
What to say when child ignores you and how to get attention

Start by asking: is this ignoring, dysregulation, or difficulty shifting
attention?

Before deciding what to say, pause for a quick clinical-style assessment of the
context. Is your child ignoring only when screens are involved? Only during
transitions? Only after school? Only when tired, hungry, or overstimulated? A
child’s nervous system may be in a state of high arousal, low arousal, or
emotional overload, and the outward behavior can look like noncompliance.

Some children have difficulty with cognitive flexibility, meaning they struggle
to stop one task and begin another. Others may have sensory processing
sensitivities: noise, bright light, crowded rooms, or competing demands can
reduce their ability to process language. A sensitive or stressed child may not
respond well to rapid verbal instructions, especially if the parent’s tone
becomes sharper.

This does not mean you ignore the behavior or remove all expectations. It means
you choose an approach that improves the child’s capacity to respond. Calm
consistency in parenting is not permissive; it is the skill of being steady
enough that your child can orient to you and the limit at the same time.



Get close before you speak

One of the simplest attention-getting strategies is also one of the most
overlooked: reduce distance. Calling from the kitchen while your child is
building, reading, gaming, drawing, or watching something often leads to
repetition and frustration. Instead, move closer, get down to your child’s
level if appropriate, and wait a few seconds for their attention to shift.

You might say:

"I’m coming close so you can hear me."
"Pause for a moment. I need your eyes or your listening ears."
"I see you’re focused on that. I have one instruction."
"Look at me for a second, then you can go back to what you were doing."

Eye contact can be helpful for some children, but it should not become a
battle. For some neurodivergent or anxious children, forced eye contact can
increase distress. A better goal is shared attention: the child orients enough
to receive the message. That may look like pausing, turning their body,
answering verbally, or repeating the instruction back.

Use fewer words and one clear request

When parents feel ignored, they often add more words: explanations, warnings,
history, frustration, and predictions. Unfortunately, more language can make it
harder for a child to process the actual request. Try short, concrete phrasing
that states what needs to happen and when.

Examples include:

"Shoes on now, please. We leave in two minutes."
"Screen is paused. Backpack on the hook."
"Dinner is ready. Come to the table."
"Toys stay on the floor or go in the bin. Choose now."
"I’ll say it once more: pajamas first, then story."

For younger children, pair words with action. Hand them the shoes, point to the
backpack hook, or stand by the bathroom sink. For older children, ask for a



brief confirmation: "Tell me what you heard." This is not a trick question; it
checks auditory processing, attention, and comprehension.

What to say when your child does not answer

If your child remains silent, aim for neutral persistence instead of emotional
escalation. The goal is to communicate, "I will not fight with you, but I will
follow through."

Try these phrases:

"I’m not going to yell from across the room. I need a response."
"You don’t have to like the instruction, but you do need to answer."
"Say ’okay,’ ’I need help,’ or ’one minute.’ Silence is not a plan."
"I can wait for your answer. Then we’ll move on."
"If you choose not to answer, I’ll make the next decision."

This phrasing gives the child a narrow set of acceptable responses. It also
avoids mind-reading. A child who says, "I need help," "I forgot," or "I’m
overwhelmed" is communicating something different from a child who is
deliberately refusing. That information helps you respond more accurately.

For children who shut down during conflict, reflective listening during
conflict may help: "You look frustrated that I stopped the game. It is still
time to stop." Notice the structure: feeling first, limit second. Validation
does not cancel the expectation.

Avoid the repeat-and-escalate loop

A common pattern looks like this: parent gives a request, child does not
respond, parent repeats it louder, child continues, parent lectures or
threatens, child becomes defensive, and the original task becomes a power
struggle. Over time, children may learn that they do not need to respond until
the third or fourth request.

A more effective sequence is:

Move close and make one clear request.



Wait briefly, giving the child time to shift attention.
Ask for confirmation: "What is the plan?"
State the limit and consequence calmly.
Follow through consistently.

For example: "Tablet off in one minute. Put it on the counter." After one
minute: "It’s time. If you put it away now, you can use it tomorrow. If I have
to take it, tablet time is shorter tomorrow." Then follow through without a
lecture. The consequence should be related, simple, and realistic. If the
consequence is too harsh, the parent is less likely to enforce it and the child
is more likely to focus on unfairness rather than responsibility.

Name what your child is doing before you redirect

Children often respond better when they feel seen before they are directed.
This is especially useful for sensitive children or children who become
dysregulated by abrupt transitions. Acknowledgment is not praise for ignoring;
it is a bridge into cooperation.

You might say:

"You’re really into that drawing. In five minutes, we clean up."
"You’re disappointed the show is ending. It’s still time to turn it off."
"You’re building something important. Save the last piece, then hands washed."
"You look overloaded. I’ll make this simple: shoes, coat, door."

This approach is particularly helpful after school, at bedtime, during morning
routines, and in noisy environments. If your child is overstimulated, reduce
competing input: turn down the television, lower your voice, dim harsh lights
when possible, and give one instruction at a time.

Set deadlines without turning them into threats

Deadlines help children understand time, but vague deadlines are easy to
ignore. "Soon," "later," and "in a minute" often mean different things to
adults and children. Use concrete timing and observable behavior.

Helpful phrases include:



"When the timer rings, shoes go on."
"At 7:30, the game ends whether the level is finished or not."
"You have two choices: start homework at the table or at the desk."
"If you are not ready by 8:00, I will choose the fastest option."

Some children benefit from visual timers, written checklists, picture
schedules, or a predictable transition ritual. These supports are not "babying"
a child; they externalize executive function demands. Adults also use
calendars, alarms, and reminders because attention and task initiation are
biologically limited capacities, not moral virtues.

Use consequences that teach, not consequences that discharge anger

A consequence should answer three questions: Is it related to the behavior? Is
it respectful? Can I actually follow through? If the answer to any of these is
no, pause before saying it.

Examples:

If a child ignores the instruction to put away a device, the device may be
unavailable for a defined period.
If a child refuses to get dressed after repeated support, the parent may calmly
choose practical clothes and reduce optional morning activities.
If a child ignores cleanup, the parent may put away the remaining toys for
later and try again with a smaller number of items.

Avoid global statements such as "You never listen" or "You only care about
yourself." These increase shame and defensiveness. Instead, describe the
behavior: "You did not answer when I asked you to pause the game. The game is
done for today." This keeps the focus on the specific skill: responding,
transitioning, and following through.

When ignoring may need professional attention

Most ignoring is situational and improves with clearer communication, routines,
sleep, and predictable limits. However, some patterns deserve further
evaluation. Consider consulting a pediatrician, audiologist, speech-language



pathologist, occupational therapist, psychologist, or child mental health
professional if ignoring is persistent, worsening, or impairing daily life.

Reasons to seek guidance include suspected hearing difficulty, frequent "not
hearing" even in quiet settings, delayed language comprehension, sudden changes
in responsiveness, severe anxiety, trauma exposure, marked inattention across
settings, sleep deprivation, frequent explosive reactions, school impairment,
or social withdrawal. These signs do not automatically indicate a diagnosis,
but they do warrant a careful developmental and medical history.

If behavior includes aggression, self-injury, running away, or unsafe refusal
in public places, prioritize safety and ask for individualized support. In
urgent situations where someone may be harmed, contact local emergency services
or crisis resources.


