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ADHD in the Classroom, Part 1: Strategies for Behavior Management


academic achievement requires the ability to concentrate, and students who have problems with this are at a significant academic disadvantage. In fact, students who are unable to pay attention to one task are likely to avoid or develop a strong aversion to tasks that demand prolonged concentration. Consequently, academic performance and academic success for these students can be inconsistent and infrequent. These difficulties are inherent components of a disorder known as Attention Deficit/Hyperactivity Disorder (ADHD). 


The primary symptoms of ADHD include persistent patterns of inattention, impulsivity and/or hyperactivity when compared to others of similar age and developmental levels. According to the DSM-IV (1994), this pattern must adversely affect at least two settings, such as school, home, and/or work, and must have been present before the age of seven. 


An ADHD diagnosis can occur well after age seven, however, symptoms must have been present before this age. According to Kirby and Kirby (1994), ADHD has been the most common diagnosis for school age children for many years, with prevalence estimates ranging from 2% to 6%. 


The academic implications of ADHD are numerous. For example, the inability focus on individual academic tasks, clearly organize thoughts before speaking, or follow classroom rules is likely to result in, at least, academic frustration. However, ADHD is a medical diagnosis, not a school diagnosis. The assessment and identification of students with ADHD by schools has little to do with diagnostic guidelines outlined in the DSM-IV (Burcham & Meyers 1995). 


The DSM-IV categorizes ADHD as a mental disorder, which may manifest itself within an academic setting. ADHD symptoms that are only observed in school, or that only impede academic performance are not enough to render an ADHD diagnosis (two settings such as home, work, and/or school must be negatively affected). 


It is the school's role to document behavior and recommend an evaluation when a pattern of ADHD symptoms are present in an academic setting. This documentation is very important in the diagnostic process. Educators then will be able to determine to what extent ADHD interferes with the academic, social, and behavioral components of school, and then implement plans to improve the student's educational experience. To maximize the benefits of school, behavior management strategies and specific academic interventions may be necessary. 


Since the behavior that accompanies ADHD contrasts sharply with what is expected at school, keeping control of a classroom that includes students with ADHD is a formidable task. Kirby and Kirby (1994) suggest several techniques for managing these students in the classroom, when the diagnosis is made it is beneficial for the student to begin to learn the nature of his/her disorder. 


This approach requires some knowledge on the part of the teacher in relation to specific explanations of attention difficulties. Involving the student in exploring his or her attentiveness and impulsivity is the key to formulating a behavioral intervention. Levine (1989) suggests that these explanations involve analogies e.g., equating a high quality television set with the brain of an individual with an attentional disorder. The television set consists of high quality parts and is in excellent working order, however, because of problems with the antenna, the reception is inconsistent. 


Kirby & Kirby (1994) stress that because individuals with ADHD often receive a substantial amount of negative feedback, it is important to structure the school day so that the chance for successful and positive feedback is increased. Academic work requiring a high level of attention is best scheduled in the morning, and other school activities that require less attention should be scheduled in the afternoon. Most students with ADHD are better able to control attention during the first half of the school day. This can decrease frustration for both the student and teacher. 


Discipline and behavior are primary issues for students with ADHD and their teachers. When disciplining in the classroom, teachers should understand that ADHD students are often surprised by their own behavior, and don't intend on "acting out" in the classroom. There continues to remain a degree of skepticism in relation to the neurological basis of ADHD and the associated belief that the individual is able to control attention and impulsive behavior if they so choose. This misconception lingers as students with ADHD are often able stay focused, regulate their behavior, and display normal amounts of attention for short periods of time (Kirby & Kirby 1994). There remains the belief that if the student puts more effort into paying attention and controlling impulsive behavior then he or she could become a much better student. 


Behavior modification techniques, when administered with patience and repetitiveness, can be beneficial in improving classroom behavior (Kirby & Kirby, 1994). These techniques involve withholding privileges, rewarding positive behavior, using checklists, and implementing punitive action that is designed to educate. Students with ADHD struggle with basic causal relationships and they often fail to notice connections between behavior and consequences, therefore, for behavior modification to be effective, interventions must be consistent, repetitive, fair, and educable. 





ADHD in the Classroom, Part 2: "Strategies for Academic Achievement"











Beyond general classroom behavioral difficulties, poor attention span, impulsivity, hyperactivity, and noncompliance create significant academic difficulties for an ADHD student. (Kemp, Fister, & McLaughlin, 1995). Implementing classroom management techniques helps ADHD students succeed, but this alone not is enough. Specific strategies that address academic deficits are also needed. Because ADHD is so complex addressing these needs is very difficult. 


For instance, a student who's predominant symptom is impulsivity, requires different academic interventions than the student who is persistently inattentive (Rooney, 1995). In order to intervene properly, an academic plan should match symptoms with specific modes of instruction. If a student is predominantly hyperactive then a kinesthetic approach to an academic exercise may be beneficial. Also, if a student is unable to channel the needed amount of mental effort into a single task, then a tactile or group approach may help. One must caution that simple, blanket solutions to academic difficulties end up exhausting time, resources, and motivation. The suggestion is that teachers should spend time interpreting diagnostic ADHD evaluations so that academic interventions can target individual needs. Specifically, interventions here should address test-taking, reading, and math. 


During reading exercises, Rooney (1995) suggests that ADHD students turn main ideas and details into a visual format. Before beginning a reading assignment the student draws a circle on a separate sheet of paper and puts the title above the circle. While reading, the student puts the first main idea inside the circle and attaches the details in a spoke-like manner around the wheel. Secondary details can also be added to the spokes here, different colors can further help ADHD students distinguish main ideas from details. When the next main idea is identified, the student draws a new circle and the process begins again. Textbook reading can also work with this approach. A student places the first subheading inside a circle then branches out details in a spoke-like fashion. This process can continue until all the subheadings in the reading assignment are complete. 


Also encouraged are the use of manipulatives for students with ADHD when learning mathematics. Here the visual and tactile nature allows individuals with ADHD to conceptualize many of the processes in math and helps them focus on the task at hand. Manipulatives can be used to teach adding subtraction, division, multiplication, fractions, algebra, percentages, and geometry. For example when studying geometry, actual cubes, cylinders or triangles can be used to make geometric calculations. For younger students with ADHD manipulatives such as apples, poker chips and/or dry cereal (for young children) can be used to teach basic math concepts. 


When taking tests, students should be encouraged to underline key words essay or short answer questions as this may help in focusing on critical pieces of a question. Additionally, it also provides a quick check as to the completeness of the answer. 


Students with ADHD often have difficulty with multiple academic tasks. To remediate this, it is important to micro-unit lesson plans e.g., breaking down and presenting material in very small segments. For example, when asking a student to write a paper describing his/her favorite animal, one could ask the student to brainstorm the characteristics of this animal. Then, after the brainstorm, a follow-up response could be to identify the characteristics by grouping into distinct categories. Once categories are established, the topic sentences can be generated, and so on. Not only does this help the individual with ADHD students see big picture, but it also brings structure and organization to their work. 


Approaches to algebra also illustrate this point: when asked to solve an algebraic expression, there may be difficulty following or recalling the sequential steps needed complete the task, even if he/she has successfully performed this operation many times. Teachers should micro-unit the steps needed to solve for x. Another example simply has the teacher hand out one worksheet instead of three, here the teacher then instructs the student to pick up subsequent worksheets at the teachers desk. Not only does this provide structure and micro-unit work, but it also increases student/teacher contact and gives the student a short time to move around (Rooney, 1995). 


Students with ADHD are described as being disorganized, impulsive, inattentive, and distractible, therefore, ADHD students need help with essential academic protocol such as organizing time, materials, and ideas. Traditional approaches that do not take into consideration the complex aspects of ADHD only frustrate parents, teachers, and students. Approaches to ADHD need to be structured, simple, and reliable, and interventions must be organized, micro-united, and maintain a persistent focus on the process of learning. 


Also, frequent contact between a student and teacher and a comfortable relationship based on respect is important in helping one thrive in school. As educators become more familiar with ADHD, many of the interventions outlined in this paper will further develop, and new interventions will emerge. 
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