills melting into
fluidity — and began to introduce the first Cobra block.

The Shifus knew better than to so much as glance at each other in doubt. The slightest
show of doubt would earn you a painful hour as Da’ Shifu’s “dummy.” So they stood
at attention, still.

He introduced only a portion of the block — a few important details, spoken softly
and slowly as he demonstrated. Then he had the sixty-some beginners imitate the
motion. He slithered from student to student, encouraging them, telling them to feel
the movement in their bodies, sometimes taking hold of them and moving them
through it. It was a tiny piece of the block, but he would repeat the process until they
had the whole thing at a rudimentary level. It was quiet, relaxed learning; the
students were so absorbed that no one spoke. They just felt, and focused.

Then, in an instant, his demeanor changed. In a booming voice he ordered them to
line up and perform the motion as fast as they could with a loud kiai. “MOVE!” — and
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they exploded into it.

A few moments later he stopped, sauntered back to the front, and began to paint a
picture. They were leaving a movie theater, he said, buzzing about the action they’d
just seen, when they took a shortcut down a dark alley and ran into a hard case
looking for trouble. (Da’ Shifu was a product of the Great Depression, and it showed
in his stories.) He lined them up in two facing rows to practice on each other while they
pictured the attacker. The good guy was to fix his eyes on a point behind the bad guy
— as if he could look straight through him — head still, eyes stable, waiting for the
attacker to move.

Then he slowed everything down and walked them through the motion again, this
time embodying the cobra himself, having them picture themselves as the snake,
describing its nature as he seemed to take on its very form. Then back to the front,
and the next motion, and the whole process again. Bit by bit, over an hour, they built
the entire Cobra.

At the end, not one Shifu said a word as they watched the beginners perform the full
Cobra technique — artfully.

So what had he done?

I’'ve told you that story for years, and for years I only half-understood it. I know now
what I was watching.

Da’ Shifu broke an impossibly hard technique into pieces so small that beginners
could win at each one — that was the right-sized challenge, the Zone of Proximal
Development, mastery experiences built by hand. He praised their effort and nothing
else, and their self-consciousness melted — that was everything Chapter 6 and
Chapter 14 are about. He cycled them from concentration to exertion to stillness and
back — structured breaks, run at a grandmaster’s level. He had them become the
cobra — the Focus Hero, the alter ego, decades before I had a name for it. He
painted them a vivid picture of why — the “Why” that opens this book. And he had
them stabilize their eyes and look through their opponent, holding a steady gaze
while everything moved around them — the eyes leading the mind into Mushim, the
very thing that became the cover out, the very thing this whole book turns on.

He knew none of the science. He didn’t need it. He could simply do it, and that was
enough for him. It was never enough for me — I had to know why. Every year, some
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new finding surfaces and quietly explains another one of his secrets. This book is a
piece of that lifelong debt, paid forward to you and your child.

The eyes lead. Steady them, quiet the mind, keep the table safe, and let your child
discover the focus they had in them all along.

Shun Shifu Phil Weaver
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Voices from the Kwoon

A few words from families of the Shou’ Shu’ school where these ideas were first
discovered — and from the Sheng Chi Foundation, the nonprofit we started to bring
this training to at-risk, special-needs, and underprivileged children. Different
program, same principles — the ones this book is built on.

“My daughter was extremely shy when she started — to the point of hiding
behind me when new people were introduced to her, and to get her to try new
things was impossible. But the program really brought her out of her shell. It
was amazing to see her overcome her shyness and gain the self-confidence
that she needed.”

— Kung Fu Mom, Nicole Cummings

“It is so amazing to me to watch my son’s personal growth and strength with
every class. I would also like to tell you about the change in a sweet young girl
who rides with us... The Foundation helps underprivileged children, special-
needs children, and high-risk children have a place to belong, grow, gain
confidence, and learn respect.”

— Denise, San Andreas



About the Sheng Chi Foundation

verything in this book grew out of a martial arts school. Some years into

teaching, Liz and I started a nonprofit — the Sheng Chi Foundation — to put

this same training in front of the children who stood to gain the most from it
and could least afford it: at-risk kids, kids with special needs, kids whose families were
just trying to get by.

We have watched it change lives. Children who became the first in their family to
finish high school. Kids who were drifting foward trouble and turned around. And
quieter victories — like the one Denise mentions above.

That “sweet young girl who rides with us” is a child we’ll call Rachel. Rachel came to us
from a frightening, unsafe background — painfully shy, with a badly beaten-down
sense of who she was. We watched her blossom. She grew real, durable confidence,
and the turning point was exactly the one this whole book is about: it changed the
day she found out she could excel at something. Her family later moved away; we
hope that confidence rides with her for life.

It is no accident that the same principles run through both the training and this book.
Shou’ Shu'’ is full of cross-lateral movement — the body crossing its own midline, the
way it does in a cover out — the kind of movement long used in educational therapy.
It builds body awareness and proprioception, the very systems we spent a chapter
on. And it rewards effort with visible skill, so a child who has never been good at
anything discovers, sometimes for the first time, that they can be. For a struggling
child, that discovery is everything.

If you'd like to learn about the Foundation — or help another child find that same
discovery — you can find us at shengchifoundation.org.
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CLOSING

Where to Go From Here

e Share this book. It’s free, and it’'s meant to be passed along. Send people to the
original link so they always get the newest edition: learningsuccess.ai/resource-
focus-foundations. Prefer a physical copy? The print edition is on Amazon.

* Get the free Parent Toolkit. Printable, reprintable copies of every worksheet in this
book — plus short review lessons and more, added over time. Join free at
learningsuccess.ai/course/focus-foundations-toolkit.

® Find out exactly what’s stealing your child’s focus. The free dyslexia screener
and dyscalculia screener — along with the other free tools at
learningsuccess.ai/free-resources — help you map the hidden skills we talked
about and turn the result intfo a plan. Remember: a starting point, not a diagnosis
— and if your child may need formal accommodations or you suspect a vision,
hearing, or medical cause, pursue a professional evaluation too.

® Go deeper. When you’re ready for the full system — targeted work on the hidden
skills, Operation Secret Identity, and the whole library — it all lives inside Learning
Success All Access.

¢ A little more free help. Two companion resources parents love: the free Growth
Mindset program, and the documentary The Overly Emotional Child.

e Curious about the art itself? Everything in this book grew out of Shou’ Shu’, the
martial art you’ve been reading about. We teach it online to adults at shoushu.com
— the same training, for the grown-up who wants it for themselves.
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“I don’t know what you are doing but please keep doing it. He’s a completely
different kid. Loves school now and his grades are showing it. He’s proud of the
new him. He’s happy. And he even cleaned his room. I don’t understand what

you did but thank you.”

— AVery Happy Mom
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The Science Behind This Book

note on the sources. The ideas in this book rest on published research, and I've

tried to represent it honestly — including where the evidence is strong and

where it is still emerging, which I’ve noted in the text where it matters. If you'd
like to read further, here are the main sources, grouped by the part of the book they
support.

Focus, attention, and the trainable brain

e Shaywitz, B. A, et al. (2004). Development of left occipitotemporal systems for
skilled reading in children after a phonologically-based intervention. Biological
Psychiatry, 55(9), 926-933.

e Temple, E., et al. (2003). Neural deficits in children with dyslexia ameliorated by
behavioral remediation: Evidence from functional MRI. PNAS, 100(5), 2860-2865.

e Han, J., Waddington, G., Adams, R., Anson, J., & Liu, Y. (2016). Assessing
proprioception: A critical review of methods. Journal of Sport and Health Science,
5(1), 80-90.

e Aman, J. E,, Elangovan, N,, Yeh, I.-L., & Konczak, J. (2015). The effectiveness of
proprioceptive training for improving motor function: A systematic review.
Frontiers in Human Neuroscience, 8, Article 1075.

e Li,Q., Wang, Q., Xin, Z., & Gu, H. (2022). The impact of gross motor skills on the
development of emotion understanding in children aged 3-6 years: The mediating
role of executive functions. International Journal of Environmental Research and
Public Health, 19(22), Article 14807.

e Virlet, L., Sparrow, L., Barela, J., Berquin, P., & Bonnet, C. (2024). Proprioceptive
intervention improves reading performance in developmental dyslexia: An eye-
tracking study. Research in Developmental Disabilities, 153, Article 104813.
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Motivation, reward, and the dopamine system

e Schultz, W. (2016). Dopamine reward prediction error coding. Dialogues in Clinical
Neuroscience, 18(1), 23-32.

e Salamone, J. D., & Correq, M. (2012). The mysterious motivational functions of
mesolimbic dopamine. Neuron, 76(3), 470-485.

e Berridge, K. C., & Robinson, T. E. (2016). Liking, wanting, and the incentive-
sensitization theory of addiction. American Psychologist, 71(8), 670-679.

e Deci, E. L., Koestner, R., & Ryan, R. M. (1999). A meta-analytic review of
experiments examining the effects of extrinsic rewards on intrinsic motivation.
Psychological Bulletin, 125(6), 627-668.

e Cameron, J., & Pierce, W. D. (1994). Reinforcement, reward, and intrinsic
motivation: A meta-analysis. Review of Educational Research, 64(3), 363-423.

e Eisenberger, R., & Cameron, J. (1996). Detrimental effects of reward: Reality or
myth? American Psychologist, 51(11), 1153-1166.

e Ryan, R. M., & Deci, E. L. (2000). Self-determination theory and the facilitation of

intrinsic motivation, social development, and well-being. American Psychologist,
55(1), 68-78.

e Sailer, M., & Homner, L. (2020). The gamification of learning: A meta-analysis.
Educational Psychology Review, 32(1), 77-112.

Praise, mindset, and expectations

e Mueller, C. M, & Dweck, C. S. (1998). Praise for intelligence can undermine children’s
motivation and performance. Journal of Personality and Social Psychology, 75(1),
33-52.

e Rosenthal, R., & Jacobson, L. (1968). Pygmalion in the Classroom: Teacher
Expectation and Pupils’ Intellectual Development. Holt, Rinehart & Winston.

e Jussim, L., & Harber, K. D. (2005). Teacher expectations and self-fulfilling
prophecies: Knowns and unknowns, resolved and unresolved controversies.
Personality and Social Psychology Review, 9(2), 131-155.

How learning actually sticks
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Roediger, H. L., III, & Karpicke, J. D. (2006). Test-enhanced learning: Taking
memory tests improves long-term retention. Psychological Science, 173), 249-255.

Cepeda, N. J., Pashler, H., Vul, E., Wixted, J. T., & Rohrer, D. (2006). Distributed
practice in verbal recall tasks: A review and quantitative synthesis. Psychological
Bulletin, 132(3), 354-380.

VanLehn, K. (2011). The relative effectiveness of human tutoring, intelligent tutoring
systems, and other tutoring systems. Educational Psychologist, 46(4), 197-221.

Simons, D. J., et al. (2016). Do “brain-training” programs work? Psychological
Science in the Public Interest, 17(3), 103-186.

Melby-Lervdg, M., Redick, T. S., & Hulme, C. (2016). Working memory training does
not improve performance on measures of intelligence or other measures of “far
transfer.” Perspectives on Psychological Science, 11(5), 512-534.

Pashler, H., McDaniel, M., Rohrer, D., & Bjork, R. (2008). Learning styles: Concepts
and evidence. Psychological Science in the Public Interest, 9(3), 105-119.

The eyes, calm, and the cover out

Landin-Romero, R., Moreno-Alcdazar, A., Pagani, M., & Amann, B. L. (2018). How
does eye movement desensitization and reprocessing therapy work? A systematic
review on suggested mechanisms of action. Frontiers in Psychology, 9, Article 1395.

de Voogd, L. D., et al. (2018). Eye-movement intervention enhances fear extinction
via amygdala deactivation. Journal of Neuroscience, 38(40), 8694-8706.

Macé, E., et al. (2018). Whole-brain functional ultrasound imaging reveals brain
modules for visuomotor integration. Neuron, 100(5), 1241-1251.

Price, C. J., & Hooven, C. (2018). Interoceptive awareness skills for emotion
regulation: Theory and approach of Mindful Awareness in Body-Oriented Therapy
(MABT). Frontiers in Psychology, 9, Article 798.

Stress, cold exposure, and self-control

Crum, A. J., Salovey, P., & Achor, S. (2013). Rethinking stress: The role of mindsets in
determining the stress response. Journal of Personality and Social Psychology,
104(4), 716-733.
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® Yeager, D. S., et al. (2022). A synergistic mindsets intervention protects adolescents

from stress. Nature, 607/7919), 512-520.

Sramek, P., Simec¢kova, M., Jansky, L., Savlikova, J., & Vybiral, S. (2000). Human
physiological responses to immersion into water of different temperatures.
European Journal of Applied Physiology, 81(5), 436-442.

Watts, T. W., Duncan, G. J., & Quan, H. (2018). Revisiting the marshmallow test: A
conceptual replication investigating links between early delay of gratification and
later outcomes. Psychological Science, 29(7), 1159-1177.

Breaks and sleep

Ariga, A., & Lleras, A. (2011). Brief and rare mental “breaks” keep you focused:
Deactivation and reactivation of task goals preempt vigilance decrements.
Cognition, 118(3), 439-443.

Masini, A., et al. (2020). Evaluation of school-based interventions of active breaks
in primary schools: A systematic review and meta-analysis. Journal of Science and
Medicine in Sport, 23(4), 377-384.

Diekelmann, S., & Born, J. (2010). The memory function of sleep. Nature Reviews
Neuroscience, 11(2), 114-126.

Chang, A.-M., Aeschbach, D., Duffy, J. F., & Czeisler, C. A. (2015). Evening use of
light-emitting eReaders negatively affects sleep, circadian timing, and next-
morning alertness. PNAS, 1124), 1232-1237.

Crowley, S. J., et al. (2015). Increased sensitivity of the circadian system to light in
early/mid-puberty. Journal of Clinical Endocrinology & Metabolism, 100(11), 4067-
4073.
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QUICK REFERENCE

The System at a Glance

one of this works by forcing focus. All of it works by setting up the conditions
where the focused state can hold — steadying the eyes, quieting the thieves,

Z

and keeping the table safe. Here is the whole practice on one page.

1:.SET UP

Find your child’'s baseline, design their brain-breaks, meet their Focus Hero,
and plan the schedule. Start every number just under what they can already
do — success first, length later.

2 - RUN IT — SET, READY, GO

Set the goal. Ready the space and the eyes. Go. When the round ends on a
win, take the break, then set a slightly bigger goal next time.

3+ PROTECT THE NIGHT

Guard sleep. That’s where the day’s gains get locked in — skip it and the
practice can’t stick.

The two things you're really doing

® Leading with the eyes. Where the eyes settle, the mind follows. A steady, soft gaze
is the fastest way into the focused state.

® Quieting the thieves. Restless senses and quiet anxiety are what knock a child out
of focus. Calm those, and the focus your child already has can finally hold.

Focus Foundations - 64



QUICK REFERENCE

When Focus Slips

answer for each. When something isn’t working, start here.

E very practice hits snags. Here are the ones parents run into most, with the short

“MY CHILD WON’T EVEN START.”

Shrink the goal until it’s smaller than what they can already do. A round
they’re sure to win beats an ambitious one they dread. Build the length back
up later.

“THEY MELT DOWN PARTWAY THROUGH.”

You've found the edge of what they can hold right now — that’s useful
information, not failure. End on the last good moment and make the next
round shorter.

“THEIR EYES KEEP DRIFTING OFF.”

Reset the gaze instead of lecturing. Quietly name the target and let them
settle a soft gaze back on it. The mind follows the eyes home.

“THEY CAN FOCUS ON GAMES FOR HOURS — JUST NOT HOMEWORK.”

The ability isn’t missing; the pull is. Borrow what games do well: a clear goal,
a right-sized challenge, and quick feedback that a win just happened.
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“WE KEEP SKIPPING DAYS.”

Attach the practice to something that already happens every day, and keep it
short. Small and consistent beats long and occasional every time.

“IT’S JUST NOT WORKING.”

Check the thieves before the method. Tired, hungry, anxious, or
overstimulated will undo any practice. Steady those first, then run the round.



FOCUS FOUNDATIONS @
Notes =

A place to track the wins your child can't see yet — what worked, what
flipped the switch, and the small steps that added up.

Focus Foundations - Learning Success
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FOCUS FOUNDATIONS @

Notes

Room for more — jot the small steps, the good tangents, and what
you want fo fry next.
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Notes

Keep going — every note here is a marker of how far your child has
come.
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