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SUPPORTING YOUTH WITH ADHD FEATURES IN AFTERSCHOOL PROGRAMS

Source: www.pexels.com

INTRODUCTION
The purpose of this paper is twofold: raise understanding of Attention- Deficit Hyperactivity Disorder
(ADHD) and share some strategies on supporting kids with ADHD features.

What is ADHD?

Attention-Deficit Hyperactivity Disorder (ADHD) is a neurodevelopmental disorder marked by persistent
patterns of inattention, hyperactivity, and impulsivity. It affects both children and adults, typically
leading to executive dysfunction. Symptoms vary in intensity and can disrupt daily life at home, work,
school or afterschool. ! Research suggests that ADHD and low dopamine levels are linked. Essentially,
the way dopamine works and interacts with receptors in the brain may differ in ADHDers compared to
non-ADHDers. ?

“About 1in 9 U.S. children has received a diagnosis of attention deficit hyperactivity disorder (ADHD).
According to the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC), ADHD is one of the most

common neurobehavioral disorders in children. Parents, teachers, and healthcare professionals may
suspect ADHD when they notice careless mistakes, fidgeting, or forgetfulness. However, many medical
conditions can mirror ADHD symptoms, which can make getting a correct diagnosis difficult.” 3

ADHD Features

The main features of ADHD are inattention, hyperactivity, and impulsivity. Some people have trouble in
all three of those areas. Some primarily have problems with inattention. And others may primarily have
problems with impulsivity and hyperactivity.

ADHD symptoms exist on a spectrum or a continuum. But the longer answer is a little bit more
complicated. When working with kids who have ADHD features, there are two important factors to
consider: the type of symptoms and how intense the symptoms are.
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ADHD manifests differently from person to person and is categorized into three types:
e Predominantly Inattentive: Difficulty sustaining focus, poor organization, forgetfulness, and a
tendency to lose items.
e Predominantly Hyperactive-Impulsive: Fidgeting, excessive talking, restlessness, and acting
without thinking through consequences.
¢ Combined: A mix of symptoms from both categories, which is the most common presentation. #

Students who exhibit ADHD’s hallmark features of inattention, hyperactivity, and impulsivity can be
frustrating. Plus, their behaviors take time away from instruction and disrupt the whole class.

These youth may:

e Demand attention by talking out of turn or moving around the room.

e Have trouble following instructions, especially when they’re presented in a list, and with
operations that require ordered steps, such as long division or solving equations.

e Often forget to write down homework assignments, do them, or bring completed work to
school.

e Often lack fine motor control, which makes note-taking difficult and handwriting a trial to read.

e Have problems with long-term projects where there is no direct supervision.

e Not pull their weight during group work and may even keep a group from accomplishing its task.

Think of what the school setting requires children to do: Sit still. Listen quietly. Pay attention. Follow
instructions. Concentrate. These are the very things kids with attention deficit hyperactivity disorder
(ADHD) have a hard time doing—not because they aren’t willing, but because their brains won’t let
them. That doesn’t make teaching them any easier, of course.

o Y

| | |4

A

Source: Palm Point

“You wouldn't know | had ADHD because I'm not disruptive or challenging in the classroom,
but I struggle with focus, fail to complete projects, and get emotionally overwhelmed easily.”
— Ed Center, Founder of The Village Well

Children and teens with ADHD often pay the price for their problems in low grades, scolding and
punishment, teasing from their peers, and low self-esteem. Meanwhile, you, the teacher, feel guilty
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because you can’t reach the child with ADHD features and wind up taking complaints from parents who
feel their kids are being neglected in the classroom. But it doesn’t have to be this way. There are
strategies you can employ to help students with ADHD features overcome learning challenges, stay
focused without disrupting others, and succeed in the classroom.

Time Blindness

“ADHD brains often can’t feel time passing — there’s ‘now’ and there’s a foggy ‘not-now,” and the clock
drains without warning. You don’t fix that by trying harder to sense time; you fix it by putting

time outside your head where your eyes can see it. Stop here with that and the rest fills it in.” °

Causes and Risk Factors: ADHD is not caused by poor parenting. Research points to a combination of
genetics and neurological differences, particularly in brain areas regulating attention and impulse
control. Key risk factors include:
e Genetics: ADHD often runs in families.
o Environmental factors: Exposure to toxins like lead during childhood.
o Developmental factors: Premature birth, low birth weight, or maternal use of tobacco,
alcohol, or other drugs during pregnancy.

DIAGNOSIS
Most afterschool workers are not trained to be diagnosticians. Instead, we should focus on behavioral
features and how we can best support young people with ADHD features.

Diagnosing ADHD is very tricky. “People often think of ADHD as being just one thing. To some it might
mean the stereotype of the hyperactive boy who can’t sit still in school. To others, it might mean the
friend who never seems to pay attention. But ‘no two people with ADHD are exactly alike.” Their
symptoms can vary in type and severity. For instance, one person with hyperactivity might squirm in
their seat. Another might get up and walk around the room, touching everything in sight. So, you might
think of the first person as having ‘mild” ADHD and the other as having ‘severe’ ADHD.

This is why diagnosing ADHD can be tricky. ADHD isn’t an all-or-nothing thing. And sometimes, what
looks like ADHD might not be a sign of an issue at all. All people have times when they’re forgetful,
struggle to wait their turn, or are easily distracted. That doesn’t mean they have ADHD, though.

People with ADHD don’t just have this behavior sometimes. They constantly have it. And for a diagnosis
of ADHD, their behavior must be severe enough to interfere with their ability to function at home and in
school or at work. That’s why | say there’s an ADHD spectrum.” ©

Source: Families First Pediatrics
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Racial And Gender Disparities

It should be noted that ‘significant racial and gender disparities persist in ADHD diagnosis, with Black,
Hispanic, and Asian individuals, as well as girls and women, facing underdiagnosis, misdiagnosis, and
delayed care compared to White males.’

e Racial Disparities

o Underdiagnosis in Minority Groups: Asian, Black, and Hispanic children are
significantly less likely to receive an ADHD diagnosis than White children, regardless
of symptom severity. ‘Asian, Black, and Hispanic children were significantly less
likely to be diagnosed with ADHD compared with White children.’, as noted by PMC
- NIH.

o Misdiagnosis as Conduct Issues: Black youth are frequently misdiagnosed with
behavioral or conduct disorders instead of ADHD, often due to harsher punitive
interpretations of behavior in school and systemic bias. ‘non-Hispanic White
individuals were ~ 26% more likely to receive ADHD diagnosis and ~ 61% less likely
to be diagnosed with CD than non-Hispanic Black individuals.’, according to Nature.

o Intersection of Race and Gender: Studies show that Black females are among the
least likely demographic groups to receive a timely ADHD diagnosis.

e Gender Disparities

o The Diagnostic Gap: Boys are diagnosed with ADHD at much higher rates in
childhood than girls, though adult prevalence rates are nearly equal. “Girls and
women experience an average delay of about 4 years in their diagnosis of and
treatment for attention-deficit/hyperactivity disorder (ADHD), relative to boys and
men.”, according to Psychiatry Advisor.

o Inattentive Presentation: Girls typically display less disruptive, inattentive symptoms
rather than overt hyperactivity, causing adults to overlook their struggles.

o Masking and Coping: Women and girls frequently internalize or mask their
symptoms, leading to high rates of comorbid anxiety and depression that obscure
the underlying ADHD. 7

Conditions That Mimic ADHD Features
There are some conditions that may resemble ADHD, which are cited below:
e Bipolar disorder
e Autism spectrum disorder
e Low blood sugar levels
e Diabetes
e Sensory processing disorder
e Hearing problems
e Sleep Thyroid disorders
e Seizure disorders
e Childhood trauma
e Kids being kids: Some children with an ADHD diagnosis are actually misdiagnosed and don’t have

ADHD or any other health condition. They’re simply being themselves, such as easily excitable or
bored. &

Supporting Youth with ADHD Features in Afterschool Programs 7
Temescal Associates and The How Kids Learn Foundation © 2026


https://pmc.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/articles/PMC7921900/
https://pmc.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/articles/PMC7921900/
https://www.nature.com/articles/s41598-024-75954-5
https://www.psychiatryadvisor.com/news/gender-disparities-in-adhd-diagnosis-and-treatment/

TRIGGERS

“Certain lifestyle, biological, and environmental factors can severely exacerbate ADHD
symptoms. Identifying these triggers can help you understand which changes you can make to
your day-to-day routine to help minimize symptoms.” °

According to experts at Healthline, the 7 main triggers are:
1. Poor Sleep: Chronic lack of sleep or irregular sleep patterns heavily impair attention, executive
function, and emotional regulation.

2. Stress & Anxiety: High levels of stress overload the brain's cognitive resources, making it harder
to focus or prevent procrastination.

3. Blood Sugar Drops: Skipping meals or eating highly sugary, processed foods can cause energy
crashes that directly impact concentration and mood.

4. Sensory Overload: Loud noises, bright lights, crowds, or excessive clutter can easily overwhelm
the ADHD brain

5. Lack of Routine: Chaotic or unstructured environments make it difficult for individuals to
manage impulsivity and time.

6. Digital Overload: Excessive screen time and digital multitasking can fragment attention and
worsen inattention issues. Videogames, apps, social media, and Youtube are designed to flood
the brain with dopamine. Students with ADHD can be compulsively drawn to these and can go
through withdrawal-like symptoms when separated from screens.

7. Hormonal Changes: Fluctuations related to the menstrual cycle, perimenopause, or menopause
can severely intensify mood swings and cognitive fog. ©

Additional Triggers

Other triggers that can affect youth with ADHD
features is rejection sensitivity dysphoria
(RSD). “Many people with ADHD describe it as
an overwhelming emotional reaction to
rejection, criticism, or even the perception that
someone is disappointed in them. RSD can feel
like an intense emotional pain triggered by
rejection, criticism, or disapproval. For
someone with ADHD, a single negative
comment can spark hours (or even days) of
shame, anger, or sadness.” !

R N

Source: www.pexels.com
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WHAT WE CAN DO TO HELP CHILDREN WITH ADHD FEATURES

A focus on strategies in response to behaviors, not diagnostic labels, is important. “How do you teach a
kid who won't settle down and listen? The answer: with a lot of patience, creativity, and consistency.
Your role is to evaluate each child’s individual needs and strengths. Then you can develop strategies that
will help students with ADHD features focus, stay on task, and learn to their full capabilities.

1. Accommodations: what you can do to make learning easier for students with ADHD.

2. Instruction: the methods you use in teaching.

3. Intervention: How you head off behaviors that disrupt concentration or distract other students.

Your most effective tool, however, is helping a student with ADHD features.

Keep a positive attitude. Make the student your partner by saying, ‘Let’s figure out ways together to
help you get your work done.” Assure the student that you’ll be looking for good behavior and quality
work and when you see it, reinforce it with immediate and sincere praise. Finally, look for ways to
motivate a student with ADHD features by offering rewards on a point or token system.

Source: www.pexels.com

Dealing With Disruptive Behavior

To head off behavior that takes time from other students, work out a couple of warning signals with the
student who has ADHD. This can be a hand signal, an unobtrusive shoulder squeeze, or a sticky note on
the student’s desk. If you have to discuss the student’s behavior, do so in private. And try to ignore
mildly inappropriate behavior if it’s unintentional and isn’t distracting other students or disrupting the
lesson.” 12

Making Changes in the Program Setting to Help Minimize Distractions and Disruptions
There are program accommodations for students with ADHD features:

4

‘Seating:

e Seat the student away from windows and away from the door.

e Put the student right in front of your desk unless that would be a distraction for the student.

e Seats in rows, with focus on the teacher, usually work better than having students seated
around tables or facing one another in other arrangements.
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Information delivery:
e Give instructions one at a time and repeat as necessary.
e If possible, work on the most difficult material early in the day.
e Use visuals: charts, pictures, color coding.
e Create outlines for note-taking that organize the information as you deliver it.

Student work: Divide long-term projects into segments and assign a completion goal for each
segment.”13

Additional Teaching Techniques for Students with ADHD Features
Below are teaching techniques that help students with ADHD features focus and maintain their
concentration on your lesson and their work that may be beneficial to the entire group:

“When starting a lesson:
o Signal the start of a lesson with an aural cue, such as an egg timer, a cowbell or a horn. (You can
use subsequent cues to show how much time remains in a lesson.)
e Establish eye contact with any student who has ADHD features.
e List the activities of the lesson on the board.
e In opening the lesson, tell students what they’re going to learn and what your expectations are.
Tell students exactly what materials they’ll need.

When conducting the lesson;

e Keep instructions simple and structured. Use props, charts, and other visual aids.

e Vary the pace and include different kinds of activities. Many students with ADHD do well with
competitive games or other activities that are rapid and intense.

e Have an unobtrusive cue set up with the student who has ADHD features, such as a touch on the
shoulder or placing a sticky note on the student’s desk, to remind the student to stay on task.

e Allow a student with ADHD features frequent breaks and let him or her squeeze a rubber ball or
tap something that doesn’t make noise as a physical outlet.

e Try not to ask a student with ADHD features perform a task or answer a question publicly that
might be too difficult.

When ending the lesson:
e Summarize key points.
e If you give an assignment, have three different students repeat it, then have the class say it in
unison, and put it on the board.
¢ Be specific about what to take home.” 1

The Reward Accountability Novelty (RAN) Method is another helpful teaching tip for students with
ADHD features. “The RAN method is a helpful tool that uses external factors to manufacture
motivation... By chunking goals into smaller tasks, incorporating novelty, finding accountability, and
using rewards and incentives, the RAN method can help ADHD brains stay on track with their goals and
avoid getting overwhelmed.” *°

Body Doubling is another method that could help students with ADHD features. “The methodology of
ADHD body doubling is a productivity strategy used by individuals with ADHD to finish possibly annoying
jobs while having another person beside them. This person is the body double. The body double’s duty
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is to keep the individual with ADHD focused on the task at hand to reduce potential distractions and
increase motivation.” 1°

“Some great environmental supports include instrumental music, chewing gum, and physical
touch like shoulder taps, rubbing a student's back, or patting the back of a student's neck. Ask
permission first of course!” — Ed Center, Founder of The Village Well

Movement Matters

“Kids and teens often focus better after movement. Build in opportunities for physical activity before
school, during homework breaks, and after a long day. Even short bursts—like jumping jacks, stretching,
or a walk—can boost focus and mood.

Building Confidence in Kids and Teens

School and afterschool can sometimes feel like it’s all about correcting weaknesses. Don’t pathologize!
Whether the youth is creative, curious, empathetic, or adventurous, help them see these qualities as
tools they can use to succeed. Confidence grows when children know they are more than their difficult
tendencies.” V7

Consistency Is Key: Learn More and Make a Program-Wide Plan
To ensure consistency in how adults respond to challenging behaviors:
e Consult with school personnel: Talk to the child's teacher to see if they notice similar behaviors
in the classroom. Teachers can provide valuable insights into how your child behaves in a
structured environment. What do they do that works? Should an afterschool staff join any
school discussions/planning regarding youth?
o Within the program, make sure there is a regular time that afterschool staff can discuss
individual kids: their needs and the challenges they bring.

Supporting Youth with ADHD Features in Afterschool Programs 11
Temescal Associates and The How Kids Learn Foundation © 2026



e Among afterschool staff: Share info, what works and what are the plans moving forward that
staff can implement.

Fairness and Equity
“Every time I run a workshop the issue of fairness comes up. If | let my ADHD student chew
gum, other students want to chew gum. If | only ask a student to do homework for 15 minutes,
the other students will say that’s not fair. | remind educators that equity means we meet
individual students where they are and provide them with the resources they need. Also,
students understand equity when you explain it. ‘Mark chews gum because it helps him
concentrate. You are able to concentrate without gum and that’s amazing!”” — Ed Center,
Founder of The Village Well

INTERVENTIONS
Some behaviors may require action:
e See what the school and teachers have done already.
e Itis best that any request for an evaluation or referral come from the school.
e In talking with parents:
o You are seeking advice.

Work to form an alliance- don’t blame or shame.

Be ready to share your view of the child’s strengths, not just deficits, and your caring.

Avoid labels and judgement.

Describe what behaviors you experience.

What do they experience at home?

o What have they found that works?

e Zone of Proximal Development refers to “the difference between what learners can do
independently and what they can achieve with guidance or collaboration from others, such as
adults or more knowledgeable peers. This ‘zone’ represents a critical area for skill development,
where tasks are challenging yet achievable with support, fostering growth and learning.” 8

O O O O O

“Teaching this model (ZPD) helps educators remember that each student has a different
window where they are challenged but pushed to anxiety. For students with ADHD, we want
to stretch their ability to stay on task and focused while also
staying regulated. There’s an art to nudging students to do
hard things, but knowing when to take your foot off the
gas.” — Ed Center, Founder of The Village Well

RESOURCES
There is an abundance of writings on ADHD on the internet. Also,
check out those listed in the END NOTES below.

Source: www.pexels.com
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Appendix 1

Below are the DSM-5 criteria that mental health professionals use to diagnose ADHD.

AAFP national research '.
network «

DSM-5 Diagnostic Criteria for ADHD

Symptoms and/or behaviors that have persisted = 6 months in = 2 settings (e.g., school, home,
church). Symptoms have negatively impacted academic, social, and/or occupational functioning. In

patients aged < 17 years, 2 6 symptoms are necessary; in those aged = 17 years, 2 5 symptoms are
necessary.

s Displays poor listening skills

* Loses and/or misplaces items needed to complete activities or tasks
* Sidetracked by external or unimportant stimuli

Inattentive s Forgets daily activities

Type & Diminished attention span
Diagnosis * Lacks ability to complete schoolwork and other assignmenits or to follow
Criteria instructions

& Avoids or is disinclined to begin homework or activities requiring concentration
*  Fails to focus on details and/or makes thoughtless mistakes in schoolwork or
assignments

Hyperactive Symptoms:

* Squirms when seated or fidgets with feet/hands
s Marked restlessness that is difficult to control
Hyperactive/ | * Appears to be driven by “a motor” or is often “on the go”
Impulsive # lacks ability to play and engage in leisure activities in a quiet manner
Type * |ncapable of staying seated in class
Diagnosis *  Overly talkative
Criteria Impulsive Symptoms:

« Difficulty waiting turn

* |nterrupts or intrudes into conversations and activities of others

* Impulsively blurts out answers before questions completed

s  Symptoms present prior to age 12 years

Additional s« Symptoms not better accounted for by a different psychiatric disorder (e.g., mood

Requirements disorder, anxiety disorder) and do not occur exclusively during a psychotic disorder
for Diagnosis (e.g., schizophrenia)
* Symptoms not exclusively a manifestation of oppositional behavior
Combined Type:
# Patient meets both inattentive and hyperactive/impulsive criteria for the past 6
months

Predominantly Inattentive Type:

* Patient meets inattentive criterion, but not hyperactive/impulse criterion, for the

Classification past 6 months

Predominantly Hyperactive/Impulsive Type:

» Patient meets hyperactive/impulse criterion, but not inattentive criterion, for the
past 6 months

Symptoms may be classified as mild, moderate, or severe based on symptom severity

Source: DSM-5 Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders, 5th edition; ADHD: attention deficit
hyperactivity disorder
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