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he teacher’s voice. The words on the
board. The illustrations in the book.

They keep changing, keep moving. How do all
these become what we call knowledge? And why
do some people learn so effortlessly, while others
perpetually struggle?

Cognitive science has grappled with these
questions for about a century. From a combination
of experimentation, logic, and brain imaging, we
now understand quite a lot about what goes on in
the mind, an area that until
relatively recently was
thought of as completely
abstract and mysterious.
Arguably the most exciting
development in this field is
that this understanding
leads directly to the
development of innovations
in treating cognitive
problems, and provides the means to measure a
treatment’s success.

Here’s one of the most common scenarios I
encounter as a learning specialist:

Miri’s* mom was very frustrated. Miri’s schoolwork
had always been mediocre, but as she progressed
through middle school, she needed more and more help
just to pass. The endless homework and pre-test tutors
were both emotionally and financially draining. Worse
still, her mother was thinking about the future. With
high school’s longer school days and tests in over a

dozen different subjects, the current tutoring solution
would never be enough! What would become of her
sweet, average daughter?

The problem in these endless-tutor situations is
that the underlying issues are never addressed.
The tutors or parents continue to teach and re-
teach the content or subject matter, without
figuring out why the child failed to learn it in the
first place. With no means of targeting the
underlying sources of the problem, the difficulties

continue, and the child falls farther and farther
behind.

There is a plethora of mental activity that has to
happen from the moment a stimulus enters your
awareness until it either becomes part of your
thinking and knowledge or fades into oblivion.
These activities can be categorized into dozens of
distinct skills, with the exact names and quantity
depending very much on whom you ask.
Understanding the different specific skills used for
learning and thinking has brought us a long way in

We now know that many learning
difficulties can be remedied to various
degrees by identifying and
strengthening cognitive weaknesses.
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to strengthen the skills our brains need most. Due to the
complex nature of cognitive processes, you will find a lot
of overlap below as most activities — in life as well as in
this article — require multiple skill sets to work together.

Finding It: Attention
“Pay attention!” — the oft-frustrated battle cry of

teachers and parents everywhere. But what are we really
asking? We often talk about “attention span” as the
amount of time one can sustain attention to a particular
task, but in real life that is not always the hardest
demand. Paying attention means choosing what is most
important to look at or listen to at a given time,
something that can change quickly.

Additionally, we often need to pay attention to more
than one thing at a time, so dividing and shifting
attention are important skills, albeit difficult and
complex.

Another common trouble spot for attention is the
ability to filter out distractions even when you already
know what you want to focus on.

Picture a typical classroom scene: The teacher writes
something on the board, which the student needs to look
at while listening to the teacher’s explanation. The
teacher then needs to quickly shift her student’s
attention to the handout on her desk to fill in the
information. A girl from a neighboring class then comes
to the door and delivers a message, to which each student
needs to listen at least long enough to figure out if it’s
relevant to her personally. Then she needs to go back to
her notebook while continuing to listen to the teacher —
unless an announcement is made over the PA system. As
you can see, even a child with a long “attention span” and
the ability to sustain task focus will have a very hard time
if she can’t move her attention around efficiently enough
for her brain to collect all the information it needs.

Taking It In: Processing
“They said my son has a processing issue. What does

that mean, anyway?”
Processing is a category of specific brain activities that

make sense of incoming stimuli, such as sounds and
sights. For example, while the eye may record an accurate
image, it is up to the brain’s visual processing centers to
discern which part is the foreground and which is the
background, note the differences and similarities
between figures, move smoothly between different fields

understanding and treating learning difficulties.
In the past, the term “learning disability” was

often used to mean “we have no idea why your kid is
not doing well academically” and was primarily
treated by finding ways around the difficult tasks,
lowering expectations, and “trying harder.”

We now know that many learning difficulties can
be remediated to various degrees by identifying and
correcting cognitive weaknesses. Both classic testing
and brain-imaging studies increasingly demonstrate
the effectiveness of guided practice to improve
cognitive skills. Alongside teaching and practicing
specific math and reading skills, we can also target
the attention, processing, memory, and other
faculties that make it all happen.

Cognitive skills are not only for schoolchildren.
We use them all the time — when participating in
conversations, planning and executing everyday
tasks, organizing and locating our possessions,
navigating around a city. Indeed, the usefulness of a
sharp mind is endless. While many children benefit
from intervention to help them acquire strong skills,
people of all ages should consider similar activities
to help prevent or slow mental decline associated
with aging or illness.

Cognitive skills are built and strengthened much
the way you would work on any other skill: They
need to be broken into small steps and practiced

with guidance until they become natural.
Professionals and programs can help by

pinpointing specific skills to work on,
breaking them down
into their smallest

components, and
providing highly targeted,
measured practice. But whether you

have special concerns or just want to
stay sharp, there is a lot that any

individual can do at home

Processing is a category of
specific brain activities that
make sense of incoming stimuli,
such as sounds and sights. 

Commercial
Brain-Training
Programs

The rise in awareness of
cognitive skills comes with a

proportionate rise in programs claiming to build them. Many of
these are computerized and may appear game-like. Are they
worth your time and money? The answer, as usual, is “it
depends.”

Here are some reasons to consider a cognitive-training
program:

Cost – While many programs do have a steep price tag,
others are more reasonable; almost all are still cheaper than
paying a live therapist to do similar work.

Convenience – Most of these programs are done fully or
mostly at home. Besides the obvious perks, ease of use
contributes to better consistency, which is critical to the
success of any treatment.

Reliability – Commercial programs have a high level of
quality control and deliver exactly what is intended with little
room for human error. Of course, the other side of this coin is
that they lack the personal relationship and responsiveness of
a therapist.

But do your homework, because they aren’t all the same,
and may not be right for you. Look for:

Strong, specific research – Research in general tends to support
various uses of cognitive training, but you want to ensure that
the specific program you’re considering is validated by strong
research.

Unrealistic claims – If it sounds too good to be true, it probably
is. The program that is easy, fun, cheap, right for everyone and
can cure everything does not yet exist, so don’t buy it.

Customer support – Will you be working with someone who
is available to follow up and answer your questions? Due to the
nature of learning and building new skills, an effective
program will be a lot more involved than just signing up or
making a purchase.

Professional recommendations – Don’t take the sales pitch
directly from the company. Talk to someone who is familiar
with a wide variety of interventions and can help you choose
the right one for your needs — most cognitive-training
programs focus on specific skill areas.

Cognitive skills are built
and strengthened much the
way you would work on any
other skill: They need to be
broken into small steps and
practiced with guidance
until they become natural.
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of vision, complete a figure when a part is missing or
covered, and determine how to move in response to
what was observed. Similar processes take place for
each sense.

Speed and automaticity are important aspects of
processing. We need to be able to process efficiently
enough to keep up with the pace of the world around us.
In addition to working on one’s ability to accurately
perform the types of tasks described above, these skills
should be practiced until they become automatic. Speed
should gradually be increased.

Holding Onto It: Memory
Everyone knows what memory is, but few realize just

how complex the processes involved can be. Most talk
about memory refers to long-term memory and
retrieval, but perhaps even more vital are short-term
and working memory, which hold incoming information
so that it can be processed and stored for the future.

Working memory problems are strongly related to

ADHD, and some studies have shown that working
memory exercises result in improvement of ADHD
symptoms.

The amount of time thoughts remain in working
memory generally depends on how long we engage with
them, so it is important to do something immediately
with information we wish to remember before it simply
disappears. The more processing that is done with items
in working memory, the better it will be learned and
stored for long-term retrieval as well.

In addition to the length of time, you can also work on
expanding working memory’s capacity. A person who
can only work with one or two pieces of information at
a time without forgetting them will be more limited in
their ability to form higher level thoughts and
memories. For example, a reader who cannot retain the
beginning of a sentence by the time they reach the end
will naturally have a much harder time comprehending
the passage.

A combination of strategy and practice can help build
working memory. Cognitive strategies effective for
increasing memory include chunking items together
(e.g., taking down a phone number three digits at a
time), making associations, and visualizing along with
verbal rehearsal. Focusing is better than multitasking
when it comes to working memory, since you can hold
more information related to a single task.

Activities that build working memory:
Rat-a-tat Cat is a game that requires players to

remember what their hidden cards are as well as keep
track of moving cards. There is an element of luck that
helps level the playing field for people with different
skill levels.

Games like 20 Questions require players to remember
clues and avoid repeating questions.

Make almost any game more challenging by removing
visual cues and relying more on memory — e.g., play
Guess Who without flipping down any cards, Clue for
those with more advanced skills.

Challenge children to follow directions that gradually
increase in complexity — depending on the child’s ability
to follow simple directions, move on to activities that
involve two or more criteria, steps, or conditions (e.g.,
“Find all the red foods,” “Put away the game and then
bring out a book,” or “Turn off the flame IF the pot is
boiling.”)

Mindfulness meditation may help improve working
memory as well as general focus.

Pulling It All Together: Executive
Function

Think of what an executive in a busy company does —
planning, organizing, prioritizing, and problem-solving;
breaking big jobs into parts and deciding who should do
each and in what time frame. The same tasks need to be
accomplished within every individual’s brain. Executive
functioning refers to how the brain coordinates and sets
into action all the skills described above, and is
considered the cognitive key to having a productive life.
This is where information processing translates into
actual performance.

Executive functions develop gradually over the first
two — or possibly more — decades of life, as the
necessary brain structures take time to mature, and life
experience strengthens the skills. Children and
adolescents should not be expected to exhibit a fully
mature level of executive function. However, teaching
and practicing these skills can go a long way to help
youngsters manage their lives as well as pave the way
for continued growth in this area.

Activities that
strengthen attention:

Play UNO or similar games with multiple players, moving
to a rhythm — players need to sustain attention to take their
turn in time, and practice shifting/flexible attention as the
top card and direction of play change.

Just about any sport game engages players in all types of
attention-building activities, with additional benefits to the
child’s physical fitness and interpersonal skills. Studies also
indicate that exercise itself improves attentional abilities.
Sign children up for an organized group with a competent
coach so they will be challenged at an appropriate level.

Executive functions develop
gradually over the first two —
or possibly more — decades of
life, as the necessary brain
structures take time to
mature, and life experience
strengthens the skills.

Make almost any game more
challenging by removing
visual cues and relying more
on memory



Activities that build executive functions:
Strategic games come in varying levels. Build planning

skills slowly by allowing children to play naturally at
first, only later asking questions such as, “What might
happen next if you do this?” Many classics you may
already own fall into this category, including Connect 4
and Othello.

Games like Labyrinth and Mine Shift, where the board
itself moves around, build flexible thinking and problem-
solving in addition to strategic skills.

Build impulse control with games like Red Light,
Green Light or Simon Says in which players who move at
the wrong time could be “out.”

Building and crafting activities activate executive
functions as children plan how to achieve their desired
result by managing materials, time, and perhaps even
helpers.

When your child has an idea for a project or business,
use it as a teaching opportunity by providing structure
and support for his success. Prompt and enable him to
create and sequence lists of tasks, schedules, shopping
lists, and budgets. Talking through the plans and making
written or visual aids can help the child think things

through.
Encourage children to exercise evaluative judgment —

i.e., deciding what they feel is “worth it” by involving
them in choices such as what treats to buy for Shabbos
within a given budget, which activities to do within a
given time frame, etc.

While a discussion of specific programs and methods is
beyond the scope of this article, the author may be contacted
via Binah.

*Name changed to protect privacy.
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Activities that build
visual processing skills:

“Find the difference” brain teasers.
“Find the item” challenges such as I Spy or Where’s

Waldo books.
Spot It card game — it encourages speed, finding objects,

shifting back and forth, and finding similarities all at once.
Picture memory games — parents should comment aloud

while they play to model paying attention to picture features
and labeling directions and locations.

Picture puzzles — they focus on anticipating what’s
missing from part of a picture/how the picture would
continue.

Activities that build
auditory processing skills:

Any rhyming game or activity — pause before ending a
rhyme while reading to allow the listener to anticipate the
ending sound.

Blindfolded hide and seek in which the child needs to find
a hidden person or object by following a certain sound they
make.

Listening/following directions games such as Twister,
Battleship, Guess Who, Mother May I. Raise the challenge if
appropriate by doing two steps at once.

Challenge a child to catch you making five “mistakes” as
you read a story — e.g., change one sound in a word.

When your child has an idea
for a project or business, use it

as a teaching opportunity by
providing structure and
support for his success.


