PROCESSING SPEED

What is this developmental skill?

Processing speed is the ability to take in information, understand it, and respond efficiently. It affects how
quickly children recognize pattetns, follow directions, answer questions, complete schoolwork, and respond
to everyday situations. Processing speed is not a measure of intelligence. Rather, it reflects the efficiency with
which the brain processes information.

How does this normally develop?

Processing speed improves steadily throughout childhood as the brain becomes more efficient. Young
children naturally require mote time to understand instructions, solve problems, and complete tasks. As brain
networks become more connected and myelinated, information travels more rapidly, allowing children to
think and respond more efficiently. Practice, repeated experiences, and increasing familiarity with tasks also
contribute to faster processing over time.

How can neglect interfere with its development?

Neglect can slow processing speed by distupting the development of the brain networks responsible for
efficiently transmitting information. Chronic stress, limited cognitive stimulation, inconsistent routines, and
reduced opportunities for learning all affect how quickly the brain processes new information. Children who
have experienced neglect may also spend considerable mental energy monitoring their environment ot
managing emotional distress, leaving fewer cognitive resources available for processing tasks quickly. As a
result, they may understand information but require significantly more time to respond.

What might this look like?
A child with slower processing speed may:
e Take longer than peers to complete schoolwork.
e Need extra time to answer questions.
e Appeat to "freeze" when given multiple instructions.
e Fall behind during fast-paced classroom activities.
e Require additional time to understand new concepts.
e Become frustrated when rushed.
e Understand material but struggle to demonstrate their knowledge within typical time limits.

Parenting Implications

Children with slower processing speed benefit from patience rather than pressure. Allow extra time for
responses before repeating questions ot assuming the child does not understand. Break complex directions
into smaller steps, reduce unnecessary time pressute, and provide opportunities to practice new skills at a
comfortable pace. Focus on accuracy and understanding rather than speed, recognizing that confidence often
improves when children are given adequate time to think.

From Understanding to Attunement

Instead of thinking, "“They're so slow,” considet, "Their brain may simply need more time to process information.” This
shift helps caregivers appreciate that processing speed is a developmental characteristic, not a measure of
effort or intelligence. By slowing the pace, reducing pressure, and allowing children the time they need to
think, adults create an environment whete learning can occur without unnecessary frustration or shame.
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