
 

 

Following Directions 
Many students with language learning disabilities have difficulty following directions.  
They may have difficulty understanding or remembering the direction.  Here are some tips 
to: 

 help improve the ability of your child to follow directions   

 provide strategies to increase success. 
 

Improving Ability 
Get your child’s attention before you give her a direction.  Say her name and pause, then 
give the direction.  Ask her to repeat the direction back to you or ask a question to make 
sure she has understood. E.g., what do you need to do first? 
 
Make sure your child understands all the words in the direction.  For instance, a child 
who does not understand the word above will not be able to follow the direction “Get my 
keys from the shelf above the coffee pot.” Using gestures can sometimes help your child 
understand new concepts. Teach the concept that he does not understand. 
 
Practice following directions. Build on your child’s ability to follow directions by slowly 
making directions more difficult. Praise him and reward success.  Start with simple, one-
step directions e.g. Go get your coat.  Add describing words one at a time.  E.g., go get 
your green coat...  Move onto two-step directions when your child is successful most of 
the time.  Let him know how many steps are in the direction.  E.g., I want you to do two 
things: first _____ and then ______. 
 
Teach attention to key words.  Your child may have difficulty remembering directions that 
include too much information e.g. get your coat from the mending basket and the hat 
grandpa gave you for Christmas and put them in the brown duffel bag in the hall closet.  
You child may know where all these items are, but may get confused by all the extra 
information.  Summarize the direction using the key words:  coat, hat, duffle bag. Teach 
your child to repeat these key words to help her remember. 
 

While your child is learning:  
Provide visual supports.  Writing or drawing the key words on a paper your child can carry 
with him, helps him remember the steps.  Over time, we want him to create notes for 
himself to help him remember what to do. 



 

 

Use timers or other technological supports (e.g. Smart Phones) to remind your child to 
do a chore or homework.  Over time, we want to teach him how to set his own alarms and 
know when it is important for him to do so. 
 
Following directions successfully involves more than just effort and good intentions. In 
addition to language comprehension problems, your child may also have difficulty with 
executive functions. For information on that topic, see our handout:  Executive Skills… What 
Are They? 
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