
MINISTRIES OF EDUCATION ACROSS CANADA are constantly working to improve stu-
dent outcomes. More recently, they have identified a need to reduce the achieve-
ment gap between the struggling segment of the student population and those
who succeed. Interventions have included structural changes, such as smaller
class sizes and multiple curriculum pathways, and accountability measures, like
the use of standardized testing. Few have addressed a key component – that of
teacher practice. Yet, researchers have shown for a long time that outside of a
student’s own natural cognitive ability, teachers have the most dominant effect
on achievement – more than parent economic status, the quality of school
attended, or peer group influence.1 And for students whose successful learning
truly is a challenge, good teaching becomes even more crucial. 

Surprisingly, good teaching is not innate, nor does it come through experi-
ence; it is the result of good training. When expertise is measured against expe-
rience, well-trained teachers get better outcomes from their students than do
teachers with many years of experience but little training. Teachers with many
years of practice may have a better grasp of a curriculum’s content, but it’s the
expert teacher who is able to translate content into learning.2

So, what do good teachers look like? They display a mix of personal traits and
appropriate training. They are tenacious when it comes to helping struggling
students. They are more likely to search out solutions and problem solve until
they see marked improvement. As a result, they don’t give up on struggling stu-
dents. They don’t accept student failure as an outcome measure. They appear to
be more flexible in delivering the curriculum. They are able to contextualize the
content to reflect the life experience of their students. They also monitor their
students’ learning and give quick and appropriate feedback. All these qualities
contribute to good teachers’ sensitivity towards all their students and fluidity in
instructing them. 

PETER CHABAN

ADHD:
From Intervention to Implementation

32 E D U C A T I O N  C A N A D A  I S P R I N G  2 0 1 0  P R I N T E M P S  I C A N A D I A N  E D U C A T I O N  A S S O C I A T I O N

msanjose
Typewritten Text
You are free to reproduce, distribute and transmit this article, provided you attribute the author(s), Education Canada Vol. 50 (2), and a link to the Canadian Education Association (www.cea-ace.ca) 2010. You may not use this work for commercial purposes. You may not alter, transform, or build upon this work. Publication ISSN 0013-1253.



E D U C A T I O N  C A N A D A I S P R I N G  2 0 1 0  P R I N T E M P S I C A N A D I A N  E D U C A T I O N  A S S O C I A T I O N 33

Yet, though these traits are necessary, they are not suf-
ficient. Successful teachers also need to have expertise in
core knowledge of the curriculum they deliver. This is espe-
cially important in areas of reading, writing, math, and lan-
guage. They also need to use instructional practices that
work and are evidence based. Finally, they need to have a
good understanding of how all their students’ develop and
learn, especially those who are at risk because of special
needs. It is the combination of traits and training that pro-
duce expert teachers.

Producing expert teachers presents a challenge to the
educational profession. Teacher development occurs by way
of two routes. One route is through initial training at uni-
versity faculties of education. To date, this method of teacher
development has not shown great promise, especially in
identifying natural teachers and training them in evidence-
based instruction.3 The other option for developing expert
teachers is through professional development (PD) once
they are in practice. Historically, PD has had poor results. It
is often disconnected from the classroom experience and
imposed on the teaching staff by external administration.
There is little evidence that knowledge acquired through
PD sessions translates into classroom practice.4 Recently,
the use of professional learning communities, in which
teachers define and control their learning goals, has shown
promise. These learning communities are school-specific
and highly successful when they collaborate with partners
who introduce evidence-based practices, and who help
coach them through the implementation.5

One possible area for developing such partnerships with
researchers is in the area of attention deficit/hyperactivity
disorder (ADHD) This is a very common disorder. It occurs
in approximately 5-12 percent of school age children, which
means that there will likely be at least one child with ADHD
in a classroom.6 There is also a high rate of concurrent
mental health problems and learning difficulties associat-
ed with ADHD. The condition is well researched by both the
medical community and cognitive neuroscientists. As well,
in-depth knowledge about ADHD generalizes to under-
standing the learning and social-emotional needs of most
struggling students.

WHAT IS ADHD?

Attention deficit/hyperactivity disorder (ADHD) is a chron-
ic neurological disorder. Symptoms associated with ADHD
include inattention (e.g. poor concentration, disorganiza-
tion, forgetfulness) and hyperactivity-impulsivity (e.g. rest-
lessness, impatience). Adolescents with ADHD appear to
be disorganized, impatient, and bored. For a student to be
diagnosed as ADHD, these symptoms must be pervasive
and impairing. Recent research has also shown that the
core symptoms of ADHD are mildly and moderately dis-
tributed across the general population. In other words, stu-
dents who do not have enough symptoms to meet criteria
for a diagnosis of ADHD may nevertheless exhibit cognitive
weaknesses that appear as poor concentration, slower pro-
cessing of information, or idleness and boredom.7

Poor academic outcomes are also associated with ADHD.
Longitudinal studies, in both the United States and Canada,
have shown that students with ADHD struggle in school
when compared with their peers. They repeat more grades,
have lower marks, and end up in special education at a
higher rate. In high school, they also drop out at a higher
rate than do their peers.8

Historically, it was believed that the poor school per-
formance of students with ADHD was the result of the
highly disruptive and overt hyperactive-impulsive symp-
toms. In fact, recent research has identified inattention as
the risk carrier for poor academic outcomes.9 Inattention
and the cognitive processes associated with it cause diffi-
culties with reading comprehension, reading fluency, math
fluency, and especially writing skills. For high school stu-
dents, writing ability is a major issue, especially since writ-
ing is also the primary measure for academic performance
in secondary school. But even when core skills are not com-
promised, academic enablers such as study skills, interper-
sonal skills, engagement in learning, and motivation are
weaker in this group of students.

Though there is no medical test for identifying ADHD
(diagnosis is dependent on the collection of information,
often from multiple sources), neuro-imaging data has
shown delays in maturation of several key brain areas,
resulting in cognitive impairments in working memory and
other executive functions, which in turn are associated
with behavioural symptoms linked to inattention and self-
regulation.10

All this recent research should help teachers, but in fact
it exposes a problem within our educational system: ADHD
is not formally recognized in the educational systems
across Canada. As a result, there is little opportunity for col-
laboration or sharing of information between the medical/
research community and the educational system. And
traditionally, when interventions for struggling students

EN B R EF La recherche démontre que fournir aux enseignants une formation approfondie sur le THADA, fondée sur des
données probantes, rehausse leur assurance, le recours à des approches efficaces et, surtout, le rendement scolaire des
élèves. Le projet TeachADHD est destiné à relier les nouvelles recherches en neurosciences sur le THADA aux pratiques 
utilisées en classe au moyen d’un programme multimédia de perfectionnement professionnel. Plus précisément, il aide
le personnel enseignant à reconceptualiser le THADA en tant que trouble neurodéveloppemental où les élèves éprouvent
de la difficulté à maîtriser les fonctions de contrôle supérieur, engendrant des problèmes scolaires. Les résultats décrits
manifestent des changements positifs en classe : des leçons bien organisées et gérées et des pratiques pédagogiques
claires et cohérentes. L’évaluation des comportements et des apprentissages des élèves démontre un engagement accru
dans l’apprentissage. Les enseignants ont perçu l’amélioration des résultats de leurs élèves les plus inattentifs.

Inattention and the cognitive processes associated with it cause 

difficulties with reading comprehension, reading fluency, math fluency,

and especially writing skills.
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understand that ADHD is not a homogeneous disorder and
therefore not managed through a single recipe of interven-
tions. Rather, what is needed is a good understanding of
student strengths and weakness, followed by appropriately
matched teaching practices and accommodations.

Developed over a two-year period, this multimedia
package consists of a manual, an interactive DVD, and a
supportive website (www.teachadhd.ca). The manual is
divided into two sections; the ABC’s of ADHD and Teaching
Children with ADHD. The first section covers core informa-
tion about ADHD, including symptom profiles, diagnostic
criteria, common co-occurring disorders, developmental
and cognitive information, and common myths associated
with ADHD. The second half is set up to help teachers make
instructional decisions for this cohort of students. The DVD
contains information supporting the two sections of the
manual, as well as classroom video of students with ADHD
while off medications. The Website includes content from
the manual, and it is also continually updated with relevant
research, thus keeping teachers current. There is also an
email address that allows teachers to email questions about
teaching students with ADHD.

Before finalizing the materials, 80 teachers from three
school boards were invited to a three-day workshop to test
out the resources and get input about implementation.
Almost all were either consultants or special education
teachers. They were very positive about the content, but
also identified serious challenges to implementation. The
first point was the non-status of ADHD as an identified
special needs category. As a consequence, different school
boards have different approaches for dealing with this
group of students, ranging from doing nothing to behav-
ioural and mental health interventions. The second issue
concerned the diversity of support models for mainstream
teachers. In some school boards, resources and placement
choices are abundant, while in others resource support is
limited and there are no placement choices. 

Based on this input, the materials were adjusted and
designed for an inclusive educational approach that could
benefit not only students with ADHD, but also those with
some of the symptoms, but not enough to meet criteria
for the disorder. Instructional decisions were encouraged
within the context of the curriculum and focused on both
the strengths and needs of the student. The teaching
strategies did not require excessive training, they reflected
subtle classroom adjustments, they were evidence-based,
and they could, in practice, benefit all students. As for the
uptake of this knowledge, extensive PD by outside profes-
sionals was not necessary. The materials were also organ-
ized so that individual teachers could use them as a self-
directed learning tool, or a professional learning commu-
nity within a school setting could use them as a resource.

IMPLEMENTATION STUDY

Successfully implementing a new intervention is not an
easy task. It involves changing human behaviour. Most pro-
fessionals are receptive to new information, but putting
that information into practice can present a challenge.
Research has shown that access to information alone is
not enough. Joyce and Showers’ meta-analysis of teacher
implementation of new practices in the classroom showed

with ADHD have been used, they are behavioural and have little to no success.
Because ADHD is not formally identified, little is taught about it to new teachers
at faculties of education, and the information acquired by experienced teachers
is often dated and of no practical use. 

Yet, research has shown that providing teachers with comprehensive, evidence-
based training around ADHD increases both their confidence and their use of
effective approaches. As well – and most importantly – it has a positive impact
on student academic performance and reduces the symptom expression.11

ABOUT TeachADHD

One example of such a training intervention is TeachADHD. The goal of this
project was to bridge new research about ADHD in the field of neurosciences
with classroom practice in the hopes of increasing the confidence of teachers
and improving the learning outcomes for students with ADHD. Specifically, the
intent was to help teachers re-conceptualize ADHD as a neurodevelopmental
disorder in which students have problems with executive control functions that
manifest themselves as academic problems. This would give teachers a better
understanding of the external behaviours/symptoms associated this group of
students within a cognitive science construct. As well, it would help teachers

The intent was to help teachers re-conceptualize ADHD as a neuro-

developmental disorder in which students have problems with executive

control functions that manifest themselves as academic problems.
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change to be almost non-existent when the training com-
ponents were either didactic, by demonstration, or offered
as out-of-classroom training. But, when the training
included in-classroom coaching, implementation rates
went up to 95 percent.12 The adage that information is only
enhanced through use makes sense. Teachers implement
new practices at a higher rate when they are actively
engaged and supported within their own work context.
The challenge for TeachADHD was to make this possible in
a large and diverse school system.

As part of an overall evaluation for TeachADHD, we
were able to do a controlled and randomized implementa-
tion study using eight schools from a rural Ontario school
board. Each of the eight schools was asked to invite teach-
ers of Grades 1 through 4 to participate in the study. The
experimental schools were given a training program that
included three face-to-face workshops and two video con-
ferences, as well as email access to the workshop leaders.
The intervention strategy was designed according to the
following training stages: 1) presenting information; 2)
describing skills; 3) modelling skills; 4) practicing and feed-
back; 5) coaching. The first three stages were delivered
using face-to-face workshops, while the last two incorpo-
rated web-technologies. Training was spread throughout
the school year, allowing for constant feedback from teach-
ers. During workshops, teachers were grouped according
to grade taught, rather than school, encouraging greater
exchange of specific classroom ideas and practices. Mean-
while, control schools were allocated equal professional
development time, but were free to utilize it in their own
way. Assessment of the implementation involved a variety
of pre- and post-measures, including teacher question-
naires, measures of student behaviour and academic per-
formance, observation by a blind-to-control external eval-
uator, and a final teacher de-briefing interview.

Results showed some strikingly positive changes in the
classrooms where teachers had been trained about ADHD.
These classes were described as well managed, lessons were
well organized, and teacher instructional practices appeared
clear and coherent. Measures for student behaviour and
learning showed more engagement in learning, including
for those students who had been identified by teachers as
at-risk. Finally, teachers expressed more confidence in their
instructional decisions and perceived student performance
for their most inattentive students to have improved. The
same could not be said for the control classes.

CONCLUSION

Teachers are able to develop expert skills when given the
necessary tools. But, information alone is not enough. On-
going support and coaching is essential, allowing for neces-
sary adjustments when particular strategies are not taking
hold. Often the needed adjustments are minor, but time
and external support allow teachers to build up confidence
in their practice. As well, as confidence builds, instruction-
al practices move from mechanical to internalized and nat-
ural. Teachers begin to review and adjust their teaching
strategies according to student needs. As experts, they
begin to use the skill to problem-solve more complex learn-
ing demands. And most important, they get to see all their
students succeed. I
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