
THE THINKING GAP
 Parent Playbook

Identify the gap · Understand the root cause · Build the skill

This playbook was developed for parents in Dublin, CA, following a "Problem-to-App" workshop held at

Fallon Middle School, where I served as a career speaker. The workshop uncovered a notable trend:

many students face challenges not due to distraction, but because they haven't learned how to

effectively analyze a problem. Utilize this guide in conjunction with the full blog post (link provided on

the back cover) to gain a comprehensive understanding.

• Read sequentially — each section builds on the previous.

• Use the checklists for honest, private reflection — not to judge your child.

• Start with one exercise, three times a week. Consistency beats intensity.

• DM for a personal conversation if you want a tailored assessment.

How to Use This Playbook



SECTION 1

Is There a Thinking Gap?

Use this diagnostic to assess your child honestly. Check signs that appear on a regular basis — not

just on a bad day.

The 10-Sign Diagnostic

■
■
■
■
■
■
■
■
■
■

Stares blankly without knowing how to begin, even on familiar task types 

Asks "What do I do next?" repeatedly throughout a task 

Gets frustrated quickly and gives up after the first obstacle 

Cannot break a project into smaller steps without adult guidance 

Cannot explain how they got an answer, even when it's correct 

Avoids open-ended assignments — prefers fill-in-the-blank formats 

Shows curiosity in conversation but never pursues ideas independently 

Relies on YouTube tutorials or step-by-step guides for everything 

Struggles to connect cause and effect in stories, history, or science 

Appears "switched off" unless given very specific, narrow instructions

6–8

9–10

Score

0–2

3–5

What It Means

Thinking skills developing well

Early-stage gap — address now before it

compounds

Moderate gap — likely affecting school

performance

Significant gap — proactive support is

important

Recommended Next Step

Maintain with enrichment activities

Begin Section 3 exercises this week

Read Section 2 root causes first, then
exercises

DM for a personal, no-pressure conversation

■ Remember This is a reflection tool, not a clinical diagnosis. Consistent patterns across weeks matter far more
than a single bad day. The goal is clarity, not a label.

■ Action Plan:  Track these signs daily, the earlier you notice patterns, the sooner you can support your child.



SECTION 2

Understanding the Root Causes

Root Cause 2 — Low Frustration Tolerance
The analytical potential exists but the child disengages the moment difficulty appears. Often

mistaken for laziness.

Signs:

Root Cause 1 — Weak Analytical Foundation
The child has not built the mental habit of breaking problems into parts. Most common and most
fixable.

Signs:

The thinking gap is rarely about distraction alone. Most students were never explicitly taught how to

think — and passive content consumption filled the space where that skill should have developed.

This is the key insight: it's not that children lost analytical thinking to screen time. It's that screen time,

step-by-step tutorials, and AI-generated answers occupied the developmental space where
analytical thinking was supposed to be built. The skill was never installed.

 Abandons tasks after the first obstacle

 Says "I'm bad at this" within minutes

 Needs constant reassurance to continue

 Struggles to outline or plan before starting

 Cannot identify what information is missing

 Jumps straight to answers, skipping reasoning steps

■

■  

■

Root Cause 3 — Passive Learning Conditioning
Years of consuming content without creating or problem-solving have trained the brain to receive,

not generate.

Signs:

 Highly competent at following instructions

 Freezes when there is no "right answer"

 Rarely initiates creative or exploratory activity

■

■  

■

■

■  

■



Focus Issue vs. Thinking Gap — How to Tell

 When Both Are Present

A child can have both an attention challenge AND a thinking gap. Addressing the thinking gap
through structured practice often reduces visible attention symptoms because the child now
knows what to do and has less reason to disengage.

■■

 Focus / Attention Issue

 Struggles across ALL task types

 Can't focus even on preferred activities

 Consistent across all environments

 May benefit from medical/behavioral support

 Thinking Gap

 Struggles specifically on open-ended tasks

 Can focus for hours on games or structured work

 Task-specific — not environment-wide

 Improves quickly with the right structure

■

→

→

→

→

■

→

→

→

→



SECTION 3

At-Home Exercises

These exercises need no equipment, no app, and no tutoring center. They work because they make

your child's brain do the work.

Exercise

The "5 Whys" Drill

"Design a Solution"
Challenge

Explain It to a 6-Year-Old

Strategy Game Sessions

The Constraint Game

"What Would You Do?"
Scenario

Reverse Engineering

Build-a-Prototype
Challenge

Debate Both Sides

Weekly "Unsolved
Problem" Log

Ages

8–14

10–15

9–15

7–15

10–15

8–14

10–15

9–15

11–15

10–15

Time

10 min

20 min

10 min

30 min

15 min

5 min

20 min

45 min

15 min

10 min

Perspective-taking, argument structure

Curiosity, independent inquiry

Systems thinking, analytical breakdown

Project planning, iterative thinking

Thinking Skill

Root cause analysis, causal reasoning

Problem decomposition, creative thinking

Conceptual clarity, knowledge gap detection

Sequential thinking, consequence mapping

Creative problem-solving under limits

Decision-making, ethical reasoning

■ The Core Principle: Productive Struggle The goal is NOT to make things easy. It's to create the

right level of difficulty, challenging enough
to require effort, achievable enough to prevent shutdown. Resist the urge to rescue your child
the moment they get stuck. That moment of struggle is where the growth happens.



Exercise 3 — Explain It to a 6-Year-Old
HOW TO DO IT

WHY IT WORKS

After homework or learning something new: "Explain this to me like I'm 6." Do not accept "it's
complicated." Ask follow-up questions until they can do it.

If a child cannot explain something simply, they do not truly understand it. This reveals gaps and
builds genuine comprehension — not just surface familiarity.

Exercise 2 — Design a Solution
HOW TO DO IT

WHY IT WORKS

This is exactly what the Fallon workshop was built on. The students who thrived moved through
these steps independently. With home practice, any student can develop this.

"The school lunch line is too slow. You have a $500 budget. Design a fix." Ask: What exactly is the
problem? Who is affected? What are 3 solutions? Which is best and why?

Exercise 1 — The "5 Whys" Drill
HOW TO DO IT

WHY IT WORKS

Pick any problem from your child's week. Ask "Why did that happen?" When they answer, ask
"Why?" again. Repeat 5 times. Push gently past the first surface-level answer.

Builds root cause thinking — the foundation of analytical intelligence. Most children stop at the first
explanation. The real insight is always deeper.

Three Starter Exercises — Deep Dive



SECTION 4

When to Seek Outside Help

Home practice is powerful — but sometimes children need structured external support. Here's how to

know when.

Signs It's Time

Types of Support

■
■
■
■
■
■

At-home exercises produce significant distress or complete shutdown The

thinking gap is visibly affecting grades, friendships, or confidence Teacher

has flagged concerns across multiple subjects You suspect an underlying

learning difference (dyslexia, ADHD, processing) Three or more months of

consistent home practice shows minimal progress Child is in 7th grade or

above and the gap appears to be widening

Academic Tutoring

Educational
Psychologist

Enrichment / Maker
Programs

School Counselor

Support Type

Thinking Skills / Coding

Anxiety or emotional
avoidance of learning

Best For

Thinking gap, passive learning

habits

Subject-specific gaps (math,

writing)

Suspected learning

differences / ADHD

Motivation and curiosity gaps

Coordinate with classroom teacher

Full psycho-educational assessment

Robotics, design, engineering challenges

What to Look For

Project-based, open-ended — not

tutorial-following

Tutors who teach process, not just answers

■ A Personal Offer Not sure which type of support fits your child? I'm happy to have a no-

pressure conversation. I've
worked with many Dublin-area students and can help you think through the right next step —
whether that involves my programs or not. Just send me a DM on Nextdoor or WhatsApp.



SECTION 5

Resources: Coding, Robotics & Tools

The best resources are the ones your child will actually use. This list focuses on tools that build

thinking — not just technical skills.

There are many helpful blogs for parents at https://www.growwiseschool.org/en/growwise-blogs

■ The Thinking-First Filter

Not all coding programs build analytical thinking. Many teach by providing step-by-step tutorials that
require no original thought. When evaluating a resource, ask: Does my child have to figure
something out, or just follow instructions?

■ Books for Parents
• "Mindset" — Carol Dweck. Why believing intelligence is growable changes everything.

• "How Children Learn" — John Holt. Timeless on how curiosity builds real learning.

Coding Platforms

■ Robotics & Hardware
• LEGO SPIKE Prime — Ages 8–14. Let them build without the instruction manual first. 

• VEX Robotics — Ages 11+. Competitive robotics builds structured problem-solving under pressure.

■ Strategy & Thinking Games
• Chess — Any age. Builds sequential thinking and patience. Even 20 min/week has measurable

benefits.

• Settlers of Catan / Pandemic — Ages 10+. Resource planning, adaptive strategy, systems thinking.

• Scratch (scratch.mit.edu) — Ages 8–12. Give open-ended challenges, not pre-made tutorials. 

• App Inventor (appinventor.mit.edu) — Ages 11+. Closest to the Fallon "Problem-to-App" workshop. 

• Python (python.org) — Ages 12+. Start with: "Build a quiz app about something you love."

■ 

https://www.growwiseschool.org/en/growwise-blogs
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