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According to the 2013 expert white paper ‘ADHD: making the invisible visible’, attention
deficit and hyperactivity disorders affect one in 20 children and adolescents in Europe. In
other words, there is at least one student with one form of these disorders in every
classroom. In some schools, such as VET centres and vocational schools, the percentage of
students with ADHD increases exponentially. A  survey carried out among the project
partners highlighted the fact that in the schools involved, nearly 40 % of the students show
signs of attention disorders with or without hyperactivity, while among VET schools the
percentage reached about 60%. 
Professor Susan Young from Imperial College London highlights that when left undiagnosed
and untreated, attention disorders with or without hyperactivity can put individuals at higher
risks of school exclusion, dropping out of school, academic underachievement, or
unemployment, and that it represents a high societal cost – not only in terms of
inappropriate support to individuals with these disorders, but also because they do not live
up to their full potential. 

The is why 6 partners gathered in the project “Empower Me with Sufficient Attention and
Tempered Hyperactivity”. The goal of this project is to tackle the issues related to training
students with ADHD. Here are the tasks this partnership will tackle:
- First, there seems to be a lack of knowledge about what ADHD is among teachers and
trainers, either because it is left out of their training or because of the myths surrounding
ADHD. This is why the partners are reviewing scientific literature in order to be able to
provide reliable and practical guidance in the form of a booklet.
- Second, there is a great variety of literature on children with ADHD, but limited sources,
especially in some languages, on VET-aged students. It would seem difficult to recommend
to act the same way with a child, with a teenager or with a young adult. Therefore, all partners
decided to go to directly to the source of information and are interviewing VET students and
teachers to be able to tailor the outputs of this project to the challenges and opportunities
specific to VET education.
- To make sure all the information and guidance the partners produce is available to teachers
in all the partners’ countries – and in Europe as a whole, a virtual resource centre will be
created. It will allow teachers to find practical information and share testimonies on working
with students with ADHD on a day-to-day basis. This resource centre will provide the base for
a blended learning program, with a free MOOC and a training for teachers in February 2020.
- Informing teachers is essential, but it is only half of the story. The partners aim at
developing an app or ICT tool that would support students’ attention skills and academic
success.

This project is co-funded by the Erasmus + programme of the European Commission. It
started in September 2018 and is planned to last until February 2021.

About the project
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The first intellectual output of this project is a Compendium of methods for teaching and
counselling youngsters and students (VET) with attention disorders. The Compendium is
developed by the partnership according to a revision of the state of the art in International
scientific literature and focusing in the research produced in partner countries. Its aim is to
provide elements to establish a theoretical basis to sustain the other three
intellectual outputs. 
 
In this sense, the Compendium will provide a review of:
- theories currently used to explain attention deficits; 
- research tools and instruments that may be used to characterize the strategies and
methods used to provide quality teaching and training to students with attention problems; 
- good teaching and training practices for students with attention problems;
- virtual tools to promote cognitive skills, in general, and attention skills for adolescents.
 
As the partners analysed a total of 48 papers, they choose to produce this booklet to cover
the topics of the compendium and provide and actionable tool for teachers and trainers in
VET education. Its aim is to introduce what is ADHD and why it can be challenging in
education, practical tips to introduce in class , a focus on beneficial uses of technology to
students with ADHD, to finish with the presentation of the bibliography of sources analysed
by the partners, most of which are easily accessible on internet.

About this booklet
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Part 1: What is ADHD & why it can be
challenging in education

A short definition of ADHD
The term “ADHD” stands for “Attention Deficit / Hyperactivity Disorder”. Here is a detailed
explanation of this term:
- Attention deficit: attention difficulties are the mainstay of ADHD symptoms.
- / : the slash means “without or without”, which highlights the fact that the attention deficit
disorder can be with or without hyperactivity.
- Disorder: ADHD is not a disease but a neurodevelopmental disorder characterized by a set
of symptoms, therefore more in the sense of a syndrome. As such, people do not “catch”
ADHD, and it does not get “cured”. People with ADHD, children, teenagers and adults alike,
can learn strategies to compensate for the variety of aspects of this disorder.
- Hyperactivity: it refers to the most visible and disruptive symptom without being the basis
for the diagnosis, and it also implies the “I” for “impulsivity”.
 
ADHD combines 3 clinical aspects as defined by the Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of
Mental Disorders (DSM-IV): inattention, impulsivity, hyperactivity. It is a heterogeneous
disorder that can have a variety of impact and severity, depending on each person.

Are there more boys with ADHD than girls? 
The ratio of girls to boys with ADHD ranges from 1:3 to 1:16 in different countries across
Europe. Research suggests that this may reveal that girls with ADHD are more often
overlooked, more boys than girls with ADHD are referred for clinical evaluation. In fact, girls
would more frequently present with inattentive symptoms, rather than disruptive behaviours
or problems in school. In addition, they might show the most disruptive behaviours later than
boys, which could lead to gender bias in diagnosis.

The challenges for students with ADHD at school
School environments require students to be attentive and focused: in this respect, it is no
wonder that students with ADHD can have difficulties in adapting. In particular, the following
difficulties often arise:

Challenges linked to lack of attention and working memory:
- Difficulties in maintaining a good level of attention or sustaining efforts,
- Difficulties in selecting the most important information,
- Lower working memory, in particular with visual information (but less challenges with long
term memory),
- Difficulties in dividing their attention on several things at the same time,
- Difficulties in starting a studying activity,
- Difficulties in following the rules or instructions, more often than not because of selective
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attention and difficulties in understanding or remembering the rules and instructions,
- Organisational difficulties, including forgetting school material,
- Difficulties in adapting during an exercise (after receiving a supporting comment, for
example) and tendency to over persevere on a task even when they struggle with it or when
they should move on to something else,
- Lack of visual attention can cause difficulties in presenting their work, in writing, in
organising their material or in locating themselves in the space around them.

Challenges linked to hyperactivity:
- Tendency to move their body, to play with things,
- Tendency to make noises or to speak when they should not,
- Tendency to interrupt others,
- Challenges in focusing on a task that is less interesting to the student.

Challenges linked to impulsiveness:
- Difficulties in controlling themselves or in executing a series of tasks,
- More difficulties in inhibiting their behaviour (eg making inappropriate comments,
answering instead of others), even more so when they face a challenging task,
- Difficulties in waiting for congratulations, need for immediate feedback,
- Fast decision making, without necessarily analysing what should be done or said.
 
Finally, all these factors can lead to ADHD students meeting more challenges to socialise
with their peers: teachers and the other students might find it difficult to bear with impulsive
behaviours for example. Another factor is that when students have motor challenges, they
are less likely to be included in sports activities, which are an important means of socialising
in the school environment. All in all, 
these challenges can lead students with ADHD to feel frustrated and to get more into conflict
with their classmates. Again, it is necessary to remember that not all students with ADHD will
experience the same challenges and behaviour with the same intensity, and that they might
seem very different from one another.
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Part 2: Practical strategies to introduce in 
class to support students with ADHD

Examples of support measure for students with ADHD measures to 
compensate for or limit challenges linked to inattention

Measures to limit distractions:
- Limiting distracting noises:

Putting glides or leg pads under the chairs and tables  
Offering students with ADHD the opportunity to study with headphones or earplugs on, or

  to study in a calm corner of the classroom

- Limiting physical distractions in the classroom:
Try to have the student sitting in the first row, on the opposite side of the door and far
from any other major distractions. Allow them to try different seats if they want to before
choosing their final place.
Remember to delete any information that is not useful anymore on the board.

- Compensating for hyperactivity:
Define with the student what they are allowed to do and what they are not (some will focus
better by spinning their pens around, some might find it easier to stand up, etc)
Vary the types of exercises, including some that allow for moving around (ie not only
written exercises sitting at their desk)
Rely on a variety of lesson material (visuals, objects, videos, etc) and allow for sufficient
manipulation of objects by students
Allow students to use a stress ball or squishy toy for stress release
When students need to sit down for a long period of time, offer the opportunity to sit on a
fitness ball or on an air cushion to compensate for the need to move around

- Compensating for impulsiveness and favouring self-control:
Provide a clear timetable for the week and for the day
Provide an outline for any lesson, new topic or exercise to make sure the student can find
their way back should they get lost during the lesson
Make sure you inform students in advance about any changes to the schedule, and do not
hesitate to repeat the information

How to reward good behaviour and how to correct behaviour that
disturb the classroom

Putting measures in place to prevent improper behaviour is only one side of the coin when it
comes to supporting the integration of ADHD students in the classroom. It is necessary to 
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make all classroom rules explicit and clear for all students to agree on. Then, for students
with ADHD in particular, it is good to sit down with them and take time to set up specific rules
to help them deal with the demands of the classroom. For example, if you allow them to stand
up or to spin their pen when you are explaining a lesson, you might ask them not to make
unnecessary noises or not to interrupt you in exchange. Making sure that the rules are
explicit, shared and that the consequences for not respecting them are agreed upon makes
the student feel more responsible for their behaviour.

Reinforcement strategies have been found to be the most appropriate to help students with
ADHD improve their behaviour in the classroom. One of the main principles is that
reinforcement strategies should be immediate and as frequent as possible during the day.
Reinforcement strategies relate both to rewarding positive actions and correcting improper
behaviours.

Ways to reinforce positive behaviour include:
- Regularly congratulating the student on behaving properly in the classroom, not only when
giving a proper answer. For example, do not hesitate to say “it’s good, you are very calm”, or
give an approving nod when the student waits for you to ask them to speak when they raise
their hand, make sure you look them in the eye when they answer,
- For younger students, use a reward system in which you give the student tokens during the
day when they behave positively.
- Before a break or at the end of the day, tell the student what they did good, or ask them to
tell you 3 things they think they did good. This will gradually reinforce their ability to self-
evaluate.

On the other hand, improper behaviour should be corrected through a variety of methods,
bearing in mind that the sanctions should be proportional and appropriate to the student.
For example, asking a student that struggles with writing to write a sentence a number of
times is not advised as it has low pedagogical value and is likely to antagonise the student. 

Fruitful strategies include:
- For rude behaviours, asking the student to apologise,
- When they student is starting to behave improperly, remind them the rules,
- When the student is getting unsettled, or is getting angry, allow them to isolate themselves
for a few minutes to calm down and then apologise to the classroom, student or teacher
(depending on the situation) before coming back to their seat,
- Ask the student to come see you at the end of the lesson and ask them to reflect with you
on how they were having an improper behaviour in the classroom,
- If you are using a token system to reward good behaviour, take a token from the student
when they are behaving improperly to make them understand they should correct
themselves.

The rationale behind reinforcement actions is to constantly remind what is ok and what is 
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not: avoid arbitrary punishments or unrelated sanctions, which might not help the student
understand what they did wrong nor make them want to correct it on the long run.

Supporting the social integration of the student in the classroom

Students with ADHD are more often bullied at school and can have more trouble to integrate
themselves in the classroom. You can support their integration and a positive classroom
atmosphere thanks to a variety of activities aiming at developing empathy:

- Organise a classroom discussion where you explain what ADHD is. Make sure to explain in
particular that any adaptation the student with ADHD benefits from (computer, allowing them
to sit up during a lesson, etc) is not a privilege but a support to compensate for their
difficulties. This will help other students not feel jealous.

- If the student with ADHD has a learning disorder, such as dyslexia or dyspraxia, do the
following activity: prepare a simple text where letters are twisted: some words are upside
down, some are written backwards and similar letters are mixed. Give students 5-10 minutes
to decode it. Then facilitate group discussion about how the students felt.

Sample of a text to decode (from www.dyspraxiatheca.eu): 
 
 

- If your class tends to be noisy, which makes it harder for students to focus, prepare an
activity in which you ask questions to students and ask them to answer while loud music or
the radio is playing.

- When you organise group exercises, make sure to give a role to each student to make it
easier for them to know what they have to do. This will help students with ADHD focusing on
the task at hand and listen to what the others have to say.

- Organise working sessions on how to give and receive constructive feedback. This will help
students express their thoughts while learning a positive communication skill. For example,
at the end of group exercises, allow the students to express their feelings on how the group
work went (what was good, what could be improved). Ask them to say one positive thing
about each member of the group.
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Part 3: Focus on beneficial uses of technology
to help students with ADHD

There is a common myth according to which technology, in particular video games and social
media, can be counted as the cause for the “worsening of the ADHD epidemic”. However, as
we have seen above, ADHD is a neurodevelopmental disorder, not an illness. Second, while
some mechanisms that can be used in video games and social media can be distracting and
focus on rewarding the user frequently, they are not inherently bad or good for students, and
It is the same for students with ADHD. There are not bad or good technologies regarding
ADHD, there are good and bad uses of these technologies. 
Regarding school and studying, technology can actually be helpful for students an assist
them in a variety of tasks:
 
- Reading:

Text summarizing tools assist the student in isolating the most important information of
the text. 
Automatic emphasizing of the key words of a text (highlighting, showing with an arrow,
etc) to support the reading process,
Automatic reading of the text can support the student in following and understanding a
text; instead of focusing on the proper pronunciation for each word, the student is free to
focus on the structure and meaning of the text,
Optical Character Recognition (OCR) tools and image to text conversion tools, in general,
allow to convert printed material into digital text format. This allows the student to format
the text in the most appropriate way for them or take notes digitally and gather all their
course material in one place, on their computer.
Some programs read aloud the text found in images directly without image to text
conversion, such as Microsoft Learning Tools (which is a module available on OneNote).

 
- Writing:

Spelling, syntax and grammar checking programs can help the student spot their own
mistakes and improve their text.
Online dictionaries can help students quickly check the definition of a word,
Writing assistants can suggest the student to use specific words depending on what they
are typing,
Speech recognition allow the student to speak out their text for the computer to type.

 
- Mathematics:

Geometry tools support student who may have problems with fine motor skills completing
their geometry exercises by helping them not focus their attention too much on tracing
shapes and allow them to focus on logical thinking. Such tools include Geogebra.
Mathematics programs can help students type their formulas faster thanks to shortcuts
for example (such as Mathtype). It helps students focus on mathematical reasoning rather 
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than losing all their energy on writing or typing formulas.
In addition to shortcuts, a mouse with several buttons can help students access
mathematical formulas quickly by assigning each button to a symbol or to a formula.

 
- Organization and time management skills:

Virtual calendars and timers can help the student plan what they have to do and stay on
track on their schedule,
Mindmapping can help students organise ideas together by using words or images (for
example Mindmeister),
Smart or connected pens automatically save the notes the student is taking manually on
the cloud to make sure they do not loose them or to make it easier to reorganise them
later on (such as Wacom Bamboo Slate),
Several tools can help students to organise their course material digitally: portable
scanners (Iris Scanner Anywhere), organised note taking programs (such as OneNote or
Evernote) that automatically store data into the cloud or other cloud storage platforms
(such as Google Drive).

Most of the supporting functions listed for reading and writing can be found in the Microsoft
Office Suite (Word, OneNote Microsoft Learning Tools) or other similar tools. 
 
The main idea of using these tools in school activities is not to replace the students’ skill
altogether, but to compensate for the extra energy and focus they need to apply in some of
the tasks. Even in the case of an automatic spell checking, the student has to choose
between the different options proposed by the program. In that sense, using technology at
school does not mean that the student learns nothing, but it makes it easier for them to
focus on the main point of an exercise rather than on all the presentation details around it.
 
Other uses of technology to support focus and motivation include:

Listening to music: although this tends to depend on the people, music can help some
students focus on studying by blocking noises and information coming from around them.
No particular type of music is more beneficial than the other. Just remind the student to
make sure that the music they are listening to does not bother the other students.
Listening to a white background noise: a white background noise can have the same
benefits than listening to music for people who find that listening to music is too
distracting. Several apps offer different types of background noises depending on the
user’s preferences.
Mindfulness and meditation apps: apps such as Headspace or Calm provide breathing
exercises and mindfulness sessions with focused exercises on stress management,
anxiety, etc. While not all mindfulness exercises correspond to everyone, they could
support some in calming down or having a break when they need to.

 
These are just a few examples of how technology can support focus and motivation: feel free
to ask students whether they are using any of these or other tools, and discuss with them the
most beneficial uses for their studies!
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Finally, if you wish to provide recommendations to help students not let their attention be
constantly caught by their smartphones when they are in class or doing their homework,
here are some good practices to introduce to them:
- Turn off all apps notifications, either in the phone settings or thanks to a notification
blocking app,
- On your homescreen, only display the apps you use the most or the most useful to you,
- Do not hesitate to sort your apps in folders (studying, games, social media, etc), it will make
it easier not to get distracted by notifications from all your messaging apps for example,
- Try and have a look at how much time you spend per week on social media: most
smartphones automatically measure it. 
 
Bearing all these factors in mind, it is important not to demonize technology: not only could
you risk antagonising your students by implying that what they like is not good, but you could
also miss the opportunity to accompany them in discovering useful tools for their studies
that they will even be able to use in their professional life. As they are already using
technology on a daily basis, it can only be beneficial for students to learn how to turn their
computers and their smartphones into allies!
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