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ADHD (Attention Deficit Hyperactivity Disorder) is a neurodevelopmental condition affecting approximately 
1 in 20 children. It is not a behaviour problem, a parenting failure, or a lack of effort. It is a genuine 
neurological difference — and it comes with both significant challenges and remarkable strengths. 

Understanding the full picture — not just the difficulties — is essential to supporting young people with 
ADHD effectively and positively. 

 

THE STRENGTHS 

 

 Hyperfocus 

When a young person with ADHD finds a topic genuinely fascinating, they can achieve a depth of 
concentration that is extraordinary — losing track of time, absorbing huge amounts of information, and 
producing work of exceptional quality. This is not inconsistency; it is the ADHD brain at its most powerful. 

In the classroom: Find out what your student is passionate about and connect it to your subject 
wherever possible. Hyperfocus, when channelled, can produce outstanding results. 

 

 Creativity and divergent thinking 

ADHD brains naturally make unexpected connections, think laterally and approach problems from angles 
others miss. Many of the world's most creative thinkers, innovators and entrepreneurs are believed to 
have had ADHD. This is not accidental — the less-filtered, more associative thinking style that ADHD 
brings is genuinely generative. 

In the classroom: Open-ended tasks, creative projects and problem-solving activities allow this strength 
to shine. Avoid penalising unconventional approaches — they are often the most interesting. 

 

 Energy and enthusiasm 

When engaged, young people with ADHD bring infectious energy, humour and enthusiasm into a room. 
They are often naturally funny, socially magnetic and capable of lifting a group's mood. Their passion — 
when ignited — can be a powerful force for good in a classroom. 

In the classroom: Harness that energy positively. Give opportunities for movement, leadership roles and 
active participation. Channel enthusiasm rather than trying to contain it. 

 

 Empathy and emotional depth 

ADHD is associated with intense emotional experience — and with that comes a deep capacity for 
empathy, care for others, and strong personal values. Young people with ADHD often notice when 
someone is struggling, feel injustice acutely and form powerful loyalties. 

In the classroom: Acknowledge this emotional intelligence explicitly. Peer mentoring, pastoral roles and 
collaborative tasks can allow this strength to develop rather than go unrecognised. 

 

 Resilience 

Young people with ADHD have typically spent years navigating a world not designed for how their brain 
works — managing frustration, misunderstanding and repeated difficulty. The resilience and 
determination this builds is real, even if it is rarely acknowledged. Many go on to thrive in environments 
that reward persistence, adaptability and original thinking. 



In the classroom: Name this resilience. Tell students explicitly that managing what they manage every 
day takes real strength. This reframing can be transformative for a young person's self-image. 

 

THE CHALLENGES 

 

 Inattention and distractibility 

The ADHD brain struggles to sustain attention on tasks that are not immediately rewarding, novel or 
urgent. This is not wilfulness — it is a regulatory difficulty rooted in how dopamine functions in the brain. 
External stimuli (noise, movement, other conversations) are processed with the same weight as the task 
at hand, making sustained focus genuinely effortful. 

In the classroom: Seat away from high-distraction areas. Break tasks into shorter chunks. Use visual 
timers. Check in regularly rather than waiting for work to accumulate. 

 

 Impulsivity 

The brake system in the ADHD brain is genuinely weaker. Young people call out answers, interrupt, act 
before thinking, and say things they regret — not because they don't care about the rules, but because 
the impulse has fired before the regulation kicks in. Punishing this without understanding it compounds 
the difficulty significantly. 

In the classroom: Build in structured wait-time before answers. Use non-verbal signals rather than 
public correction. Planned movement breaks reduce the physical pressure that makes impulse control 
harder. 

 

 Emotional dysregulation 

ADHD brains experience emotions more intensely and have less capacity to moderate their response. 
Frustration becomes rage, embarrassment becomes shame, excitement becomes overwhelm. Rejection 
sensitivity is particularly significant — a perceived criticism or dismissal can feel devastating, and the 
emotional response will often look disproportionate because the internal experience genuinely is more 
extreme. 

In the classroom: Respond to emotional outbursts with curiosity rather than consequences. Ask 
yourself: what triggered this? Avoid public correction. Understand that 'overreacting' is a symptom, not a 
character flaw. 

 

 Working memory difficulties 

Working memory — the ability to hold information in mind while using it — is significantly impaired in 
ADHD. A student can listen to a three-step instruction and be unable to retain it by the time they sit down. 
This looks like not listening. It is not. The information was received; it was not retained. 

In the classroom: Give one instruction at a time. Write key steps on the board. Use visual checklists. 
Never assume a student is choosing not to follow instructions — check first whether they remember 
them. 

 

 Inconsistency 

Perhaps one of the most misunderstood aspects of ADHD is the variability. A student who produced 
excellent work last Tuesday and nothing this Tuesday is not being lazy or difficult — the neurochemical 
conditions that enable performance simply were not present. This inconsistency is one of ADHD's most 
disabling features, precisely because it looks like a choice. 

In the classroom: Judge students on their best work, not their worst. Inconsistency is a feature of the 
condition, not evidence of capability. A good day is real; a bad day is also real — neither is the whole 
picture. 

 

COMMON MYTHS — AND THE FACTS 

 

✗  Myth 

ADHD is just an excuse for bad behaviour. 

✓  Fact 

ADHD is a recognised neurodevelopmental 
condition with a clear neurological basis. Behaviour 



associated with ADHD is a symptom of that 
neurology, not a choice. 

 

✗  Myth 

Children with ADHD can't concentrate on anything. 

✓  Fact 

Children with ADHD can concentrate intensely on 
things that interest or stimulate them. The difficulty 
is with regulating attention — not with attention 
itself. 

 

✗  Myth 

They'll grow out of it. 

✓  Fact 

ADHD persists into adulthood for the majority of 
those diagnosed. Executive function continues 
developing into the mid-twenties, but the condition 
does not simply disappear. 

 

✗  Myth 

ADHD only affects boys. 

✓  Fact 

ADHD affects all genders. Girls are significantly 
under-diagnosed because they often present 
differently — with inattention and internalising 
behaviours rather than hyperactivity — and their 
difficulties are more likely to be missed or attributed 
to anxiety. 

 

Remember 

ADHD is not a deficit of character. The same brain that struggles to sit still in a lesson is capable of 
extraordinary things in the right environment. Our job is to be part of creating that environment — every 

day. 

See the whole child. Challenge and strength exist together. 
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