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New ADHD Research Challenges 
Former Assumptions. Why It Matters
By Elizabeth Heubeck

R oughly 11% of all U.S. children 
ages 3–17 have been diagnosed 
with ADHD, or attention- 
deficit/hyperactivity disorder. 
That’s the equivalent of two to 

three students in a typical classroom. And the 
brain-based disorder is only becoming more 
common. Between 2016 and 2022, about 1 mil-
lion additional children were diagnosed with 
ADHD, according to the Centers for Disease 
Control and Prevention.

As ADHD diagnoses increase, so, too, does 
the scientific community’s understanding of 
the disorder, challenging long-held assump-
tions about how the condition affects atten-
tion, motivation, and learning.

For decades, ADHD was widely associ-
ated with hyperactivity or impulsivity. But 
researchers now recognize that not every-
one with ADHD displays those traits. Stu-
dents with inattentive ADHD, for example, 
may struggle to focus and be organized 
without exhibiting hyperactive or impulsive  
behavior.

Recent research also suggests that a lack of 
attention may not be the primary driver behind 
the challenges facing children with the disorder.

“There’s this implication that these chil-
dren [with ADHD] lack the ability to pay atten-

tion,” said Benjamin Kay, an assistant profes-
sor of neurology at the Washington University 
School of Medicine in St. Louis. “A lot of these 
patients can hyperfocus, for instance, on video 
games. It’s just that their attention is selective. 
You have to engage it,” he said.

Kay led a study published in December 
2025 in the scientific journal Cell, which used 
advanced brain imaging to examine pat-
terns of more than 5,000 children ages 8 to 
11, including some who had been adminis-
tered stimulant medication used to manage 
ADHD.

For the first time, researchers were able to 
see that these drugs act mainly on the brain’s 
reward and alertness networks—not on brain 
circuitry associated with attention, as previ-
ously hypothesized, said Kay.

These and related research findings, ex-
perts believe, may hold important insights 
for educators aiming to better understand the 
behavior of students with ADHD and engage 
them in classroom learning.

Why students with ADHD may 
struggle with school tasks

Kay’s findings may help explain why stu-
dents with ADHD find school and its lack of 
immediate rewards, well, boring, said Christy 
Walcott, an associate professor of school psy-
chology at East Carolina University.

“If students with ADHD have to sit still 
and persist on things they find relatively bor-
ing compared to what they’re experiencing 
in other parts of their life, perhaps medi-
cation helps them tolerate that boredom,” 
Walcott said.

She also noted that the study results 
align with delay aversion, a theory about 
ADHD described as “the motivation to es-
cape or avoid delay” that arose in the early 
2000s. It explains why children with ADHD 
prefer small, immediate rewards over large, 
delayed ones, according to proponents of  
this theory.

If children with ADHD are somehow 
“wired” to want immediate rewards, it ex-
plains why they may hyperfocus on things 
they find particularly interesting.

“If they’re doing something they enjoy or 
find psychologically rewarding, they’ll tend 
to persist in this behavior after others would 
normally move on to other things. The brains 
of people with ADHD are drawn to activities 
that give instant feedback,” Russell Barkley, a 
retired psychologist and recognized authority 
on ADHD, told Additude, an online publica-
tion covering ADHD topics, in 2025.
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What students are used 
to in their free time are 
digital environments that 
offer immediate reward, 
constant novelty, and 
minimal effort.”
CHRISTY WALCOTT
Associate professor of school psychology
East Carolina University
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What the ADHD research means  
for classrooms

Teachers don’t necessarily need to under-
stand the intricacies behind ADHD brain cir-
cuitry. But they may find the takeaways from 
recent research on the disorder, particularly 
useful as they work to engage all students, es-
pecially those with ADHD, Walcott explained.

“School tasks, by traditional measure, are 
kind of low-novelty and take a lot of sustained 
effort, whereas what students are used to in 
their free time are digital environments that 
offer immediate reward, constant novelty, and 
minimal effort,” Walcott said.

So, how can teachers compete?
They can start by aligning lessons to 

broader themes that are interesting and rel-
evant, a strategy that applies to every level 
of K-12 education. Here are some real-world 
examples happening now in schools around 
the nation:

•    �Kindergarten teachers are exposing 
kindergartners to the natural world 
around them as they learn vocabulary.

•    �Elementary and middle school teachers 
are enhancing students’ interest in 
STEM concepts by providing real-world 
encounters with astronauts.

•    �High school students are benefiting 
from internship experiences that align 
with classroom learning and personal 
interests.

Rethinking rewards and feedback

How content is presented affects the way 
students with ADHD respond. So, too, does 
how school-based reward systems operate. 
Students with the disorder benefit from a 
shorter time frame between the effort they put 
into a task and when they’re rewarded for it, 
say experts.

Positive affirmation helps all students 
succeed. But forms of positive reinforcement 
that motivate most students, like quarterly or 
semester report cards, don’t necessarily have 
the same effect on kids with ADHD, explains 
Gregory Fabiano, a professor of psychology at 
Florida International University.

“Traditional report cards don’t do enough 
to make a difference for children who are 
prone to outbursts or other challenging behav-
iors,” Fabiano told EdWeek. But daily report 
cards can, especially for elementary and mid-
dle school students.

Fabiano suggests using daily report cards 
for younger students with ADHD. These tools 
help track the daily performance on specific, 
predetermined goals—often tied to behavior. 
They work best when the goals are clear and 
objective. “It’s not just, ‘I had a good day.’ It’s ‘I 
completed my work within the time given,’ or 
‘I had no more than three reminders for call-
ing out during the lesson,’” he said.

Not every strategy will work for every stu-
dent with ADHD. But with climbing numbers 
of students being diagnosed with it and digital 
media providing riveting content and imme-
diate feedback, teachers need all the support 
they can get.

As Walcott observed: Digital media “is 
kind of rewiring how and if we’re able to toler-
ate slow, kind of effortful tasks.”
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How Nashville Dismantled Segregated Classrooms 
For Students With Disabilities
By Evie Blad

W hen Debra McAdams 
stepped into her role 
leading special edu-
cation for Nashville 
schools in 2009, she 

knew she would immediately face a deeply en-
trenched system that separated students with 
disabilities from their peers.

Elementary and middle school students 
with disabilities were largely taught separate-
ly from students without disabilities, often 
bused past their neighborhood schools— 
including those attended by their siblings—to 
regional hubs where educators offered special-
ized services.

The district, the second largest in Tennes-
see, operated nearly 200 segregated class-
rooms, where students with disabilities learned 
apart from their peers. That included many stu-
dents with relatively low support needs, such 
as speech impairments, most districts would 
place in general education classrooms for the 
full day. The situation wasn’t just stigmatizing; 
it conflicted directly with a federal requirement 
that students with disabilities be educated in 
the “least restrictive environment.”

It was McAdams’ job to tear down those silos.
Under her leadership, the district commit-

ted to a clear principle: students with disabil-
ities would attend their zoned neighborhood 
schools and participate in core general educa-
tion classes unless there was a clear education-
al justification not to.

“All of our students, including those with 
disabilities, are general education students 
first, and we should not have separate set-
tings,” McAdams, a 2026 Leader To Learn 
From honoree, said. “We are all part of one 
big community, and the earlier that everybody 
understands that for all of our students, the 
more accepting everyone is.”

‘A massive mindset shift’

The transformation—part of a broader, 
multipronged effort to improve education 
in the 81,000-student Nashville district— 
required strategic planning, coalition-build-
ing, and deep trust-building from McAdams 
and her team. But the results were measur-

able: Before the work began in the 2008-2009 
school year, about 36% of Nashville students 
with disabilities spent more than 80% of their 
time in general education classrooms, a fed-
eral metric used to define the least restrictive 
environment. By the 2023-24 school year, that 
number had climbed to 76%.

“It was a massive mind shift change,” 
said Sonya Dobbs, the director of exception-
al education student supports for Nashville 
schools. “It wasn’t easy, and it didn’t just hap-
pen. There were a lot of bumps in the road, 
but we stuck with it because it’s what was best 
for [the] children.”

A committee of educators, community 
members, and a Vanderbilt University educa-
tion professor collaborated on the transforma-
tion plan with support from the city’s mayor 
and business leaders. Students with disabil-
ities who had previously been sent to hub 
schools would instead attend their neighbor-
hood campuses, starting with kindergartners 
the first year and adding an additional grade 
each following year.

The change required a mindset shift from 
both special education and general education 
classroom teachers, McAdams said.

“We had general education teachers who 
had never had a child with autism or a child 
with an emotional disturbance in their class-

room,” she said. “We had to really work to en-
sure students had access to general education 
at their new schools.”

To support that shift, the district created 
targeted professional development on inclu-
sive classroom practices for principals, gener-
al education teachers, and special education 
teachers. Leaders trained staff on co-teaching 
strategies and classroom management, and 
they embedded special education in clusters 
of schools to aid implementation.

Special education leaders also focused on the 
details. One of the first changes was linguistic: 
The district adopted “people first” language, 
referring to students as individuals before refer-
encing their disabilities. Where a teacher might 
have once said “a disabled child,” they were en-
couraged to say “a child with disabilities.”

At each school, leaders mapped students’ 
support needs by cataloging all the services 
and accommodations outlined in every stu-
dent’s individualized education program, or 
IEP. They then ensured that general education 
classrooms had the resources to meet those 
needs—like adaptive technologies or help from 
a paraprofessional—and encouraged collabora-
tive planning among general education, special 
education, and English-learner teachers.

Leaders also briefed parents about the 
changes in their children’s IEP meetings, 
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Debra McAdams, executive director of the department of exceptional education at 
Metropolitan Nashville Public Schools, visits Isaiah T. Creswell Middle School of the Arts in 
Nashville, Tenn.
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home visits, and larger meetings. While 
many parents were eager to send their chil-
dren to neighborhood schools, some needed 
assurances that their needs would still be met 
in the new setting.

At the secondary level, the district has 
partnered with local employers, like the 
Nashville Zoo, to offer professional learning 
opportunities and internships for students 
with disabilities as part of their transition 
planning, said Megan Cobb, a former special 
education teacher who now works as a family- 
engagement specialist with The Arc Tennes-
see, an organization that helps families navi-
gate the special education system.

McAdams is “very approachable,” Cobb 
said. “That’s her strength.”

Shoveling the ramp first

Ask people who work with McAdams to 
describe her approach to education, and many 
will point to a cartoon she includes in every 
presentation. It depicts a ramp and a staircase 
leading to a school, both covered in snow. Stu-
dents, including one in a wheelchair, wait at 
the bottom while an adult shovels the stairs.

“If you shovel the ramp first, we can all go 
in,” the student in the wheelchair says.

“When we do something for students with 
disabilities, we do something for all students,” 
Dobbs said. “That’s really her message.”

With that philosophy in mind, the district 
emphasized universal design for learning 
practices, which stress giving students options 
in how they engage with material and demon-
strate understanding. For example, a teacher 
might tape off an area around a desk, allow-
ing a student with ADHD to stand and move 
without disrupting classmates. Clearly posted 
lesson goals and classroom expectations can 
support students with disabilities who value 
predictability, but they may also help all stu-
dents stay engaged in their work.

As logistics and classroom practices shift-
ed, educators noticed less formal but equally 
powerful signs of inclusion. Students with dis-
abilities no longer had separate field trips and 
separate tables in school lunchrooms, McAd-
ams said.

“I knew we’d made progress when I 
opened a yearbook, and there was no longer a 
separate page for the special education class-
room,” she said.

A teacher at heart

McAdams earned credibility with educa-
tors because she had spent years as a special 

education teacher in a variety of environments 
before stepping into leadership, said David 
Williams, the deputy chief of academics for 
the district.

After growing up in Long Island, N.Y., 
McAdams attended Mansfield University in 
Pennsylvania before working in a lab school 
for students with disabilities at Lehigh Univer-
sity, co-teaching students by day and going to 
class at night.

She held roles as a master teacher, a coordi-
nator for students transitioning to college and 
career, and a behavioral interventionist before 
moving to Nashville in 1999. There, she taught 
at a K-8 school in the Nashville district serving 
students who needed extensive support for be-
havioral difficulties. In 2006, she helped cre-
ate a similar school for high school students.

“It’s difficult because you’re dealing with 
very aggressive behaviors all day long and 
students who have had major trauma in their 
life,” McAdams said. “But at the end of the 
day, those kids knew that we cared about them 
and that we weren’t giving up on them.”

Today, McAdams leads the district’s larg-
est academic department, which has about 
400 employees, including coaches, behavior 
interventionists, school psychiatrists, and oth-
er staff, Williams said. She has deep expertise 
in special education law, but she’s also still a 
teacher at heart, he said.

Williams recalled visiting a middle school 
classroom with McAdams and noticing a stu-
dent struggling to manage his emotions.

“The first thing Debbie does is sit on the 
floor next to him and talk to him. She had nev-
er met him before, but that part of her nature 
just turned on,” he said. “She carries that clar-
ity and credibility into interactions with kids, 
lawyers in remediation, parents, principals.”

A process that never ends

McAdams acknowledges that the district 
still has work to do.

Like most districts, Nashville struggled 
to address the needs of students with disabil-
ities during the abrupt shift to remote learn-
ing in March 2020. Parents worried about 
lost instructional time for their children when 
services like physical therapy couldn’t be de-
livered in a remote environment and when 
technology platforms didn’t seem to fit their 
complex learning needs, said Tiffany Acuff, 
who chaired the district’s Exceptional Edu-
cation Families Advisory Council during the 
pandemic.

Acuff credited McAdams for her willingness 
to hold online forums to hear concerns from 

families of children with disabilities, even when 
there weren’t clear answers. Acuff also ran a pri-
vate Facebook group for parents, and met with 
McAdams weekly to share feedback.

Despite significant progress, the district 
fell short of the state’s least restrictive envi-
ronment targets last year, McAdams said. In 
response, educators are auditing IEPs school 
by school to determine what resources they 
need to provide in general education class-
rooms to ensure students with disabilities can 
spend more time learning with their peers.

It’s a process of continuous improvement 
that will never end, McAdams said.

“This is not just me,” she said. “This is our de-
partment, this is our team, this is our district.”

RETURN TO PAGE 1
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50 Years of IDEA: 4 Things to Know About 
The Landmark Special Education Law
By Evie Blad

F ifty years ago, Congress dramati-
cally expanded schools’ responsi-
bilities when it passed the nation’s 
primary special education law, re-
quiring children with disabilities 

to receive a “free appropriate public education” 
alongside their non-disabled peers.

The Education for All Handicapped Chil-
dren Act, as it was then called, required schools 
to identify students with disabilities and make 
individualized plans to meet their needs.

Disability rights advocates celebrated the 
law. But even as President Gerald Ford signed 
it on Dec. 2, 1975, he expressed concerns that 
Congress would not be able to provide ade-
quate funding to meet its detailed mandates.

“Everyone can agree with the objective 
stated in the title of this bill—educating all 
handicapped children in our nation,” Ford 
said in a signing statement. “The key question 
is whether the bill will really accomplish that 
objective.”

The landmark legislation was reauthorized 
as the Individuals with Disabilities Education 
Act, or IDEA, in 1990, and amended again in 
1997 and 2004. Fifty years after its initial pas-
sage, advocates for students with disabilities 

fear its promise is under threat, both from the 
original concern Ford expressed—inadequate 
funding—and from newer issues, like changes 
in federal education policy.

Here are four things to know.

The number of students with 
disabilities has grown steadily 
over time

Part B of IDEA outlines states’ require-
ments to provide a free appropriate public ed-
ucation, or FAPE, by identifying students with 
disabilities and creating individualized educa-
tion programs to outline goals and supports.

About 3.6 million students—8% of overall 
public school enrollment—were identified 
under Part B when the law first took effect 
in 1976. That number climbed to 7.5 million 
in the 2022-23 school year, about 15 percent 
of total enrollment, the most recent federal  
data show.

That increase was fueled by several factors, 
including increased efforts to identify stu-
dents with disabilities at earlier ages, broader 
diagnostic criteria, and the later addition of 
autism, traumatic brain injuries, and develop-
mental delays as disability categories.

Thirty-two percent of students served un-

der the law have a specific learning disabili-
ty, like dyslexia or dysgraphia, making it the 
largest disability category. The other large 
categories include speech and language im-
pairments like stuttering (19%); “other health 
impairments” like ADHD or epilepsy that im-
pact learning by affecting issues like attention 
or focus (15.3%); and autism (13%). 

Federal funding for IDEA is well 
below targets outlined in the law

When Congress passed the Education for 
All Handicapped Children Act, it recognized 
that the new obligations for schools created 
under Part B of the law would create new  
expenses.

To cover “excess costs” associated with 
providing services to students with disabil-
ities, the law created a graduated federal 
spending schedule. By 1982 and all of the 
years going forward, “the maximum amount” 
of each state’s grant under Part B would be 
equivalent to 40% of overall average per- 
pupil costs in the United States multiplied by 
the number of children in the state identified 
under the law.

Appropriations are handled separately by 
Congress, and decades later, it has never come 
close to meeting that 40% threshold. Edu-
cators and advocates see it as an unfulfilled 
promise. In the 2024 fiscal year, the $14.2 
billion in Part B grants provided to states was 
equivalent to 10.9% of the average per pupil 
expenditure, well short of the 40% target, the 
Congressional Research Service said in an Au-
gust 2024 report.

Bipartisan groups of senators and repre-
sentatives have repeatedly introduced bills 
to “fully fund” IDEA that have not advanced 
to a vote. The most recent version, proposed 
in April, would mandate gradual increases in 
federal funding over 10 years, requiring Con-
gress to reach the 40% threshold by 2035.

Special education teacher 
shortages remain a top concern 
for schools

School leaders consistently rank difficulty 
recruiting and and retaining special education 
teachers as a top staffing concern, and some 
advocates say turnover in the role affects the 
quality of services students receive.

Thirty-four percent of public school leaders 
reported understaffing in special education in 
an Oct. 2024 federal survey. By comparison, 
22% reported shortages in general elementary 
education positions.
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President Gerald Ford, pictured in the Oval Office on Jan. 27, 1976, signed into law the 
predecessor to the Individuals with Disabilities Education Act in 1975.
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That shortage is in part due to a persistent 
trend of teachers with special education cer-
tification shifting to general education class-
rooms, rather than leaving the teacher pro-
fession entirely, researchers have found. That 
may be because of the stresses of the job: pa-
perwork, additional legal responsibilities, case 
management, and limited resources.

Advocates have pushed for strategies like 
teacher residencies that allow special educa-
tion candidates to learn in the classroom with 
additional support from a certified teacher, 
bonuses for special education teachers in high 
needs areas, and mentoring programs that 
give special educators a backstop on the com-
plicated aspects of their work.

Advocates sound the alarm over 
IDEA enforcement worries

Implementation of IDEA has always been 
imperfect; the U.S. Department of Education 
found just 19 states met the law’s requirements 
in 2025. The agency reviews states’ plans to 
comply with IDEA and key data related to 
academic progress, discipline and learning 
environments for students with disabilities. 
States that don’t meet requirements must seek 
federal technical assistance or target funding 
to areas that need improvement.

But changes by President Donald Trump’s 
administration have stirred new concerns 
of weakened federal enforcement of IDEA’s 
mandates.

In November, the Education Department 
announced plans to offload the duties of many 
of its offices to other federal agencies. Those 
offices include elementary and secondary ed-
ucation, which will see core responsibilities 
such as administering Title I and other key 
funding streams shift to the U.S. Department 
of Labor under an interagency agreement 
made without congressional approval.

Plans to move the office of special educa-
tion and rehabilitation services and the office 
for civil rights, which investigates legal com-
plaints about schools’ treatment of students 
with disabilities, to other agencies remain 
on the table, administration officials said. 
Even if those offices remain in the Education 
Department, spreading federal education 
programs across agencies will increase bu-
reaucracy and put vulnerable students at risk, 
critics have said.

The Trump administration has also termi-
nated millions of dollars in grants for special 
education teacher training and other special 
education projects, attempted to reduce spe-
cial education oversight staff, and closed sev-

en of 12 regional offices operated by the office 
for civil rights. About 33% of the 25,000 com-
plaints OCR received in 2024 were related to 
disability rights, the agency said in a report to 
Congress, and that category historically has 
been proportionally among the largest.

RETURN TO PAGE 1
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Does Extended Time on Tests Actually Help 
Students With ADHD?
Some of the most common supports for students with ADHD might not be effective

By Elizabeth Heubeck

P icture a student with ADHD 
whose hallmark symptoms in-
clude struggling to sit still and 
focus for extended periods of 
time, especially when the sub-

ject holds little interest. Then picture that 
same student receiving extra time to com-
plete a test or assignment—from low-stakes 
weekly math tests in elementary school to the 
high-stakes SAT that helps determine college 
admissions.

The practice seems counterintuitive. Some 
experts agree.

“For many kids with ADHD, that’s an 
absolutely absurd recommendation,” said 
Gregory Fabiano, a professor of psychol-
ogy at Florida International University 
whose research focuses on effective assess-
ments and interventions for children with  
attention-deficit hyperactivity disorder. 
“They have a hard time paying attention for 
the typical time that they’re supposed to do 
the task. Why would giving them another 20 
minutes to do that task be thought of as some-
thing that would help them at all?”

Yet, “extended time” has become one of 
the most commonly offered accommodations 
in K-12 classrooms designed to allow children 
with learning disorders to complete the same 
assignments as their classmates but with ad-
aptations. Other such accommodations in-
clude preferential seating, in which teachers 
identify a seating arrangement for a student 
with ADHD believed to minimize distrac-
tions, the use of study notes created by a teach-
er or peer, and the use of handheld toys such as 
fidget spinners during class time.

The routine use of these and other accom-
modations in general education classrooms 
has burgeoned in recent years, spurred by the 
2004 reauthorization of the Individuals with 
Disabilities Education Act, as well as a great-
er awareness and acceptance of ADHD and 
other developmental or learning disorders. An 
estimated 11% of the nation’s children have 
ADHD.

But Fabiano and some other special edu-
cation experts say that many of these practic-

es, albeit well-meaning, found their way into 
classrooms with little to no proof that they ac-
tually worked.

Indeed, a growing body of evidence sug-
gests that for many students with ADHD com-
monly used classroom accommodations—like 
extended time—don’t necessarily improve ac-
ademic outcomes and, in some instances, may 
actually lead to worse ones.

How extended time became a 
fixture in classrooms, despite lack 
of evidence

More than 80% of students diagnosed with 
ADHD receive extended time, according to a 
2021 systematic review of accommodations 
for students with ADHD.

Despite its prevalence, though, few studies 
have directly examined the effectiveness or 
appropriateness of extended time for students 
with ADHD, the researchers from Teachers 
College, Columbia University, and the Univer-
sity of Georgia, Athens, found. In two studies, 
middle and high school students scored better 
when given additional time—regardless of 
whether or not they had a diagnosis of ADHD.

Judith Harrison, an associate professor of 
special education at Rutgers University in New 
Brunswick, N.J., has spent the majority of her 
professional career researching effective ways 
to teach life skills to children with ADHD and 
behavioral disabilities. She’s skeptical of many 
commonly used classroom accommodations—
and extended time in particular.

“Extended time for students with ADHD 
comes from the idea that they’re off-task—so 
if you give them more time, they’ll come back 
to focusing and complete the assignment,” 
Harrison said, “which we’re really finding out 
is not true.”

Research seems to bear this out. A 2010 
study conducted by Fabiano and colleagues di-
vided a group of 33 school-age children (ages 7 
to 12) with ADHD into two groups: One group 
received the standard 30 minutes to complete 
seat work; the other received 45 minutes.

The students who received the standard 
amount of time completed significantly more 
problems correctly per minute than those who 
received extended time, the authors found. 
Further, the researchers observed that the be-
havior of the students in both groups declined 
the longer they spent on the assignment.

The researchers who conducted the sys-
tematic review of the research suggested 
that schools use extended time liberally be-
cause it’s easier and cheaper to implement 
than behavior-management plans and other  
evidence-based interventions.

Harrison agrees. An evidence-based inter-
vention “takes longer than just giving students 
extra time,” she said. 

Effective use of accommodations 
requires a nuanced understanding 
of learning disorders

Still, these accommodations have been 
found to work for certain groups of students. 
Experts say teachers may need more train-
ing to know which accommodations work for 
which students and why.

Take preferential seating, for instance—an 
accommodation commonly applied to stu-
dents with ADHD.

“I’ve seen kids that are seated in the front 
of the class, and it’s a very poor placement 
for them, because they spend the whole class 
turning around and looking at things behind 
them,” Fabiano said. “On the other hand, I 
see kids in the back of the class for whom it’s 
problematic because if they’re shouting out 
a lot, that’s distracting all the other students 
around them.”
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Preferential seating might be ill-advised 
for many students with ADHD, but it maywork 
well for the students with the disorder who 
struggle with inattention, but not hyperactiv-
ity or impulse control.

Similarly, while students with ADHD 
alone may gain little to no benefit from ex-
tended time, this accommodation may help 
students with anxiety perform better. (Some 
students have a dual diagnosis of ADHD and 
anxiety.) Eliminating the “timed” element of 
a test can help a student with anxiety to relax 
and focus better on the information present-
ed, Harrison said. 

Interventions over 
accommodations?

Instead of simply adopting these accom-
modations, some experts recommend inter-
ventions that provide skills that can benefit a 
wide berth of students—not just in the class-
room but in all aspects of life.

That’s a key piece to learning at Bridg-
es Middle School in Portland, Ore., which 
serves students in 5th through 8th grade with 
learning differences. Principal Carrie Hall 
estimates that 60% of the schools’ students 
have ADHD and that they can all benefit from 
learning how to identify and advocate for 
strategies that work for them, individually.

Unlike at some schools where teachers 
decide the timing of breaks for students with 
ADHD, Bridges aims to teach students to 
learn when they need a break from work, to 
advocate for themselves by requesting it, and 
to know when it’s time to get back to work.

“We have found that to be more success-
ful than saying, ‘You have to do this. You can’t 
take a break until it’s time,’” Hall said.

Similarly, Harrison said that rather than or-
ganizing students’ school backpacks for them, 
which some accommodations call for, teach-
ing all children ways they can organize their 
own spaces—be it a backpack or a locker— 
can serve them throughout their school and 
post-school livesaid.

“When we present these ideas at confer-
ences, teachers get really excited,” Harrison 
said. “They agree that we need to teach stu-
dents skills as opposed to continuing to try to 
remove barriers.”

RETURN TO PAGE 1
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ADHD Is Punished in Schools.  
How Teachers Can Flip the Script
By Elizabeth Heubeck

E xcessive squirming and fidget-
ing. Difficulty paying attention. 
A tendency to act impulsively 
and make careless mistakes. 
Trouble acting cooperative-

ly. These hallmark symptoms of childhood 
ADHD run counter to behavior that teachers 
welcome in their classrooms.

It’s perhaps unsurprising, then, that the es-
timated 11% of the nation’s children who have 
the common developmental disorder tend to 
get punished far more than their classmates. 
High school students with attention-deficit/
hyperactivity disorder are twice as likely to 
get suspended, and five times as likely to be 
expelled from school, compared to their class-
mates without ADHD, according to a study of 
students from nine high schools.

Younger students with ADHD feel the ef-
fects of school discipline disproportionately, 
too. One national survey of parents whose 
children had ADHD, conducted in 2014, found 
that nearly 6% of boys and 1.5% of girls with 
the disorder were expelled from preschool.

A lack of training for teachers on the best 
practices for classroom management for stu-
dents with ADHD is partly to blame, say ex-
perts. In a study that surveyed elementary 
teachers 20 years apart, in 1999 and 2019, just 

10% of respondents in the initial survey and 
30% in the later one reported feeling appropri-
ately trained to manage behaviors of students 
with ADHD.

Teachers who lack effective training tend 
to resort to punitive measures in response to 
behaviors associated with ADHD, like inat-
tention or impulsivity, said Gregory Fabiano, 
a professor of psychology at Florida Interna-
tional University whose research focuses on 
effective assessments and interventions for 
children with ADHD.

But meting out punishments—especially 
exclusionary discipline, like suspensions—
rarely works in the short or long term to ad-
dress the challenges that students with ADHD 
face, he argues.

Students with ADHD too often get 
trapped in a negative feedback loop

The school experience of students with 
ADHD often looks far different than that of 
their peers, Fabiano observes.

Students without behavioral challenges 
typically have the privilege of positive inter-
actions with adults, he said. Nobody groans 
when they come into the room or automati-
cally expects them to misbehave. On the con-
trary, the school experience of someone with 
ADHD can feel lonely and discouraging.

“The sort of kids that I often work with as 
a clinical child psychologist, the ones with be-
havioral challenges, their entire day is often 
commands, demands, reprimands, corrective 
feedback, criticism, getting in trouble,” Fabia-
no said. “You can imagine how that approach 
wears thin for both the adult and the child re-
ally quickly. It’s just repeating the same kind of 
approach over and over again until the student 
drops out or disengages from school.”

One study from 2010 estimated that 32% of 
students with ADHD drop out of high school, 
compared to 15% of teens that don’t have a psy-
chiatric disorder.

By the time a student with ADHD is in 
middle or high school, they’re likely to have 
accumulated a history of negative interac-
tions with adults in the school setting, Fabi-
ano points out.

“They’re often only seen or heard when 
they’ve been misbehaving, and oftentimes the 
adults miss opportunities to engage with them 
when things are going the right way,” he said.

The daily report card can reinforce 
positive behavior for students with 
ADHD

Receiving positive affirmation is critical to 
the success of all students. But forms of pos-
itive reinforcement that motivate most stu-
dents, like quarterly or semester report cards, 
don’t necessarily have the same effect on kids 
with ADHD, said Fabiano.

“Traditional report cards don’t do enough 
to make a difference for children who are 
prone to outbursts or other challenging be-
haviors,” he said. But daily report cards can, 
especially for elementary and middle school 
students.

The tool sets specific, daily goals to which 
the classroom teacher, student, and his or 
her parents or guardians agree in advance. 
When those goals are met, the student—with 
parents’ buy-in—receives a specific and pre-
viously agreed upon home-based reward, like 
a slightly later-than-usual bedtime or screen 
time privileges.

Fabiano offers advice on how to make the 
daily report card effective, starting with mak-
ing sure the goals are clear and objective.

“It’s not just, ‘I had a good day.’ It’s ‘I com-
pleted my work within the time given,’ or ‘I 
had no more than three reminders for calling 
out during the lesson,’” he said.

Providing feedback in real time, through-
out the day, also helps, said Fabiano, as it 
gives the child an opportunity to course cor-
rect if needed.
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“The daily report card gives the opportuni-
ty for the child to have a great day and positive 
attention,” he said. “But also, if they have a 
rocky day, they have a clean slate the next day. 
That’s what’s often missing in interventions 
for kids with ADHD.”

A 2025 study by Fabiano and colleagues 
found the use of these daily report cards ef-
fective. The study included 213 students ages 
5 through 13, all of whom had ADHD and an 
individualized education program in special 
education classes. One group of students re-
ceived daily report cards tailored to their spe-
cific needs. The other group did not.

Diligent use of the strategy resulted in sig-
nificantly improved classroom behavior and 
fewer incidents of disruptive or rule-breaking 
behavior for students compared to those who 
received standard special education support, 
the researchers found.

For older students with ADHD, 
individualized support can keep 
them on track

High school students with ADHD may not 
respond well to the idea of a daily report card, 
but they can still benefit from the positive rein-
forcement of trusted adults.

Bryan Rotella, the principal of Niagara 
Falls High School in New York, has adopted 
a system that focuses on providing individu-
alized support from assigned staff members 
to students with behavioral challenges. PASS, 
which stands for Positive Approaches to Stu-
dent Success, aims to improve students’ atten-
dance, behavior and coursework through reg-
ular touchpoints—from helping students build 
class schedules or agendas, offering support 
on coursework, making sure they’re coming 
to school on time, or helping with whatever as-
pect of school that presents a struggle.

The program enrolls about 100 of its esti-
mated 2,150 students; about 75% of students 
who participate have been diagnosed with 
ADHD or exhibit symptoms of the disorder. 
Staff members assigned to support them may 
be a teacher, paraprofessional, or other edu-
cator. The primary criteria for staff members, 
Rotella said, includes “people who have devel-
oped great relationships with the student body 
as a whole.”

As for the students, he said, “they don’t 
necessarily have IEPs, but they are on the cusp 
of falling off the fence.”

These supportive staff members un-
derstand how overwhelming high school 
can feel for a student with attention issues,  
Rotella said.

“Think about a school schedule where you 
have seven or eight classes in a day, and they 
almost never align with one another,” he said. 
“It’s like a champion reassuring these students 
that they’re not in this alone.”

Rotella believes that program, which has 
been active for the past five years, has had a 
significant impact on the school’s graduation 
rate. In 2019, the school’s graduation rate was 
66%. In 2024, the most recent year for which 
data are available, the graduation rate reached 
82%—an increase that included students with 
symptoms of ADHD.

Effort on the front end pays off in 
the long run

Fabiano emphasized that he does not place 
blame on teachers for the poor outcomes of 
students with ADHD.

“I have empathy for educators. It’s hard 
work to manage a whole classroom of chil-
dren,” he said.

So too, he acknowledges, is effectively 
addressing students’ behavioral challenges, 
whether that entails developing daily report 
cards for students in elementary school or 
assigning individual trusted adults to provide 
ongoing support to struggling high schoolers. 
But he sees the value in putting in the effort up 
front.

“If there is any child in the class that’s tak-
ing up most of a teacher’s time already, it’s 
probably the child with the disruptive behav-
iors,” Fabiano said. “And if you can figure out 
an approach that helps that child be more suc-
cessful and promote your ability to do what 
you really want to do, which is to educate the 
students in your class, that investment is prob-
ably worthwhile because of the long-term  
dividends it’s going to pay.”

RETURN TO PAGE 1
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Talking to Students About Their Learning Differences: 
A Guide for Teachers
By Arianna Prothero

I f, as a teacher, your student asks you 
what dyslexia is, can you answer? 
What about dyscalculia?

Most students with learning dif-
ferences are going to spend the ma-

jority of their time in general education class-
rooms. That means their teachers need to be 
prepared to talk with them about why they 
struggle to read, write, or do math so students 
are equipped with the knowledge needed to 
learn and advocate for themselves to the best 
of their abilities.

Unfortunately, many general education 
teachers are not prepared for those conversa-
tions, say experts.

That’s for a variety of reasons. There’s lin-
gering stigma around using terms like dys-
lexia. Myths and misconceptions about how 
brains function abound among educators. 
And teacher-preparation programs don’t of-
ten give budding educators a grounding in 
the basics of common learning differences, 
said Holly Lane, the director of the University 
of Florida Literacy Institute and an associate 
professor of special education.

Talking to students about their learning dis-
abilities and understanding how those differenc-
es will affect their academic progress shouldn’t 
solely be the purview of special education teach-
ers and school psychologists, she said. But many 
general education teachers don’t have the un-
derstanding, the training, or even the language 
to have those conversations.

“I hear so often from teachers, ‘this child 
has an IEP and I don’t know what to do,’ or, 
‘I don’t understand the nature of their diffi-
culty,’ and I think the way that a lot of school 
systems have set up their systems, it’s a men-
tality of, ‘those kids’ needs are addressed 
elsewhere and I don’t have to know what to 
do.’ That’s the problem,” Lane said. “Teach-
ers are spread thin, overworked, and expect-
ed to know a whole lot of things—it’s not a 
slam on teachers.”

Whether a student has dyslexia, dyscal-
culia, dysgraphia, or any other neurodiver-
gent condition that makes learning harder for 
them, such as attention-deficit/hyperactivity 
disorder, it helps for them to have a basic un-
derstanding of why they struggle to learn or 

do things when their neurotypical peers don’t. 
It can improve students’ confidence and their 
ability to advocate for themselves in the class-
room, which is an especially important skill 
when they get into high school, college, and 
the workforce, say experts.

Helping students—and teachers—understand  
learning differences starts with naming them, 
said Robin Zikmund, a parent of a high school 
student with dyslexia, dyscalculia, dysgraph-
ia, and ADHD. Zikmund is also the founder 
of the Idaho chapter of Decoding Dyslexia, an 
advocacy organization.

She has met many teachers and other 
school staff who shy away from using “the D 
words,” Zikmund said.

But for her and her son, learning that there 
were labels—and ultimately a reason—that he 
struggled academically was a huge relief. Zik-
mund’s son was officially diagnosed with dys-
lexia, dyscalculia, and dysgraphia when he was 
in 3rd grade. It was his struggles with reading 
that prompted Zikmund to get her son evaluat-
ed independently by a neuropsychologist.

“By the time you’re in 3rd grade, children 
are reading to learn, they’re no longer learn-
ing to read. You know how mean kids are—he 
couldn’t read, and it started to stand out,” Zik-
mund said. “He came home to me at 9 years 
old, [and said], ‘Mom what is wrong with me? I 
just want to kill myself.’”

When her son learned the word for what 
ailed him, it was “everything,” Zikmund said. 
She bought children’s books about dyslexia to 
read to him. She told him dyslexia is probably 
hereditary and that it’s not that uncommon.

“I had that conversation and it was such a 
game changer,” she said. “You could see it in 
his eyes, like, ‘oh, I’m not just dumb?’”

But using correct terminology can be 
fraught. Students may not want their learning 
difference discussed publicly in class, and par-
ents may fret about their child being saddled 
with what they perceive to be a negative label, 
said Zikmund. And teachers should never say 
a student has dyslexia without a formal diag-
nosis or evaluation.

But, Zikmund said, it’s critical for terms 
like dyslexia to be at the very least used on 
internal documents, like an individualized 
education program, or IEP, and in discussions 
among educators and parents working with a 
student with a learning difference.

The U.S. Department of Education issued 
guidance in 2015 clarifying that schools could 
use terms like dyslexia, dysgraphia, and dy-
scalculia when developing IEPs for students.

Even among a student population almost 
entirely made up of students with dyslexia, 
Maria Paluselli has found that parents can be 
tentative about using labels. Paluselli is the 
CEO of Provident Charter School in Pitts-
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burgh, which specializes in serving students 
with dyslexia. 

Dyslexia can be an emotionally raw topic 
for families and students, she said.

“You might have 10 people who want you 
to talk about it; you might have 10 others who 
say that’s something for me to discuss with my 
child, why are you going there?”

Why teachers need to know what’s 
happening inside the brains of their 
students

Students with learning differences benefit 
from knowing more about how their brains 
function—that specific areas in the brain re-
lated to, say, language, quantity, and motor 
skills process information differently—and 
how common specific learning disabilities like 
dyslexia, dyscalculia, and dysgraphia are.

Dyslexia and dyscalculia both affect 3 to 7 
percent of people, with some estimates sug-
gesting that 1 in 5 people have dyslexia. Simi-
larly, estimates for how many people have dys-
graphia range between 5 and 20 percent.

That doesn’t mean that teachers need to 
be prepared to launch into lectures on neuro-
science, said Edward Hubbard, an associate 
professor in educational psychology at the 
University of Wisconsin, Madison. But it is im-
portant for teachers to impart to their students 
that their learning challenges are related to bi-
ology, not their intelligence or willpower.

It’s vital for students to understand that 
brains are not static—they change, said Hub-
bard. Teachers are in an ideal position to help 
students learn how they learn.

Students should understand the idea of 
brain plasticity and “how much the brain can 
change in response to learning, and the idea 
that with extra support, with extra practice, 
you will be able to get better at these skills,” 
he said. “Maybe you won’t be as good as some-
body who doesn’t have the same sort of set-
backs or difficulties to overcome. But you can 
get a lot better.”

Having a deeper understanding of their 
learning differences helps students advocate 
for themselves and their needs, especially as 
they get older when they may have to describe 
their condition and the accommodations they 
need to teachers, professors, and bosses.

That’s why teaching students how to advo-
cate for themselves—as well as refining their 
studying and test-taking skills—is a major fo-
cus for 7th and 8th graders at Provident Char-
ter School before they graduate and head to a 
regular high school, said Paluselli.

“Your family knows [you have dyslexia], 

we know this, but you’re going to a different 
school and you need to be able to speak up for 
yourself,” she said.

All of this means that students benefit 
greatly if their teachers also have some base-
line understanding of how the brains of stu-
dents with learning differences work differ-
ently. While teachers don’t need to be able to 
name the intraparietal sulcus, a part of the 
brain related to dyscalculia, Hubbard said, 
they should know enough about how dyscal-
culia affects students’ math learning. That 
helps them tailor their instruction to the stu-
dents’ needs.

“When we start to think about why kids 
struggle, a lot of people will say, ‘all we need to 
know is if they’re succeeding or not. Isn’t that 
enough?’’’ said Hubbard.

He answers that question with an analogy.
“If I go out to the garage and my car doesn’t 

start, it might be useful for me to know if it’s 
out of gas or if the battery is dead. Because I’m 
going to do very different things to fix [it],” he 
said. “I am not very mechanically inclined, but 
I have to know a little bit about what is happen-
ing under the hood to decide what is going to 
be the right strategy to solve this problem.”

Teachers should be able and willing to dis-
pel common myths around learning differenc-
es for their students—or at the very least not 
perpetuate them, Hubbard said.

Surveys of teachers in England, the United 
States, and the Netherlands have shown wide-
spread beliefs about the brain that aren’t true, 
he said. One of the most entrenched “neuro-
myths” is the belief that students are either 
visual or auditory learners.

“I see a lot of preservice teachers taking my 
classes, and they are often surprised by some 
of the things they have heard about that aren’t 
true,” Hubbard said. “They often have heard 
about dyslexia, but they are often gratified to 
find out about dyscalculia and get some in-
sights into why some kids may struggle.”

Debunking common myths and 
misconceptions about learning 
differences

Widespread myths about dyslexia include 
the belief that dyslexia is more common 
among boys, that it only affects English speak-
ers, that children will grow out of it. Another 
one is that dyslexia is related to vision and that 
giving students text in a specific font will help 
them read, said Lane.

Although not the same as a myth, Lane 
worries about a trend that is generally seen as 
a best practice: telling students that while their 

learning difference will cause them to struggle 
in some academic pursuits, it will lead them to 
excel in others.

“You can be very smart and have dyslexia, 
but there’s a tendency almost to overplay that 
part,” she said. “That’s a really common ap-
proach that people will say to kids: ‘All these 
really smart people with all these really great 
talents have dyslexia.’”

But that can make kids feel worse, Lane 
said. “People talk about dyslexia being a gift,” 
she said. “I think that’s a problem, because for 
a lot of kids there’s nothing gift-like about it. It 
can be a real challenge.”

Taken together, this advice might start 
feeling like an impossible tightrope to walk: 

•    �Don’t shy away from talking openly 
with students about their learning 
differences, but not if it makes them 
uncomfortable;

•    �Be honest about how the makeup of 
their brain may make learning certain 
things more difficult for the rest of their 
lives, but don’t stigmatize them; and

•    �Encourage a growth mindset and an 
understanding of the plasticity of their 
brains, but don’t prime them for failure 
by building them up too much.

It seems like a mess of contradictions, said 
Peter Faustino, the president of the National As-
sociation of School Psychologists, but it’s a mess 
that teachers are likely used to navigating.

Every student, whether they are in special 
education or not, learns differently, said Faus-
tino. Teachers need to take their lead and cues 
from the student on how much information 
they need about the inner workings of their 
brains and the specifics of their learning dif-
ference, he said.

“Learning is a complex set of processes,” 
he said. “We want a student to pay attention to 
something, we have to input the information 
through their senses, they have to organize 
it, and then we want them to retrieve that in-
formation at some point. That looks very dif-
ferent for every single person. When we have 
a challenge in doing a task, it’s really the dif-
ference between a fixed mindset and a growth 
mindset.”

But just as important as understanding 
students’ learning differences, is that general 
education teachers develop strong relation-
ships with them, said Benjamin Tillotson, a 
long-time special education teacher in Salt 
Lake City. 
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It can be hard for students to open up 
about their disability, he said, because often 
times their learning differences only come up 
in school when they’re failing at something, 
he said.

“That sets up a negative pattern in the stu-
dent’s mind and in this educational relation-
ship,” he said. 

Teachers should get ahead of that, he said, 
by talking with students early about their 
learning difference and what they need to be 
successful in an upbeat, forward-looking way. 

“It’s about fostering not only a relationship 
with a student, but I’m creating a safe environ-
ment for them to communicate that they have 
a disability, and not punishing them.”

Educating the rest of the class—and 
teachers—about learning differences

Talking about how everyone has strengths 
and weaknesses is a good way to message 
learning differences to all students.

Teachers have an important role in nor-
malizing learning differences for the rest of 
the class, said Rachel Ganz, a pediatric neu-
ropsychologist for the Child Mind Institute. 
Teachers shouldn’t focus solely on the stu-
dents who have them.

She recommends teachers use phrases like, 
“Johnny learns differently than Sarah,” she 
said, or “Sarah might need to sit in a quiet set-
ting to read.” Say that students have different 
brains, she said, just like they have different 
hobbies, likes, and dislikes.

“Talking about it openly as a class, I think, 
leads to more acceptance and, hopefully, for 
students to advocate for themselves,” she said.

If teachers feel out of their depth talking 
about learning differences with their students, 
they don’t have to do it alone. They should 
ask for help, said Paluselli. She recommends 
teachers lean on in-house experts, such as a 
school psychologist, to talk to the class about 
learning differences and other neurodivergent 
conditions.

Zikmund, the parent, said she really appre-
ciated when her son’s 4th grade teacher invit-
ed her into his classroom to give a talk about 
dyslexia. Zikmund handed out pencils to the 
students, with one out of every five pencils 
being red instead of the standard yellow, to 
represent some estimates of how common the 
characteristics of dyslexia are. She said stu-
dents were curious and nonjudgmental, and 
she felt like the exercise helped create a more 
hospitable environment for her son to learn in.

Including the entire class in discussions 
about how people’s brains are wired differ-

ently, affecting how they learn, helps create 
a positive classroom culture where students 
with learning differences feel comfortable 
enough to try and fail, rather than stigma-
tized, said Faustino. It can also help students 
develop those all-important self-advocacy 
skills, he said.

Teacher-prep programs fall short  
in grounding all teachers in learning 
differences

While experts say it’s valuable for general 
education teachers to have a baseline under-
standing of what common learning differenc-
es are, how they present, and how to work with 
students who have them, teachers often aren’t 
receiving that guidance in their teacher-prep 
programs, said Lane.

All educators in a school should have some 
familiarity with common neurodivergent 
disorders and their students’ IEPs, said Zik-
mund. She remembers her son coming home 
from school “in a puddle” because the music 
teacher didn’t understand his dyslexia and 
embarrassed him in front of the class because 
he couldn’t read music.

Not requiring preservice teachers to learn 
about learning differences in schools of educa-
tion is a missed opportunity and not good prac-
tice, Lane said. Every teacher will encounter 
and need to know how to teach students with 
learning differences. Between 10 and 20 per-
cent of students in any given class could have a 
learning difference, Lane said, whether or not 
they have been evaluated or diagnosed.

And what works for students with learn-
ing differences usually works for everyone, 
she said.

“Very seldom is there a particular instruc-
tional practice that a child with a disability 
needs that wouldn’t also help some other 
child in your classroom or maybe all chil-
dren,” Lane said. “It’s not just like you’re 
learning something just for those specific 
children. Those are practices that are going 
to be beneficial to everyone—they’re not go-
ing to be harmful to anyone.”

RETURN TO PAGE 1
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‘A Unique Challenge’: What English 
Learners With Disabilities Need
By Ileana Najarro

S tudents with disabilities face 
a gamut of challenges when 
it comes to accessing high- 
quality K-12 education, includ-
ing a shortage of specialized 

teachers. The nation’s growing English- 
learner population faces outsized needs as 
their English-language proficiency scores 
remain lower than pre-COVID-19-pandemic  
averages, and immigrant English learners 
in particular require more trauma-informed  
instruction.

English learners who also have disabili-
ties face their own intersectional issues, re-
searchers and advocates say. They range from 
schools locking students out of dual-language 
programs in favor of English-only special 
education programs, language barriers be-
tween schools and families, and teachers ill-
equipped to serve their students’ needs.

“It’s a complex issue. If it was easy, we would 
have probably figured out a better way forward 
by now,” said Sarah Salinas, an assistant profes-
sor at Minnesota State University, Mankato’s 
department of special education. “[This group] 
includes students that are at the intersection 
potentially of cultural differences, linguistic 
differences, and disability differences.”

According to federal data from the school 

year 2020-21, nearly 14 percent of all stu-
dents ages 5 through 21 enrolled in public 
schools were served under IDEA Part B. Of 
those students, 11.7 percent were English 
learners.

As this dual-identified population contin-
ues to grow, researchers and advocates offer 
some potential systemic solutions to many of 
the prevailing challenges these students and 
their families face.

A lack of access to bilingual 
education

One of the top concerns researchers and 
parents alike shared in interviews with Edu-
cation Week when it comes to English learners 
with disabilities is a lack of access to bilingual 
education or dual-language programs.

Parents are encouraged to speak only En-
glish with dual-identified students, in part 
because of a flawed assumption that bilin-
gualism will confuse them or hinder their 
academic progress or language progress, said 
Nikkia Borowski, a Ph.D. candidate in inclu-
sive education at Syracuse University who 
studies access to bilingualism among such 
students.

She added that there is also the idea that 
dual-language programs are enrichment pro-
grams designed for academically gifted stu-

dents, locking dual-identified students out in 
the process.

This preference for English-only instruc-
tion for English learners with disabilities 
plays out in smaller contexts as well, such as 
speech-generating devices students use that 
are programmed only in English.

“As a result, the students are missing ac-
cess to a bilingual identity and missing access 
to really important cultural aspects as well,” 
Borowski said.

There is also the matter of how federal poli-
cy works for these dual-identified students.

Both the Equal Education Act of 1968 and 
the Individuals with Disabilities Education 
Act apply to this student population.

The IDEA, in its 2004 reauthorization, 
defines a least restrictive environment as the 
premise of providing services to a student with 
the greatest access to the general education 
curriculum, without any explicit mention of 
what these services look like for multilingual 
students, Salinas said. The Bilingual Educa-
tion Act of 1968 focuses on language access for 
students whose first language is not English 
without explicit mention of education access 
for students with disabilities.

So while dual-identified students stand at 
the intersection of distinct federal policies and 
laws, the policies and laws are not intersec-
tional themselves.

And even though an English-learner tool 
kit from the U.S. Department of Education’s 
office of English-language acquisition reminds 
educators that a student’s English learner and 
disability-related educational needs must be 
met, what ultimately ends up happening is 
special education and IDEA are consistently 
prioritized over bilingual education services, 
Salinas said.

Policymakers have talked about reautho-
rizing IDEA with more explicit mentions of 
the needs of dual-identified students, though 
such a move remains hypothetical, Salinas 
added.

But even before policies and practices can 
better align to the linguistic, cultural, and 
disability-related needs of students, another 
challenge is at play that presents a quicker po-
tential solution.

The need to reassess communication 
between schools and families

Navigating IDEA and individual education 
programs, or IEPs, can already be a daunting 
task for families. Doing so while English is 
not the family’s home language is all the more 
complicated.

N
ic

ol
e 

Xu
 fo

r E
du

ca
tio

n 
W

ee
k



16

ADHD, Inclusion, and IDEA: How Schools Are Redefining Support for Students With Disabilities

Under IDEA, districts must ensure that a 
student’s parents understand the proceedings 
of the IEP team meeting, including taking 
steps such as providing a translator.

In an April survey by the EdWeek Re-
search Center, 65 percent of participating 
district and school leaders said they offered 
translation services for special education 
programming for students whose first lan-
guage is not English. 37 percent said they did 
so for all relevant languages spoken by stu-
dents and families.

Meanwhile, 6 percent of leaders said they 
do not offer such a service although they have 
special education students with that need.

Even when considering that 37 percent said 
their school or districts covered all relevant 
languages in translation needs, there’s a ques-
tion of whether the translators involved were 
trained professionals who understand things 
like IEPs, or if Spanish-language teachers and 
bilingual receptionists were called in instead, 
said Christy Moreno, the chief community 
advocacy and impact officer of the Missouri- 
based family-advocacy group Revolucion Ed-
ucativa.

Moreno, a trained interpreter and transla-
tor herself, said offering translation services 
is the minimum schools and districts must 
offer families. High-quality translation is key 
to ensuring families are fully informed of their 
rights, she added.

“I’ve seen IEPs that are done by Google 
Translate,” Moreno said.

In addition to investing in proper transla-
tion and interpretation, Moreno said educa-
tors need to proactively ensure that parents 
understand how to ask questions about their 
children’s education. That includes taking into 
account cultural barriers at play such as stigma 
within the Latino community over the experi-
ences of students in special education.

Lizdelia Piñón, an emergent bilingual 
education associate for the Texas-based ad-
vocacy nonprofit Intercultural Development 
Research Association, or IDRA, knows all too 
well how important it is for families to advo-
cate for their children. Her Spanish-speaking 
11-year-old triplets require several accom-
modations for their autism, cerebral palsy, 
ADHD, and more.

On several occasions, Piñón said she had to 
file formal complaints against her local school 
district to ensure her children’s linguistic and 
special education needs were met—including 
pushing back against an attempt to reduce the 
time her triplets spent with their special edu-
cation teacher.

However, one systemic issue she sees is 

a lack of proper training among educators 
on how to best work with dual-identified  
students.

The need for better teacher 
preparation

Piñón worked as a bilingual teacher for 
about 10 years. She knows that existing bilin-
gual teachers can get their certification in spe-
cial education as well. But there is a gap of in-
formation in both programs, she said, leaving 
teachers without full context on how to best 
work with dual-identified students.

“I think that educating English learners 
with disabilities is a unique challenge for our 
teachers,” Piñón said.

Overall, there aren’t many teacher- 
preparation programs that train teachers on what 
to do in bilingual special education classrooms, 
said Salinas of Minnesota State University.

Recognizing that knowledge gap, Piñón 
worked on legislation signed into law in 2021 
in Texas to create a bilingual special education 
certification. However, approval of the new 
certificate program remains stalled within the 
state board of education.

Yet, a temporary solution to such knowl-
edge gaps in teacher preparation lies in stra-
tegic collaboration among educators, Salinas 
said.

Such work isn’t always possible between 
special education and bilingual education 
teachers on account of tight school schedules 
and other barriers, she added.

Still, it’s a strategy researchers focusing on 
English learners say can mitigate not only a 
lack of bilingual and special education teach-
ers but also address how little training general 
education teachers have when it comes to 
working with English learners and special ed-
ucation students overall.

RETURN TO PAGE 1



 is an annual license 
that opens the door to an unlimited-access digital library of more than 

 
ADHD

Get instant, unlimited access to our top ADHD 
assessments, including: 

6 Brown, D-REF, and DKEFS are trademarks, in the US 
Connors  of Multi-Health Systems, Inc.

Visit us at

Even more unlimited options: 

1 DALS+

2 MHS Education Library Conners 4™ 

‘Check out’ all the benefits of the Digital Assessment  Library for Schools!

Brown EF/A Scales™  
D-REF™
DKEFS™ Advanced

™

Digital  Assessment Library
for schools

The  perfect solution 
for all districts

https://www.pearsonassessments.com/en-us/Store/Professional-Assessments/Behavior/Behavior-Assessment-System-for-Children-%7C-Fourth-Edition-/p/P100125000
https://www.pearsonassessments.com/content/dam/school/global/clinical/us/assets/dal/dals-guide.pdf
https://www.pearsonassessments.com/
https://www.pearsonassessments.com/en-us/Store/Professional-Assessments/Behavior/Vineland-Adaptive-Behavior-Scales-%7C-Third-Edition/p/100001622
https://www.pearsonassessments.com/en-us/Store/Professional-Assessments/Motor-Sensory/Sensory-Profile-2/p/100000822
https://www.pearsonassessments.com/en-us/Store/Professional-Assessments/Behavior/Autism-Spectrum-Rating-Scales/p/100000354
https://www.pearsonassessments.com/en-us/Store/Professional-Assessments/Behavior/Executive-Function/Brown-Executive-Function-Attention-Scales/p/100001978?utm_medium=cpc&utm_source=vendor&utm_campaign=Ed-Week-ADHD-Spotlight-DALS-Ad_E1157_CLN_EDU_VD_ADHD_EN-US__CMM2_T_JUN_2026&utm_content=Brown
https://www.pearsonassessments.com/en-us/Store/Professional-Assessments/Cognition-%26-Neuro/Delis-Rating-of-Executive-Functions/p/100000708?utm_medium=cpc&utm_source=vendor&utm_campaign=Ed-Week-ADHD-Spotlight-DALS-Ad_E1157_CLN_EDU_VD_ADHD_EN-US__CMM2_T_JUN_2026&utm_content=DREF
https://www.pearsonassessments.com/en-us/Store/Professional-Assessments/Behavior/Conners-4th-Edition/p/P100043000?productId=A103000261961?utm_medium=cpc&utm_source=vendor&utm_campaign=Ed-Week-ADHD-Spotlight-DALS-Ad_E1157_CLN_EDU_VD_ADHD_EN-US__CMM2_T_JUN_2026&utm_content=Connors
https://www.pearsonassessments.com/content/dam/school/global/clinical/us/assets/dal/dals-guide.pdf?utm_medium=cpc&utm_source=vendor&utm_campaign=Ed-Week-ADHD-Spotlight-DALS-Ad_E1157_CLN_EDU_VD_ADHD_EN-US__CMM2_T_JUN_2026&utm_content=DALS
https://www.pearsonassessments.com/en-us/Store/Professional-Assessments/Cognition-%26-Neuro/Delis-Kaplan-Executive-Function-System-Advanced/p/P100103000?utm_medium=cpc&utm_source=vendor&utm_campaign=Ed-Week-ADHD-Spotlight-DALS-Ad_E1157_CLN_EDU_VD_ADHD_EN-US__CMM2_T_JUN_2026&utm_content=DKEF
https://www.pearsonassessments.com/en-us/Store/Professional-Assessments/Behavior/Behavior-Assessment-System-for-Children-%7C-Fourth-Edition-/p/P100125000?utm_medium=cpc&utm_source=vendor&utm_campaign=Ed-Week-ADHD-Spotlight-DALS-Ad_E1157_CLN_EDU_VD_ADHD_EN-US__CMM2_T_JUN_2026&utm_content=BASC
https://www.pearsonassessments.com/?utm_medium=cpc&utm_source=vendor&utm_campaign=Ed-Week-ADHD-Spotlight-DALS-Ad_E1157_CLN_EDU_VD_ADHD_EN-US__CMM2_T_JUN_2026&utm_content=CA
https://www.pearsonassessments.com/en-us/Store/Professional-Assessments/Cognition-%26-Neuro/Delis-Kaplan-Executive-Function-System-Advanced/p/P100103000?utm_medium=cpc&utm_source=vendor&utm_campaign=Ed-Week-ADHD-Spotlight-DALS-Ad_E1157_CLN_EDU_VD_ADHD_EN-US__CMM2_T_JUN_2026&utm_content=DKEF


17

ADHD, Inclusion, and IDEA: How Schools Are Redefining Support for Students With Disabilities

Published September 12, 2025

What RFK Jr. Is Getting Wrong 
About ADHD
What educators should know about  
Make America Healthy Again misinformation

By Keona J. Wynne, Andrew Kahn & 
Jennifer Spindler

T eaching students with attention- 
deficit/hyperactivity disorder  
requires educators to have a 
deep understanding of the  
challenges—and strengths—that 

the learning difference can bring. But now, U.S. 
Secretary of Health and Human Services Robert 
F. Kennedy Jr.’s Make America Healthy Again
Commission is adding confusion and mixed
messaging to educators’ plates. While the secre-
tary’s views on vaccines have been commanding 
the most attention, a new strategy report re-
leased by his department this week affirms that 
ADHD also remains on his agenda.

The most comprehensive report detailing 
what that agenda is, originally released in May, 
has since come under fire from medical experts, 
public health officials, and researchers for mak-
ing misleading claims about childhood health.

With large portions of the report displaying 
hallmark errors of AI-generated text, “Make 
Our Children Healthy Again: Assessment” 
contains scientifically unproven and mislead-
ing claims and inaccurate citations.

As researchers who focus on neurodiversity 
and health, we worry about the damage a report 

of this magnitude will do to public understand-
ing and, ultimately, to America’s students.

First, misleading statements can increase 
stigma surrounding ADHD. This stigma may 
make parents, teachers, and even kids them-
selves hesitant to seek support.

Second, educators need accurate informa-
tion about ADHD. More than 30% of the time, 
someone at school or day care is the first per-
son to express concern about a child’s ADHD 
symptoms. Those educators need to rely on 
proven methods to help students with the dis-
order get the most of their schooling.

This is why we at Understood.org exten-
sively reviewed the claims related to ADHD 
in the original MAHA report. We set out to de-
termine what was true, what was scientifically 
unproved, and what may have been slanted.

While the report makes many references to 
the condition, we extracted seven specific claims 
for our evaluation. Here, we break down three 
that have the largest implications for educators.

Claim #1: The rate of ADHD 
is increasing

This is somewhat true but misleading. The 
study cited by the MAHA report did find that 
in 2022, roughly 1 million more children had 

ever received an ADHD diagnosis compared 
with 2016. When we look at additional re-
search, we also see a surge in diagnoses in girls 
and in people of color during this same period. 
This surge reflects an increased understand-
ing of how these conditions show up in people 
who are not white boys.

While the number of diagnoses in the 
United States is increasing, to the best of our 
knowledge, there’s no evidence to suggest this 
is the result of overdiagnosis. Instead, it’s far 
more reasonable to conclude that people have 
always had ADHD, but millions have gone un-
diagnosed for a variety of reasons.

What this means for educators: Roughly 
7.1 million children in the United States have 
ADHD, so it’s likely that there’s at least one 
student with ADHD in every classroom. It is 
important for educators to understand that the 
disorder is real and that diagnosis rates are in-
creasing, especially among girls and children 
of color. They must effectively support stu-
dents who have a diagnosis. And they should 
not hesitate to refer students for evaluation 
out of fear of contributing to an “overdiagno-
sis” crisis. Research shows that diagnosis im-
proves education outcomes for students with 
ADHD, and a great education is the bedrock 
for a lifetime of success.

Claim #2: U.S. children are more 
likely to be prescribed stimulants

The studies cited by the MAHA report 
don’t support this claim. The studies cited ap-
pear to compare the numbers of prescriptions 
in the United States to those of other countries 
like Japan and the United Kingdom by roughly 
estimating the numbers. But to be sure of their 
claim, they’d need to do more than a rough es-
timation. They’d need to make mathematical 
calculations to consider things like popula-
tion size, age, and prescription preferences of 
providers in each country. Those calculations 
would ensure that we’re comparing United 
States populations with others accurately.

The authors of one U.K. study cited in the 
report are in agreement with research show-
ing that the increase in ADHD medication 
prescriptions is a global trend, not specific to 
the United States.

What this means for educators: When ed-
ucators understand how ADHD medicines 
help, it can reduce stigma and unconscious 
bias. A systematic review of 30 studies found 
that caregivers consistently reported that lack 
of understanding of the condition by educa-
tors negatively impacted the child and result-
ed in missed opportunities. This sentiment 
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may be especially true for Latino and Black 
children in the United States.

The evidence is overwhelmingly clear: 
Stimulant medications can extend lives. A 
new large-scale, rigorous study from Sweden 
found that people who started and maintained 
medication usage within three months of di-
agnosis were less likely to attempt suicide, 
misuse substances, get into an automobile 
accident, or be convicted of a crime when 
compared with those not on stimulants within 
three months of diagnosis.

Claim #3: Consumption of food 
dyes is associated with ADHD

This is somewhat true but misleading. The 
MAHA report correctly points out a growing 
interest in how food dyes affect kids’ behav-
ioral health. But it’s still tough to say for sure 
if dyes directly cause ADHD or just make 
hyperactivity or ADHD symptoms worse in 
some children. In our view, it’s appropriate to 
describe food dyes as a public health concern 
but not necessarily an ADHD concern.

What this means for educators: Educators 
need to understand that ADHD is a neurode-
velopmental disorder. Scientists believe it’s 
caused by a mix of genetics, environment, and 
brain differences. It’s not a disorder that can 
be cured through food choices alone.

The truth is that ADHD affects millions 
of children and adults each year. When our 
nation’s top public health officials describe it 
inaccurately, educators may end up with mis-
information. This may prevent students from 
receiving the critical support they need at 
home and in school.

Instead of feeling discouraged, now is the 
time to spread awareness about what children 
with the condition need to thrive. We must 
push for more long-term research. And we 
must give educators accurate resources so 
children with ADHD get the support they 
need at school.

Keona J. Wynne is the senior research manager 
of interdisciplinary research at Understood.org, 
which provides resources for adults and children 
with learning differences. Andrew Kahn is 
associate director of expertise and strategic design 
and, Jennifer Spindler is the associate director of 
interdisciplinary research at the organization.
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Late Assignments: Tips From  
Educators on Managing Them
By Larry Ferlazzo

‘Taking Late Work Can Be 
Challenging’

Ann Stiltner is a high school special education and 
reading teacher in Connecticut with more than 20 
years of experience in education. She shares her 
passion and love for working in the classroom at 
her blog from Room A212 (www.annstiltner.com/
blog). Follow her on Twitter @fromrooma212:

Being a special education teacher means 
most of my students have the IEP modification 
of extra time, which generally translates to time 
and a half. For a test a teacher gives a class one 
hour to do, my student would have 1½ hours. 
For a project the class had one week to com-
plete, my student would have 11 days. Howev-
er, even with this extra time, some of my spec. 
ed. students are not able to complete the work. 
With diagnoses such as ADHD, LD (Learning 
Disabilities), or anxiety, they find maintaining 
focus and accessing one-on-one support diffi-
cult to fit into these time constraints. Their mo-
tivation is unpredictable based on their mood, 
family challenges, or social drama.

Due to these factors, I have adopted a poli-
cy where I accept work from both regular and 
special education students at any time for full 
credit or I take points off for each day late de-
pending on the circumstances and if that will 
motivate a student to finish.

I realize that taking late work can be chal-
lenging for teachers of 100-plus students. It 
means constantly updating your grade book 
and keeping track of papers. Some teachers 
don’t accept late work because they think a 
firm cutoff teaches students the importance of 
meeting deadlines. Even though I agree this 
is an important skill, I fear that some students 
won’t learn that lesson from a policy of not ac-
cepting work late. These students prefer to give 
up and forget about the assignment in order to 
feel a sense of control and protect themselves 
from failure. Getting a zero on an assignment 
does not make them rethink their decision to 
not do the work, since a zero to them doesn’t 
mean the same as it does to us teachers. To 
them, a zero is the grade they think they de-
serve based on their past experiences.

I have found a time limit gives students a 
reason to give up and not try. This is learned 
helplessness in action. My working definition 
of learned helplessness is a person’s lack of 
effort due to previous experiences which have 
taught them that making even the smallest ef-
fort won’t make a difference.

For many students, trying involves a large 
investment of cognitive effort and a huge risk 
to put themselves out there. They are not ready 
to set themselves up for what, they are sure, 
will make them feel like a failure and especial-
ly not in a setting where they might be bullied, 
yelled at, or insulted. If they do not feel safe 

and supported, they will not risk being teased 
by their classmates. This is the thinking be-
hind my policy to accept late work at any time. 
I do not want my conditions and requirements 
to be used as an excuse for why they do not en-
gage in my lesson and do the work.

This same philosophy explains why I pro-
vide supplies like writing utensils or comput-
er chargers. I consciously decide not to create 
barriers for a student to complete work. I do 
not want to rob them of a chance to engage 
with the material, learn something new, expe-
rience deep thinking and feed their curiosity 
by dictating conditions that they can blame 
for not engaging in the work. Accepting an 
assignment late gives them time to get moti-
vated or set up one-to-one support so they can 
focus on the work when they are ready. I do not 
want to distract students with rules concern-
ing time limits, pen vs. pencil, or on paper vs. 
on computer.

Don’t get me wrong: I do have classroom 
rules and expectations. I want the focus in 
my class to be on what is most essential— 
learning. This approach means the student—
and their parents—will have a hard time hold-
ing me responsible for their grade. The respon-
sibility falls on the student and their choices. 
This open policy allows me to create rapport 
when I explain my belief in their ability to do 
the work and my dedication to provide them 
the support and necessary modifications to be 
successful. If and when a student is ready to 
engage in the work, make an effort and take a 
risk, I am ready.

‘A Balanced Approach’

Ruth Okoye, Ed.D., is a 30-year veteran 
educator. She has taught in private and public 
school settings and is passionate about literacy, 
educational technology, and ed-tech coaching. She 
currently serves as the K-12 director at a nonprofit 
organization:

As an ed-tech coach working with fellow 
educators in their journey of professional 
growth, handling assignment submissions be-
yond the designated due date is a nuanced pro-
cess that reflects both practicality and a deep 
understanding of individual circumstances. 
The approach I adopt recognizes the unique 
challenges that my learners who are teachers 
face in their daily lives, and it aims to create an 
inclusive learning environment that supports 
their development while acknowledging the 
diverse contexts in which they operate.

My policy on due dates is rooted in the re-
alization that a one-size-fits-all approach fails 
to account for the myriad of responsibilities 
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and situations that learners encounter. Rather 
than rigidly adhering to stringent deadlines, I 
advocate a balanced approach that considers 
the academic integrity of assignments and the 
need for flexibility.

To strike this balance, I establish a pre-
ferred due date for assignments, considering 
the majority of learners and allowing them 
ample time to complete their work. This 
desired deadline also has a more concrete 
counterpart—a hard deadline—that offers 
a reasonable time frame for those genuine-
ly committed to finishing their tasks. This  
dual-deadline structure allows proactive 
learners to demonstrate their dedication while 
acknowledging the potential challenges oth-
ers may face.

For example, in a book study, there would 
be weekly assignments. The posted due dates 
would give the learners three weeks to get 
each assignment done. I would establish a 
hard deadline for all assignments two weeks 
after the study is completed. I’ve found that 
for a six- to eight-week book study, that allows 
ample time for a learner to deal with an exter-
nal complication and then get back on track.

Of course, the purpose of the assignment 
plays a significant role in determining the 
flexibility of the due date. For instance, tasks 
geared toward in-class reflection, like exit 
tickets, maintain their original deadline as 
they serve an immediate and time-sensitive 
purpose. On the other hand, assignments de-
signed to assess learners’ application of cov-
ered material need a more lenient approach, 
allowing participants the time to digest the 
content and apply it effectively.

I also believe in allowing learners ample 
time to attempt tasks and even granting mul-
tiple opportunities for submission. This prac-
tice is grounded in the understanding that the 
learning process is not linear, and different in-
dividuals require varying duration to internal-
ize and implement new concepts. By granting 
extensions and multiple tries, I encourage a 
growth mindset and empower learners to en-
gage more deeply with the subject.

One of the cornerstones of my policy is the 
recognition that external factors beyond the 
learning experience can impact a learner’s 
ability to meet deadlines. Illness, family emer-
gencies, or resource constraints can hinder 
progress, and rigid due dates should not serve 
as barriers to measuring their ability to apply 
course concepts. Instead of penalizing them 
for circumstances beyond their control, I aim 
to evaluate their understanding of the mate-
rial and capacity to use it effectively, irrespec-
tive of external hindrances.

So you can see, my approach to handling 
late submissions from learners revolves around 
flexibility, empathy, and practicality. By ac-
knowledging the diverse challenges teachers 
face and tailoring due dates to the purpose 
of assignments, I create an environment that 
fosters deep learning, personal growth, and a 
commitment to the subject matter. This policy 
recognizes the unique circumstances of each 
learner. It underscores the overarching goal of 
professional learning—to nurture and support 
the development of capable and resilient pro-
fessionals in education.

What Is the Goal?

Jessica Fernandez is a full-time high school 
teacher and instructional coach near Chicago 
who specializes in teaching multilingual English 
learners and in supporting colleagues to make 
small language shifts that will benefit all learners:

Fortunately, my high school freshman En-
glish PLC has decided to have two categories: 
formative (anything at all that is practice), 
which is weighted 10 percent, and summa-
tive, which is weighted 90 percent. Since the 
purpose of formative tasks is to practice a skill 
they will later demonstrate, late work is accept-
ed until we complete the summative demon-
stration for that skill. Afterward, there’s not so 
much of a point, plus it would drive us crazy 
and make work-life balance tough.

The goal, after all, is to give frequent and 
prompt feedback so kids can improve before 
their final summative demonstration. Late 
points are more of what we used to call “habits 
of work”; important soft skills, yes, but for our 
purposes, if the kid practiced for their summa-
tive skill demonstration, I’m happy, and I’m 
not scoring them on timeliness. Who knows 
what they had going on? I’ve gotten grace, and 
10 percent won’t make or break their grade 
anyway.

Larry Ferlazzo is a former award-winning high 
school English and social studies teacher of more 
than two decades. He is currently a volunteer tutor 
to English-learner newcomers at a local school and 
to youth in juvenile hall.
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Diagnosing ADHD Is Hard. Here’s What Teachers  
Need to Know
Certain groups of students are vulnerable to being over- or underdiagnosed with ADHD

By Evelyn Polk Green

T he chances are high that at some 
point in your teaching career, 
you’ll be asked to fill out an as-
sessment (or many) for students 
suspected of having attention- 

deficit/hyperactivity disorder, or ADHD.
Most diagnoses require observational data 

of a student’s behaviors in different settings, 
such as at school and at home. But these obser-
vations are subjective and vulnerable to bias-
es. An increasing number of studies show that 
certain groups of students are either over- or 
underdiagnosed with ADHD due to miscon-
ceptions about the disorder and differences by 
gender and race.

An estimated 6.1 million children in the 
United States have been diagnosed with 
ADHD. Millions more children with the dis-
order are surely left undiagnosed. Early inter-
vention is so crucial for success down the road, 
at home and at school.

It is important that teachers—who play a 
key observational role in ADHD assessments 
in a school setting—understand that many fac-
tors can play into a diagnosis and how racial, 
gender, and age biases can affect those factors. 
It is equally important that school systems 
provide educators additional support through 
more objective testing measures, many of 
which already exist.

The Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of 
Mental Disorders (DSM-5) defines ADHD as 
a neurodevelopmental disorder characterized 
by persistent patterns of inattention or hyper-
activity to the point where they interfere with 
development and daily functioning. Common 
symptoms are a lack of impulse control, rest-
lessness, daydreaming, disorganization, for-
getfulness, and poor attention to detail. While 
many of these behaviors can be attributed to 
typical child development, a key difference in 
a child with ADHD is they struggle with the 
same problems repeatedly, regardless of con-
sequence or incentive.

Of course, many of these same symptoms 
are common with other disabilities, includ-
ing anxiety disorders, obsessive-compulsive 
disorder, and autism. External factors like a 

lack of sleep, an unstable home life, stress, and 
trauma can also produce these symptoms.

Put all those factors together, and it can be 
difficult to distinguish ADHD from other is-
sues initially.

When people think of a child with ADHD, 
they probably envision a child with bound-
less energy, constantly moving and talking, 
disruptively jumping from task to task. While 
these are classic signs, they do not paint a 
complete picture of ADHD and lead to the 
underdiagnosis of female students and the 
overdiagnosis of younger students.

According to the Centers for Disease Control 
and Prevention, male students are more than 
twice as likely to receive an ADHD diagnosis 
than female students. This is because ADHD 
symptoms often present differently between 
genders. ADHD is typically defined by three cat-
egories of behavior—hyperactivity-impulsivity, 
inattention, and combined. These behaviors are 
a common display of hyperactivity-impulsive 
type and are more often, but not exclusively, 
seen in male students.

Across genders, all three behavior types 
show up very differently. For example, hyper-
activity-impulsivity in females often deals 
with difficulties in regulating emotion and can 
lead to difficulties forming social relationships 
with their peers. Females are also more likely 
to display inattentive-type behaviors such as 
distractibility, forgetfulness, inattention to 
detail, and disorganization. Because inatten-

tive behaviors are often less overtly disruptive 
than hyperactive-impulsive behaviors, they 
are often overlooked.

Where girls are less likely to be diagnosed 
than boys, younger students are far more 
likely to be diagnosed than their older class-
mates. A recent meta-analysis of 19 studies in 
13 countries covering more than 15.4 million 
children concluded that children whose birth 
date puts them on the younger side of their 
age-based cohort in school are considerably 
more likely to be diagnosed with or medicated 
for ADHD than their older peers. The pace of 
child development is very rapid, especially in 
the early years, so students who are months 
younger than their grade-level peers will dis-
play marked differences in behavior, especial-
ly when it comes to impulse control and activ-
ity levels.

In both instances, children who go undi-
agnosed develop coping skills that then mask 
their symptoms. Critics of ADHD use these 
studies to argue that the diagnosis of ADHD is 
a sham, but this disparity is actually the result 
of emotional immaturity in younger children.

Implicit bias can also hinder a diagnosis for 
students of color. It’s an uncomfortable fact 
that everyone brings certain biases to their 
worldview. Our personal experiences, cultural 
messaging, and exposure to different people 
and ideas shape our judgments, for better or 
worse, and we may not know we have these 
implicit biases.
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While these types of judgments are not 
maliciously intended, they can have a dispro-
portionate effect on students of color. A 2013 
study found that nonwhite students were 46 
percent to 69 percent less likely to receive 
an ADHD diagnosis than their white peers.  
Follow-up studies as recently as this year have 
continued to confirm these disparities. In fact, 
students of color are more likely to be labeled 
with conduct disorder or oppositional defiant 
disorder (ODD) for behaviors that are labeled 
as ADHD in white students. Additional hur-
dles like higher rates of poverty, less access 
to health care, and cultural stigmas towards 
mental health within communities of color 
compound the problem.

The reality is that diagnosing ADHD is hard. 
With so many age-related and developmental 
questions at play in competition with our own bi-
ases, nothing is more important to the future of 
ADHD diagnosis than the widespread adoption 
of objective testing measures.

To get to an accurate (and unbiased) diag-
nosis, educators should use computer-based 
tests. These objective tools are already used 
by many clinicians who offer ADHD testing 
and diagnostic services, and the data gener-
ated serves as a valuable supplement to ob-
servational assessments, aiding behavioral 
health professionals in determining the best 
course of action. Tests that are cleared by the 
Federal Food and Drug Administration and 
can measure all three core symptoms stand 
to provide the largest benefit to clinicians and 
schools.

As our children face yet another year im-
pacted by the pandemic, isolation, and remote 
learning, they are staring down the barrel of 
serious developmental challenges uniquely 
associated with growing up in this uncertain 
time. This is why now is a critical time for im-
provements in the assessment and diagnosis 
of ADHD and other developmental disorders 
so that we can get students the services they 
need to navigate this unprecedented era.

Evelyn Polk Green is a past president of both 
Attention Deficit Disorder Association (ADDA) 
and Children and Adults with Attention-Deficit/
Hyperactivity Disorder (CHADD). Diagnosed 
with ADHD, she is the mother of two adult sons 
with ADHD. She is an administrator with the 
Chicago public schools, where she plans professional 
development programs for early-childhood special 
education professionals and families.
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