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Therapy Shoppe® is excited and pleased to welcome Carol Claflin, Ph.D. as a regular expert 
guest author!  Dr. Claflin is a developmental psychologist, registered pediatric nurse, and former 
Associate Professional of Psychology before her retirement from teaching in 2007.  She has 
conducted research in the field of ASD and chronic childhood illnesses, and has worked as a 
special needs educational consultant helping families and school districts develop individualized 
intervention programs and specialized in-service programming.  

We all fidget!  What kind of figeting do you like to do?  Wiggle your leg, crack your 
knuckles, squirm in your seat, chew on your pencil, twirl your hair, fiddle with rubber 
bands, or do you prefer something else?  Fidgeting helps us sharpen our focus – and 
can be especially helpful for children who have special needs, sensory processing 
differences, ADD, or ADHD. 

Most fidget research has focused on children who have ADHD and has confirmed what 
many anecdotal reports have stated.  Compared to typically-developing children, those 
who have ADHD fidget more.  Research also shows that the more children with ADHD 
move, the more they increase their attention, number of accurate responses, and did 
better on memory tasks.[1,2,3]   A recent study also documented more adaptive 
information processing.[4]  It is hypothesized that hyperactivity in children with ADHD is a 



way to “unconsciously compensate for underarousal or underactivity in some brain 
regions.”[1, p. 2; 4] 

In ADHD, there are low levels of some neurotransmitters in the brain, especially 
dopamine (DA) and norepinephrine (NE).  Traditional ADHD medications work to 
increase the levels of these chemicals.[5,6]   The good news is that physical activity, 
including fidgeting, can help to increase levels of dopamine and norepinephrine [4,7,8] 
and allow children who have ADHD to focus better, concentrate more, and improve 

cognitive performance. [7,9,10,11]  

This is all great news!  Using intentional fidgeting can enhance attention and academic 
performance in children with ADHD and in those with sensory processing 
difficulties.[9,10,11,12,13,14,15]   According to Sydney Zentall, Ph.D., “An activity that uses a 
sense other than that required for the primary task – such as listening to music while 
reading a social studies textbook – can enhance (primary task) performance in children 
with ADHD.”[7, p.1]   For example, when a child needs to look at and/or listen to the 
teacher, quiet tactile manipulatives or silent classroom fidgets can be effective 
classroom tool choices to help promote that increased focus.  

For children with sensory processing differences who 
need higher levels of sensory input; the more input they get, the better their 
concentration and attention becomes.  Again, hands-on or feet-on fidgets are “very 
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good regulators for attention and modulation in the environment and also help the brain 
to filter out distracting sensory input not related to the primary task."[16, p. 2]  Similarly, 
reviews and studies of children with autism and adults with sensory processing issues 
consistently document that offering a sensory diet (that includes appropriate fidgets) 
helps improve sensory processing, and related emotions and behaviors.[17,18] Finally, 
tactile fidget tools in a “sensory box/suitcase” were found to be an effective component 
for helping teens who had behavioral and emotional problems understand how their 
senses influence how they calm themselves and work to control their impulses.[19] 

 

Effective types of fidget tools to address the types of issues listed above include: 
thinking putty, stress balls, squeezy or tactile fidget balls, kneadable erasers, fidgeting 
finger springs™ , finger squeezers, textured pencil grips, pencil topper fidgets, chewies, 
fidgeting foot bands™, foot fidget rollers, textured sensory rulers, keychain fidget 
bracelets, chewy dog tags, chewable tubes necklaces, FiddleLinks, Showa Noas, velcro 
fidget strips, marble boinks, bendeez, tangles… the list goes on and on.  Can’t decide 
which fidget tools would be best?  Consider trying a Therapy Shoppe Fidget Kit™. 
There are even scented tools for those who gravitate towards using scented fidgets for 
calming, focusing, attaining, and maintaining that "just right" level of arousal.  These 
could include fidgets like: scented kneadable erasers, sensory squares, and even 
scented putty. 

Fidgets can be successfully introduced into classrooms with some basic rules.[15] 

Before introducing fidget tools in your classroom, create some rules that are 
custom-tailored for your specific class and grade.  Be sure to explain that fidgets are a 
learning tool and are not a toy.  Perhaps use the analogy that some students need 
glasses to be able to function and focus better in the classroom; while other students 
need a fidget tool to help them pay attention better.  It can also be helpful to model how 
to use specific fidgets.  Include that if the rules are broken, you have the right to 
temporarily take away a fidget until the user can demonstrate that they can use it 
according to the rules.  Potential rules might include: 
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• Fidget tools are to be used during listening activities and may only be used to help you 
focus and attend better, or to help your body feel calmer.  

• Fidget tools are to be held in your hands and not tossed in the air, dropped, juggled, 
thrown, or bounced. 

• Your fidget tools are for you only, and should not distract or interfere with your or other 
students' learning. 

• When fidgets are not in use, they need to be kept out of sight (inside your desk) or in a 
designated space where they belong – such as a fidget box by the teacher's desk. 

_______________________ 

The research confirms that fidgeting is helpful and can be an essential tool for many 
children who have sensory processing and/or autism spectrum disorders, ADD, or 
ADHD.  What an "easy" tool to enhance the focus, concentration, and cognitive 
performance of individuals who are challenged in these areas!  It is hoped that this 
research summary will be used to help educate those who might perceive fidgets as just 
being "toys" – or for those who don't realize that fidgeting can actually facilitate changes 
in brain chemicals.  We all fidget – research supports that it can be a very beneficial 
activity for children who have unique needs that sometimes go hand-in-hand with 
disabilities. 

– Dr. Carol Claflin, March 12, 2017 
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