
Shevi mumbles as she sweeps the fl oor and washes down the counter 
from brownie crumbs. “And I know exactly where he was standing 
when he changed into pajamas.” She dumps last night’s clothes and 
smelly socks into the hamper and picks up some scattered papers 
and pens from the fl oor. “I’ve asked him so many times to clean up 
after himself. Why can’t he just get it?!”

“Elaka d’Meir, aneini!” Chaim cries, as he stu� s some coins into 
the pushkah — his daily minhag, a segulah to fi nd his bus pass yet 
again. “It’s not in the drawer!”

“Check the pockets of the pants you wore yesterday. The bus is 
coming!” shouts his mother, Malka. Chaim scrambles under the bed 
to reach for yesterday’s dirty pants — no bus pass. He better leave on 
time today.… “Forget it — here’s some money, go fast!” 

“Thanks Mommy!” Just as Chaim dashes out the door, he catch-
es a glimpse of his bus pass on the bookcase. “Found it, bye!” Slam. 
He knows he has to put it in the kitchen drawer as soon as he comes 
home — why can’t he follow simple directions?

“How on earth did this happen?” Bracha notices a corner of the 
tablecloth missing as she clears the table. She picks up a dish towel 
to continue cleaning and sees it’s half the size it used to be. “Tami, 
where are you? Tami! Tami!” Bracha’s worst fears are confi rmed as 
she spots six-year-old Tami heading for the couch with a pair of poul-
try shears. “STOP!” Bracha screams as she grabs the shears out of 
Tami’s hand. I’ve already hidden the hand soap, dish soap, shampoo, 
markers, and kitchen knives. What is this hyperactive child going to come 
up with next? Is there any way to keep my home looking respectable?!

“I know just what 
Shmuli ate last night 
when he came home 

from yeshivah and 
exactly where he ate it!”
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are families with aDhD chilDren DoomeD to live in chaotic 

homes full of misplaceD important items, spenDing most 

of their time just on Damage control? most Definitely 

not. with the right tools, a positive attituDe, anD lots of 

patience, your chilD — anD your home — can shine
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their ADHD child to comply with the orga-
nizational requests made of them.

FIRST STEPS
Before attempting to teach your child 

skills, start by training your child to notice 
details in general. Rachel recommends tak-
ing walks outside and asking your child to 
list the things he notices: ants crawling in 
a line across the sidewalk, a leaf falling 
from a tree, etc. Walk him around a room 
in the house and, without requesting that 
he clean up, nonchalantly ask him to sim-
ply notice which details need to be tended 
to: the dishes, the crumbs on the floor, the 
food waiting to be returned to the fridge.

“A child who masters the concept of 
sequence will be better able to organize 
and prioritize tasks down the road,” write 
Donna Goldberg and Sandra Rief in ADDi-
tude magazine. Teach your child to recog-
nize sequences and routines: First we eat 
dinner, then we clear the table, next you 
take a bath, and then you go to sleep. Stick 
to the same sequences and reinforce this 
concept whenever the opportunity arises. 
When preparing a cup of tea, announce 
out loud, “First we boil the water, next we 
dip in the tea bag, then we stir in the sug-
ar, and we finish by wiping the counter.” 

BREAK DOWN EACH TASK 
ADHD children have a tendency to get 

easily overwhelmed, especially when asked 
to execute a task that is difficult for them. 
Shifra recommends teaching a task step-by-
step, being extremely specific, and offering 
continuous positive feedback. 

For example, your child is in the midst 
of building a parking lot and zoo using all 
the blocks, cars, and Playmobil pieces. It’s 
close to dinner, and you want the mess 
cleaned up. 

Step 1: Give a ten-minute warning. “In 
ten minutes I’m going to ask you to start 
putting the animals away.”  

Step 2: After ten minutes have passed, 
tell him: “Please put the animals back into 
the container.” Sit there and gently encour-
age him as he accomplishes this step. Then 
praise: “Great job!”  

Step 3: “Now please put all the cars back 
into the box.” Encourage: “Wow, you’re 
halfway done!” 

Step 4: “Now please take all the red blocks 
and toss them into the container.” Contin-
ue through each specific step with positive 
reinforcement until the mess is cleaned 
up. It is important to keep in mind that 
if you’re not around to keep him focused, 
your child will probably not complete the 
task successfully. 

To take the task breakdown one step 
further, Rachel recommends creating a 
sign as an instruction manual of sorts. If 
you would like to train a child to clean her 
bedroom, prepare her knapsack, or com-
plete any other organizational task with-
out being a nag (“Pick up your socks, throw 
away those papers, hang up that towel ...”), 
try this idea: Make a short list (with pic-
tures if necessary) containing the three 

“ By teac h i ng 
the m how to 
break down 
the ta sk of 
clea n i ng the i r 
room . . . you a re 
really teac h i ng 
the m to take 
cont rol of the i r 
l ive s”
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INSIDE THE MIND OF AN ADHD CHILD
Children with ADHD have a decrease in 

concentration of neurotransmitters in the 
frontal lobe of the brain. This deficit can 
cause moderate to extreme levels of inatten-
tion, hyperactivity, and impulsivity. If your 
child has difficulty sustaining attention and 
effort, doesn’t pay attention to details, seems 
like he doesn’t listen, has difficulty following 
instructions, is disorganized, restless, and 
easily distracted, he probably has ADHD.

Dr. William Dodson, a psychiatrist spe-
cializing in ADHD, has his own diagnos-
tic label for these children. He claims that 
ADHD children have an “interest based” ner-
vous system. They are able to hyper-focus 
and engage in a task only when it interests 
them. (Hence the difficulty in organization 
and cleaning!)

Shifra, an expert parenting advisor, clarifies 
the ADHD child’s perspective. It’s not that 
these children are disobeying their parents 
on purpose, she explains, they simply don’t 
have a level of concentration high enough 
to focus on directions. For example, if you 
make a simple request such as, “Please put 
the shirt in the laundry,” and on the way to 
the hamper your child passes an interesting 
toy — he’ll play with it. Not to spite you, he 
just loses focus. 

In addition, requests parents make of their 
ADHD children are usually too broad. For 
example, what does Mommy mean when she 
asks her daughter to “clean up the kitchen”? 
Order does not come naturally to an ADHD 
child, and they don’t understand what you 
want from them.

These kids also don’t pick up on nuanc-
es. They don’t realize that a “clean room” 
includes a made bed, a neat desk, and a 
floor free of toys and clothes. They might 
even report back that they’ve cleaned their 
room when they only returned two shirts 
to the closet. 

These children are “living in the moment,” 
Shifra explains. If an ADHD child wants 
some cake and hot cocoa, he is only focused 
on preparing his snack, not on the cocoa 
powder he knocked down or the sugar that 
spilled during his preparations.

“ADHD children learn differently than 
regular children and differently from each 
other,” says certified ADHD life coach Rachel 
Brody. “You have to find the key that opens 
up the lock in each child. It takes a lot of trial 
and error and tons of patience.” An ADHD 
child needs to hear instructions repeated 
multiple times before it registers and makes 
an impact. Success happens over time; there 
are no immediate results.

Dr. Ross W. Greene, author of The Explo-
sive Child: A New Approach for Understand-
ing and Parenting Easily Frustrated, Chron-
ically Inflexible Children (Quill Press) sheds 
light on another important aspect of the 
ADHD mind. “Children with ADHD have 
much trouble making transitions from the 
rules and expectations of one activity to 
the rules and expectations of another.” This 
explains why a child hyper-focused on a 
game is unable to shift gears upon request 
and obediently begin to clean up his mess.

REASONABLE EXPECTATIONS
Is it reasonable to expect ADHD children 

to contribute to the order and smooth opera-
tion of a home? Is it worth putting effort into 
training them? These kids already struggle 
with middos improvement and schoolwork 
— why pressure them even more?

Rachel Brody feels it is extremely impor-
tant for ADHD children to work on organi-
zational skills. “It’s a key to their success in 
life,” she claims. “It’s an important part of 
educating them on how to be responsible. 
By teaching them how to break down the 
task of cleaning their room, or following a 
checklist to prepare for bed, you are really 
teaching them to take control of their lives.”

Shifra agrees. “It’s important for a child’s 
own growth to work on responsibility and 
organization within the home. However, if 
Mom’s only intention is to help herself man-
age better around the house, hire extra help.” 

Both chinuch and life coach ADHD experts 
believe that a child can be taught the appro-
priate and necessary actions needed to keep 
a home running smoothly. With the proper 
tools and a dedication to consistency, a par-
ent can reasonably and realistically expect 

“ By teac h i ng 
the m how to 
break down 
the ta sk of 
clea n i ng the i r 
room . . . you a re 
really teac h i ng 
the m to take 
cont rol of the i r 
l ive s”

26  familyfirst

ADHD kids_370.indd   26 05/12/2013   16:18:45

http://www.mishpacha.com/Subscribe


clothes from the floor. It’s easier than get-
ting uptight about it.”

MAGICAL FIVE MINUTES
Another successful method adopted by 

Rachel is to get your entire family involved 
as a team. Pick a time every evening when 
the whole family works together to straight-
en up. One member manages the stopwatch, 
while pointing out the details of the room 
that need to be tended to by the rest of the 
family. The family spends one minute on 
the stopwatch cleaning up the living room. 
Then another minute cleaning up the kitch-
en — one member sweeps, one clears the 
table, two tend to the dishes, etc. After one 
minute passes, on to the next room. The 
family works as a team, moving from room 
to room until five minutes are up. 

“Although it’s amazing how much a team 
effort can accomplish in only five min-
utes, it’s important for parents to be will-
ing to let go of perfection. When the five 
minutes are up, the children are thanked, 
and the parents don’t push to accomplish 
a bit more,” says Rachel. Once the family 
has been taught how to clean each room 
repeatedly for months, you can eventual-
ly broaden this concept to assigning each 
child her own room to work on cleaning 
for 10 to 15 minutes with the aid of a timer.

Perhaps the most important ingredient 
for success is consistency. ADHD children 
in particular need strong routines. As Mal-
ka notes, “Interestingly enough, my son 
Chaim appreciates organization — it just 
doesn’t come naturally to him. Every day 
he undresses in a different location, and 
loses his belongings along the way. When 
I took upon myself to consistently remind 
him to put his bus pass in the kitchen draw-
er, it eventually became a habit. He loses 
it less often now.”

SETTING THE STAGE FOR SUCCESS
Your house can be ADHD friendly, or 

present multiple obstacles for your organi-
zationally challenged child. Here are some 
ways to make your home more orderly for 
all the members of your family:  

De-clutter
Kind of like the way our bubbies used 

chicken soup for all ills, as a home-manage-
ment teacher and consultant, I believe this 
is the remedy to most home organization 
issues. This topic deserves its own article, 
but can be summed up with a quick calcu-
lation: If you have less stuff lying around, 
there is less to keep track of, smaller mess-
es, and less to put away. Less clothing, few-
er shoes, fewer papers, and fewer toys all 
mean less work! 

Assign accessible homes for belongings
If a child can’t reach the clothes in the 

closets, if his drawer continually gets stuck, 
if he doesn’t have ample space for school-
books and papers — how can we expect 
him to keep his things tidy? All the more 
so if he has ADHD. It’s especially impor-
tant to assign each child a drawer or big 
basket with enough room to contain all of 
his “treasures” (what you may call junk). 
When the basket becomes full, don’t let it 
spill over into the next available corner. 
Teach children to throw away the items 
that are no longer important to them. Keep 
in mind that ADHDers like to keep their 
favorite and important items in full view 
for fear of misplacing them. To keep stuff 
out of sight but not out of mind, try using 
clear plastic containers.

Establish routines
Have routine times when children must 

get tasks done and stick to those times. For 

I f you have le s s st u f f lyi ng a rou nd , 
the re i s le s s to keep t rac k of, s malle r 

me s se s , a nd le s s to put away
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MODELING
Model tasks for your child regularly with-

out any expectations of him helping you. 
Explain what you are doing out loud. Have 
him watch you fold laundry and put it away. 
Speak out how to wash and dry the dishes 
as you’re washing, and explain why you are 
doing what you are doing. When teaching a 
child how to accomplish a task for the very 
fi rst time — cooking, for example — mod-
el it for them correctly, including cleaning 
up as part of the process. Teach them to 
wash the mixing bowl after it has been 
used; don’t dump it into the sink, getting 
the other dishes dirty. Teach them to put 
each ingredient away right after it’s used. 
Your children will habitually include clean-
up as part of the cooking process if you’ve 
repeatedly modeled it for them in this way.

The combination of the above three — break-
ing down a task, creating attention-grabber 

signs, and modeling — are key tools in the 
ADHD learning process. Shevi really want-
ed Shmuli to “just get it!,” so she picked one 
area to teach by breaking down the task (1. 
Put away brownies 2. Wipe down counter 
3. Sweep fl oor), hung up a reminder sign on 
the kitchen cabinet with this breakdown, 
and modeled it for him at various times. 
She was consistent, gently reminding him 
to refer to the sign, and gave him lots of 
positive feedback. In time, Shmuli learned 
to clean up after fi xing himself a snack. 

She was thinking of moving on to laun-
dry next, but Shmuli himself took the next 
step. “One day I had real nachas,” Shevi 
reports. “I went into Shmuli’s room, and 
hung on his bed was his own checklist of 
what he needs to do in the morning to make 
it to minyan on time. I see that it’s worth-
while to focus on one project at a time. In 
the meantime, I’ll continue picking up his 

Tools can be very helpful, but using them can be challenging. Parents are often (always?) 

too emotionally invested in seeing the immediate results of their teachings. When we teach 

a child something, we want them to respond right away. We need our children to look a 

certain way. We need our homes to appear presentable and orderly now. We don’t want 

to be embarrassed. 

“In order for parents to detach themselves from needing immediate positive results, 

parents need to work on themselves — their patience, their dedication to consistency, 

and their own personal issues with this frustrating child. Once a parent is detached from 

needing the immediate result, they will be able to implement the appropriate tools prop-

erly,” advises Rachel Brody.

A parent also needs to work on achieving clarity, beginning with classifying each behav-

ior of their child into one of three categories: 

A. behaviors that are completely unacceptable (e.g., cutting the couch with scissors, col-

oring on walls)

B. negotiable behaviors (e.g., playing with soapy water, using riding toys in the house)

C. acceptable behaviors (e.g., not making a bed, forgetting to put clothes in the hamper)

The same behavior will be in di� erent categories in di� erent homes. There’s no objec-

tive right and wrong when it comes to home management. It’s knowing where you stand 

that’s crucial. “If parents can achieve clarity for themselves and their home, they’ll be able 

to focus on teaching their child the necessary skills with a higher success rate, while still 

maintaining a good relationship,” notes Rachel.

I f you have le s s st u f f lyi ng a rou nd , 
the re i s le s s to keep t rac k of, s malle r 

me s se s , a nd le s s to put away

The 
Proactive 

Parent

to fi ve things necessary to accomplish the 
task. For example, to clean the bedroom: 

1. Make bed. 
2. Place pajamas under pillow. 
3. Put away papers on desk. 
4. Clean up toys from fl oor. 
5. Sweep
Make this sign bright and bold and hang 

it in a prominent place in the bedroom. Cre-
ate a routine, picking a set time each day 
(perhaps before dinner or bedtime), and 
simply remind her to clean her room and 
check the sign to make sure she did every-
thing. Review the room together with your 
child and allow her the pleasure of check-
ing each item o�  the list while explaining 
what she did.
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example, every Rosh Chodesh clean out 
knapsacks and pencil cases, every Erev 
Shabbos  clean up the floor and desk, and 
every night clear off the bed. Put on music 
and make it a positive experience. Be strate-
gic when establishing your routines. If your 
ADHD child is not a morning person, don’t 
choose 8:00 a.m. to implement a bedroom 
cleanup routine. If your child has difficul-
ty being torn away from a game, schedule 
chore time before the game begins.

Make it convenient
Don’t expect your child’s coat to make 

it to the coat closet. Instead mount hooks 
on the wall at your child’s height near the 
front door. Placing a trash can in each room 
will raise the chances that the garbage will 
make it there. Keep a hamper where the 
child is most likely to undress. Put cub-
bies by the front door for the belongings 
each family member needs to make it out 
the door (keys, phone, wallet, water bottle, 
Chaim’s bus pass …). Store toys in baskets 
without covers — each with its own spot 
on the shelf (not stacked), for easy access 
and cleanup. Alternatively, you can store 
each toy in its own drawer.

Simplify it
The simpler the setup in your home, the 

easier it is for your ADHD family mem-
bers to locate what they need or to clean 
up. Assign one big drawer or basket for all 
the paired socks in the house. Do the same 
for clean undershirts or pajamas. Keep one 
large basket near the front door for all the 
shoes in current use. (Try to limit it to 

two pairs per person.) Hang all the school 
uniform shirts in one closet. Your child is 
bound to find something at least close to 
her size that she can wear, and cleanup 
becomes less complicated.

Protect and divert
Hide or remove any items that could aid 

your ADHD child to wreak havoc in your 
home (scissors, paint, knives, stepstools, 
etc.). Keep up with your child’s latest phase. 
If you can’t hide every item, find strategies 
to divert your child’s attention from them. 

Bracha discovered the methods that 
worked for Tami. “Besides trying to teach 
Tami, I have two solutions that I use reg-
ularly as damage control. The first is sto-
ries. I’m constantly coming up with new 
anecdotes to distract her and get her to 
cooperate while I’m getting her dressed 
or she’s eating.

“The second secret is outings. Spend-
ing the afternoon in the park is the best 
solution to her behavior. She runs around 
and lets out all her energy safely outside. 
Some days I even serve a picnic dinner in 
the park so I can put her straight into bed 
when we arrive home.”

Nurture yourself
Don’t suffer unnecessarily. Invest in time 

and relaxation for yourself. It is worthwhile 
to call for professional advice if you need 
it. This is particularly important if you’re 
an ADHD mother raising ADHD kids. You 
can’t expect much from your kids if you 
haven’t helped yourself first. 

back to the basics 
During the course of writing this arti-

cle, I attended a parent-teacher conference 
at my daughter’s kindergarten. I noticed 
how almost every rule, tool, and tip dis-
cussed in this article is implemented in 
that classroom designed for the standard 
three-year-old. The teacher explained 
how she spends the first month and a 
half ingraining all the routines and rules. 
“When we walk into kindergarten, this is 
where we hang our coats [on hooks the 
height of a three-year-old].… After we 
play, this is how we clean up [every toy is 
easily accessible in its individual basket, 
with its personal location on the shelf].” 

The teacher breaks down each task as 
she explains the art projects and didac-
tic games. Difficult tasks are modeled for 
the girls. Bright bold signs fill the walls, 
visual reminders of the material learned 
that week. The teacher’s experience gives 
her the clarity to know when to punish 
and when to look the other way. 

The teacher shared that her goal is 
to prepare our girls for their upcoming 
years in school, giving them the orga-
nizational and time-management skills 
they need to succeed. I was humbled. It 
would have been much easier to speak 
to my daughter’s kindergarten teacher 
than to do all this research.… 

Yael Wiesner is a Home Management Consultant 
and author of “How Does SHE Manage?” 
(Feldheim, 2011).
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