


How long can you sit in the same position before you need to move? For me, the 

answer is: about 20 seconds! Unless I’m deeply, deeply engaged in something, I’m 

either going to change positions or start to fidget. Even while watching something 

absolutely fascinating on TV, I’m going to go from sitting with my legs folded 

underneath me to sitting with my legs stretched onto the coffee table to lying on my 

right side to lying on my left side. And that’s all during an hour-long program! If I’m 

tired, I end up sitting on the edge of the sofa and, yes, fidgeting.

Also, if you ever see me at an airport waiting to board a plane …well, you’ll recognize 

me because I’ll be the one swaying from side to side.

In other words, I find it very difficult to stay completely still. And I’m a long way from 

being a preschooler and among the most active segment of our population!

Yes, children fidgeting or moving can be distracting. But too often it’s seen 

as misbehaving or disobeying the rules. Many a child has been moved down on those 

awful behavior charts for fidgeting. And some, unable to comply with their teachers’ 

wishes, are made to feel like failures at the ripe old age of three, four, or five. No child 

should ever feel like a failure. Nor should a child get coded as having attention issues, 

or be labeled as having attention deficit hyperactivity disorder (ADHD), simply 

because she can’t sit still in school—in other words, because she is a child.



Recently, while preparing a staff development training, I came across this illustration. 

It’s funny; yes! But we have to ask ourselves why the one kitten who’s doing what 

comes naturally to kittens is labeled as having ADD. It’s the other kittens – the ones 

lined up like soldiers – who  aren’t behaving naturally!

Of course, it’s typically during circle or story time that teachers require crisscross-

applesauce -- because they want the children to pay attention! But wiggling and 

moving doesn’t necessarily mean they’re not! In fact, being required to sit crisscross-

applesauce – sitting cross-legged, with the back straight and hands in the lap – may 

mean they pay even less attention, because this position is particularly challenging 

and can require a great deal of concentration.





Pediatric occupational therapist Angela Hanscom agrees and is among those experts 

who contend that children simply don’t engage in enough movement anymore, and 

that’s why children are fidgeting more than ever. Lack of movement, she says, has 

resulted in children having underdeveloped balance systems and strength. 



While some children may be able to comply with a request to sit still, others simply 

cannot. In general, children are not suited to sitting still. In fact, the human body 

functions best when it is able to move.

I propose that we examine why such rules exist in the first place—rules that run 

contrary to what we know about children and, now, about fidgeting. If we understand 

that children are much more likely to be engaged when they’re comfortable, why insist 

that they assume a position that perhaps isn’t comfortable at all, often for many long 

minutes at a time?

So, what are the alternatives? 



Above  are some recommendations from teachers to help with the wiggles.

Another benefit to offering the children options is that they can choose the one that 

best meets their needs. Because they’re being given that responsibility and choice, 

they will take the decision seriously, and there will be fewer behavioral issues. This is 

how self-regulation is acquired – not by being ordered to sit still!

Often, preschool teachers argue that they must get children used to sitting because 

the children are going to have to sit in kindergarten and beyond. Unfortunately, it’s 

true that, until policy makers begin paying attention to the research and opt for an 

education system that aligns with how kids learn, children will have to become 

accustomed to sitting in school. But it’s also true that kids will eventually have to learn 

how to drive. That doesn’t mean we should put them behind the wheel while they’re 

still preschoolers.



Bonus Material:

The following 10-minute interviews with the experts cited in the video are available on 

BAM Radio Network. Simply follow the links below, or put the expert’s name in the 

search box at www.BAMRadioNetwork.com.

● “Teaching Strategies:Handling Young Students Who Just Won't Sit Still,” 

with Dr. Christy Isbell: 

http://www.bamradionetwork.com/educators-channel/326-teaching-

strategieshandling-young-students-who-just-wont-sit-still

● “Why Students Fidget in Class: Abnormal and Distracting or Normal and 

Desirable?”, with Dustin Sarver and Angela Hanscom:

http://www.bamradionetwork.com/student-centric-strategies/3092-why-students-

fidget-in-class-abnormal-and-distracting-or-normal-and-desirable

http://www.bamradionetwork.com/
http://www.bamradionetwork.com/educators-channel/326-teaching-strategieshandling-young-students-who-just-wont-sit-still
http://www.bamradionetwork.com/student-centric-strategies/3092-why-students-fidget-in-class-abnormal-and-distracting-or-normal-and-desirable
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