Following Directions
Is your child not following directions?

Is your child:
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Appearing lost when you ask him or her to do something?
Getting confused? If you give her three instructions, does she only do the third?
Saying, “Oh, I forgot!”
Failing to follow along with the teacher’s instructions?
Getting in trouble for forgetting directions?
Saying, “Brush my teeth, get my shoes, and then what?”
Getting lost partway through a task?
Doing something entirely different than instructed?
Completing procedures out of order?

LET’S TALK ABOUT IT
Do you catch yourself saying things like, “If I had a dollar for every time I asked you to
get ready for school, I’d be a millionaire by now?”
It can be frustrating when your child doesn’t do what you say. Your child might make
comments like, “I didn't hear you!” or “You never asked me to do that!” Your child may
seem to require constant reminders. You may only be able to give one instruction at a
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time or nothing gets done. You might give the child directions and then find her looking
at a picture, organizing toys, or just studying her fingernails. Your child may give you a
puzzled look when given directions. The morning routine may take too long. Your child
may still forget the procedure of getting dressed, eating breakfast and brushing teeth,
despite the fact that you’ve had the same routine for the past two years. Your child may
not start on the task, may require more time, or may ask you to repeat the instructions.
At school, the teacher might report that your child doesn’t listen. When you ask him
about why he doesn’t follow directions, he might act surprised. Your child may have a
poor vocabulary and might have trouble understanding how to complete assignments.
Independent work may be challenging if your child is only given verbal instructions. Your
child may rush through schoolwork without checking to see if the work is done right.

CLINICAL DESCRIPTION
Clinically, it could be that your child:
•
•
•
•

Doesn’t understand the directions: Receptive language
Doesn’t pay attention long enough to hear the directions: Attention
Doesn’t remember the directions: Memory
Doesn’t want to follow the directions: Behavior

Receptive language (Communicating): Difficulty with following directions can be due
to a delay or disorder in receptive language, which means that the child is having
trouble understanding or comprehending.
The term language delay is used when a child's speech and language development is
following the usual pattern and sequence, but it is slower than other children that age. A
language disorder is used to describe language development that is not following the
usual pattern or sequence.
Receptive language in ELL’s: An English language learner will demonstrate improved
receptive language skills as vocabulary builds in English. This language acquisition
process looks different from a true receptive language delay or disorder.
An ELL student without a disorder would not have problems in his primary language. If a
receptive language delay or disorder were present, it would show up in all the
languages a child speaks.
Attention (Focusing): A potential root cause of challenges with multi-step directions is
an attention deficit. If your child does not focus on the information, he or she will not
hold the steps in memory long enough to complete them.
If the challenges are attention-related, a licensed professional should consider whether
Attention Deficit Hyperactivity Disorder (ADHD) may be relevant for your child. Children
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with ADHD often have trouble with directions sue to challenges focusing. They may
seem to need more help with daily tasks than other children. Children with attention
deficits struggle with executive functions like organization and planning. Such difficulties
can make following multi-step directions challenging.
Children with motor planning, attention, or sequencing problems have specific deficits
that may interfere with following directions. These challenges could indicate an Autism
Spectrum Disorder.
Often, children with autism seem to be in their own world and become internally
distracted, which leaves less focus for the external environment. If your child is sitting
on the floor, staring into space, he may be focusing on something in his own head. This
tendency to be in one’s own world may cause difficulties following directions.
Memory (Remembering): Problems with directions could be related to memory. For
example, when a child is given directions, like, ‘Go get your laundry, put it in the basket,
and bring it downstairs,’ he has to remember the instructions to complete them.
Procedural memory refers to the memory for tasks that we do all the time.
An example of procedural memory is driving a car. You may find yourself reviewing your
grocery list, remembering what your kids’ activities are for the day, or thinking about
what movie you might want to see this weekend, instead of concentrating on driving a
car. You can think about other tasks because the driving skill is a part of your
procedural memory. Children who get stuck on tasks like tying their shoes or making
their beds, might be struggling with procedural memory.
Behavior (Behaving): Some children just don’t want to do what you say. If you have
the sense that your child knows the directions, understands how to do them, and simply
refuses, you may have a behavior problem on your hands. Psychologists refer to this
issue as non-compliance.

WHAT TO DO IF YOUR CHILD IS NOT FOLLOWING DIRECTIONS
First, consider whether your child is developmentally on track.
Use the following simple guide when thinking about typical language development.
At 9-12 months: A baby begins to identify gestures, to respond to ‘no’ and to understand
to start looking for something when someone asks, ‘where is ___?’ [1] If your baby is
not following your eye-gaze, pointing, or gesturing, you may have a reason for concern.
At 15-18 months: A toddler should be able to follow simple single step directions such
as, ‘Give me the ball.’ [1]
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At 24-30 months: A toddler can follow related two-step directions. For example, ‘Close
the book, and put it on the shelf.’ Children who are unable to follow simple instructions
at this age may have a delay in comprehension skills.
At 42 months or older: A child should be able to follow two-three step unrelated
commands such as, “Go get your shoes on, grab your backpack, and meet me at the
door.” [1] If your kindergartener is not able to follow two-three unrelated directions, a
delay may be present.
If your child seems to be behind on the developmental continuum, he or she may have
difficulties with receptive language skills, attention, or memory. In this case, consider an
evaluation for a developmental disability.
Second, request accommodations at school such as:
•
•
•
•
•
•

Visual aids
Extra time to comprehend and complete tasks
Hands-on demonstration or modeling
Explanation of vocabulary terms to increase comprehension
Breaking down steps and providing help with sequencing
Verbal check-ins to ensure your child understands before initiating tasks

Third, provide behavior support at home:
It is important to be consistent. Keep routines predictable, and help your child practice
the sequence of steps. Use visual chore charts, such as a morning routine poster that is
in the bathroom, and tie following this routine to immediate reward. An example of an
immediate reward is “When you get your routine finished, I will give you your iPad.”
Finally, if your child is struggling significantly:
Consider an evaluation by a psychologist or ABA Therapist.

SIMILAR SYMPTOMS
If your child is struggling with a similar problem, not directly addressed in this section,
see the list below for links to information about other related symptom areas.
•
•

Auditory processing: it could be that difficulty hearing words correctly is impacting
your child’s ability to follow directions
Receptive language: it could be that problems comprehension are impacting your
child’s ability to follow directions
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•
•

•
•
•
•
•
•

Sequential reasoning: it could be that a cognitive problem with doing step-by-step
procedures is impacting your child’s ability to follow directions
Intelligence: it could be intellectual ability. It is important to consider fluency in
cognitive processing. A child may not hear or encode information, which can
impact ability to follow directions
Non-Compliance: it could be that refusal to follow instructions is a behavioral
issue rather than a problem with understanding instructions
Attention problems (Focusing): it could be that problems with attention interfere
with following directions
Executive functioning (Organizing): it could be that difficulties in planning,
sequencing, and organizing information are impacting your child’s ability to follow
directions
Motor or sensory (Moving & Sensing): it could be that your child struggles with
the motor skills needed to follow instructions, such as tying shoes, kicking a ball,
or sitting in a chair in the classroom
Depression: it could be that your child appears forgetful or distracted due to
underlying feelings of emotional distress
General memory (Remembering): it could be that your child has memory
challenges that are impacting the ability to follow instructions

POTENTIAL DISABILITIES
Children who have significant problems in this area may have any of the following
potential disabilities. *Note, this information does not serve as a diagnosis in any way.
See the ‘Where to Go for Help’ section for professionals who can diagnose or provide a
referral.
•
•
•
•
•
•

Language Disorder (Expressive, Receptive, Pragmatic): some children with
language disorders do not follow directions
Autism Spectrum Disorder (ASD): many children with autism have difficulties
following directions
Intellectual Disability: many children with lower cognitive abilities struggle to
follow directions
Traumatic Brain Injury: many children with brain injuries have difficulties following
directions [2]
Attention Deficit Hyperactivity Disorder (ADHD): most children with attention
challenges have difficulties following directions
Learning disability (Educationally Identified Disabilities): some children who do
with learning disabilities may not follow directions

WHERE TO GO FOR HELP
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If your child is struggling with this symptom to the point that it is getting in the way of his
learning, relationships, or happiness, the following professionals could help; they may
offer diagnosis, treatment, or both.
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

CLEAR Child Psychology: to obtain a customized profile of concerns for your
child or to consult ‘live’ with a licensed psychologist
Speech- Language Pathologist: to provide therapy for receptive language
problems and communication skills
Licensed Psychologist: to diagnose associated disabilities such as autism or
ADHD or behavior disorders and provide therapy
School Psychologist: to help with academic or social challenges that may be
associated with following directions
Special Education Teacher: to help with academic challenges that may be
associated with poor ability to follow directions
Pediatrician: to diagnose any medical issues that could be impacting your child
Board Certified Behavior Analyst (BCBA): to help teach your child how to follow
directions, comply with rules, do chores, and succeed academically

These professionals may recommend the following tests for this symptom:
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Peabody Picture Vocabulary Test (PPVT): vocabulary assessment
Clinical Evaluation of Language Fundamentals (CELF): language assessment
for children
CELF Preschool: language assessment for preschool children
Preschool Language Scales (PLS): preschool language assessment
The Expressive Language Test: preschool language assessment
TELD Test of Early Language Development: early language assessment
BASC, Clinical Interview, Brief Projective Measures: emotional assessment
WISC-V: cognitive assessment
Vineland-III: adaptive skills assessment
Wechsler or Woodcock-Johnson achievement tests: academic assessment
TOL, CTMT, WCST, TOVA: executive functioning assessment
ADOS: social assessment in consideration of an autism diagnosis
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[1] Speech Language Milestones:
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