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What is ADHD?

• Attention deficit/hyperactivity disorder

• Overlapping personality traits

• Unlucky combo- impairing without the right support

• Everyone has a bit of each, when is it ADHD?





Everyone 
with ADHD 
is different

As we know, everyone has different strengths- some people are 
creative, others very logical for example

Your strengths can mean that some areas are not as impairing for 
you, or that you can overcome impairment using them

But some people’s strengths might be unrelated to the severity 
of their ADHD, or impact on different domains- someone might 
be an excellent athlete but struggle with academic work, or an 
excellent creative writer but struggle with numerical skills

Individual interests are also key in ADHD- areas that are engaging 
and interesting can lead to hyperfocus and the ability to really 
hone in on something 



Understanding 
strengths is key





Everyone with ADHD is different

• Unfortunately, strengths do not always overcome the challenges specific to ADHD, which 
is why many people seek an explanation in the form of a clinical diagnosis

• ADHD is a very broad condition with many potential indicators - not everyone with ADHD 
has the same challenges- in diagnostic language-

• 6 or more symptoms required, out of a possible

• 9 inattention symptoms

• 9 hyperactivity/impulsivity symptoms

• =18,564 possible combinations of symptoms!



How do real people describe what their ADHD 
is to them?

➢ Can only focus if interested

➢ Not very good at routines, although try hard

➢ No time awareness

➢ Not able to verbalise feelings and thoughts

➢ Lacking common sense

➢ Discrepancy between processing speed and 
intelligence

➢ Emotionally intelligent

➢ Profound and articulate

➢ Logical

➢ Practical

➢ Bright

➢ Quirky

➢ Talking in school
➢ Fixed way of thinking
➢ Struggle with productivity
➢ Talking back to teachers
➢ Others lead them into trouble
➢ Quiet, unnoticed
➢ In the wrong place a lot of the time
➢ Defiant or argumentative
➢ Not knowing the moral rules (stealing things)
➢ Problems with buttons and zips and fine motor skills
➢ Skipping school
➢ Running away
➢ Climbing high things

From patient and public involvement informing 
research



We often remember and internalise the negatives…

Even when a student (or anyone!) excels at many things, it is the things they struggle with that 
can have the biggest lasting impact

With ADHD, those struggles are often multiple and happen often, meaning they are hard to avoid

Over time, this impacts on how a student feels about themselves and their self-esteem

Teenagers with ADHD are at a high risk of depression and anxiety- low mood and a poor sense of 
self-worth

This could be worse when ADHD hasn’t been identified as there is no explanation as to why they 
find everyday tasks more challenging than their peers 



Ideas to 
pick up on 
the 
positives

• Research shows that specific labelled praise is 
really important for reinforcing what is going well, 
and what is good about what a student is doing

• Positive feedback is critically important (here’s a 4 
min video about it 
youtube.com/watch?v=CNEt3BuN_1Q&feature=yo
utu.be)

• You can introduce a game to the class such as 
“catch them out being good” to find all those small 
moments where praise and positivity are possible





Safe environments

People with ADHD may have other sensory differences- over (hyper) or under (hypo) active 
senses

Overwhelming physical environments can cause extreme anxiety and distress, leading to 
avoidance or refusal

We also need to think about the people in the environment and how safe they are- adults and 
peers

And when a calm environment has been disrupted, how to work best with the student and 
others to restore equilibrium

It is important to recognise that you might not appreciate the scale of a problem for a student- 
something that seems minor to you may be momentous to them. Validate their experience











Reframing 
“difficult 
moments” as 
communication 
when pupils are 
struggling or 
underachieving 
due to lack of 
appropriate 
challenge

• Due to the core symptoms of ADHD, engagement with 
work and willingness to attempt activities can vary

• Doing a strengths activity can also help you to 
understand the student’s communication (verbal and 
non-verbal) and be alert for signals

• Key to engage students using methods that suit them, 
and with appropriate adaptation as needed (e.g. format 
of work, weaving in areas of interest from 
understanding strengths)

• Challenge needs to be appropriate- work should be 
completable as otherwise may disengage

• Small chunks of more challenging work is better than 
one long challenging demand- promote engagement 

• Consider the way the student learns best and structure 
work this way- try a few different approaches and 
reflect with the student on what suits them best





Any questions?
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