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BACKGROUND

We are seeing a dramatic rise in the number of children bringing in fidget tools. Some children are
using multiple tools and have collections in school. Observations suggest a lot of unnecessary fidget
tool use by children who either may not need them at all or who are overly dependent on them.
These observations also suggest that in many cases the fidget tools are a distraction from learning
rather than a positive aid. Some children seem to be collecting fidget tools as toys or novelty items,
rather than tools. In some classes, this seems to have become a competition. Some other children
are reporting being distracted by other children’s fidget tools.

Given that all classes at Parkdale incorporate regular movement and focus breaks into their daily
routines, we would assume that fidget tools should be less necessary, not more. Nonetheless, we

recognise the research that suggests possible benefits for some children with sensory needs.

The guidance below comes from the National Autism Resources and the research of the American
Neurodiverse Teacher.

USING FIDGETS TO SUPPORT ATTENTION
AND ON TASK BEHAVIOUR

Studies have shown that using fidgets and stress balls can increase focus and
attention and also work as a stress management tool. However, despite this teachers
have introduced or permitted fidgets with mixed results.

When it comes to increasing attention and on task behaviour not all fidgets are
created equal. For example, a systematic review of fidget spinners found that, “fidget
spinners and other toys negatively influence young children with ADHD's attentional
functioning.”



This makes sense since part of the attraction of fidget spinners is watching it spin and
waiting as it slows down so that you can spin it again. Fidgets that demand visual
attention or those with a game component that requires matching, unlocking, or
solving something are poor choices for boosting on task behaviour.

HOW CAN FIDGETS HELP EDUCATORS?

For a fidget to become a tool instead of a toy we need to understand how they work
and which students they help. Studies that have looked at a variety of movement
interventions have found that providing exercise and movement opportunities
positively impact learning and behaviour.

Movement as small as squeezing a ball to robust physical exercise can increase on
task behaviour and attention. Movement as an intervention can work with many
students but works especially well with those who have significant attention and on
task behaviour challenges.

Although frequent movement breaks are helpful, it is not always possible for teachers
to fit them into the school day. In these situations a fidget becomes a good
intervention tool. At Parkdale, we think uniquely, movement breaks are built in at least
every 20 minutes.

FIDGETS THAT HELP FOCUS AND
ATTENTION IN THE CLASSROOM

There is no official definition of a "fidget toy.” We prefer the term fidget tool; they serve a
particular purpose. Generally speaking a fidget tool is a small item you can manipulate
with your hands. Good classroom fidgets are quiet, discreet, have an interesting
texture, and allow for lots of finger and hand movement.

It's important to note that fidgeting can take many forms- it doesn’t have to be a
specific fidget tool. An effective fidget can be anything that provides discreet
movement opportunities for your student without distracting those around them. Other
examples of positive classroom fidgeting include:

Allowing a student to stand at their desk and work.

Using alternative seating that allows for movement such as a therapy ball or wiggle seat.
Using a kick band on a student’s chair.

Sticking a strip of Velcro on the desk for a student to touch or manipulate.



https://nationalautismresources.com/focus-helpers/active-seating/
https://nationalautismresources.com/bouncy-bands-for-chairs/

TIPS TO INTRODUCE FIDGETS
SUCCESSFULLY INTO THE CLASSROOM

Introducing a fidget properly can help the intervention strategy. For many students
fidgets are tools and tools are meant to be played with. Make sure that your students
understand that in the classroom fidgets are tools to help learning. They provide a
movement break for your body so that you can learn.

One way to introduce fidgets to the classroom is through a discussion on strengths
and weaknesses.For example: “Some of you are good at maths, PE, or art. But for some
of you maths, art, or PE is hard. For some of you paying attention is hard and a fidget
can help. Not all of you will need a fidget, and some of you will only need a fidget once
in a while. Make sure that you use a fidget only when you really need help learning.”

Create some simple fidget rules for students to follow. One way to do this is through a
simple social story. We've created a free Fidget Rules comic(attached) for students.
Some samples of fidget rules are:

e |use fidgets to help me pay attention so that | can learn.
e | keep fidgets on my desk or in my hands.
e | don't show other students my fidget because | want them to learn.

e | always put away my fidget when | am done.
Some things to note as teachers introduce fidgets to students:

« New and novel items are exciting and can be a distraction. Wait until the
novelty has worn off then use the fidget as a focus tool. You may want to start
introducing it after the completion of an activity or during free time.

« For students who tend to mouth things make sure the fidget is sturdy and does
not have pieces that can easily break off.

« Keep in mind individual student preferences. Different features or textures may
appeal to different students.

« Give the strategy some time to work before you deem it ineffective.



GOING FORWARD

We ask that parents/carers give careful consideration to their child’'s actual need for
a fidget tool.

We ask that parents/carers email the Senco formally requesting that their child be
permitted a fidget tool (a.taylor@parkdale.notts.sch.uk). Please include details of

the condition or circumstances that necessitate the use of the tool and the type of
tool needed.

We have a selection of items in school that we have recently purchased and are
happy to provide these to children who need them. If none of the items we hold in
school meet the needs of the child, we would be happy to accept something from
home after discussion with the Senco;

We ask that children are mindful of the attached rules for fidget tool use and
respect that a teacher may ask them to stop using their tool at certain times, for
example if they feel it is proving more of a distraction or is distracting others.


mailto:a.taylor@parkdale.notts.sch.uk
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