Navigating ADHD: A Guide to
Supporting Success

Understanding ADHD

-A Guide for Parents, Teachers, and Students

ADHD: A Self-Regulation Disorder
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ADHD is often described as an_“attention disorder,”
as a self-requlation disorder.

but research increasingly shows it is more accurately understood

Telling someone with ADHD to “just pay attention” can be like telling someone who needs glasses to simply try harder
to see without them. The challenge is not a lack of effort. It is neurological. However, just as glasses help people see
clearly, the right supports and strategies can help individuals with ADHD manage symptoms and thrive.

ADHD brains process attention, motivation, time, and emotional regulation differently. Because of these differences,
individuals with ADHD often benefit from external structure, reminders, and supports that help build routines and
habits over time.

Perspective Shift
Parents and teachers often say:
‘I wish I didn’t have to repeat myself all the time.”
A helpful reframe is:
‘I wish | didn’t have to repeat myself so often, but they have a disability. My role is to help them
build systems and habits that eventually support independence.”

Key Brain Systems Involved in ADHD

-Motivation & the Brain’s Reward System

The striatal reward system is a brain network that helps determine what feels interesting, motivating, or worth paying
attention to.

This system functions differently in individuals with ADHD. As a result, attention and motivation are often driven more
by interest, novelty, urgency, or emotional intensity than by importance alone.

This helps explain why things like:
e deadlines
e competition
e novelty
e interest/relevance
e emotional intensity
can suddenly trigger intense focus, sometimes called “hyperfocus.”




Some clinicians describe ADHD as an interest-based nervous system (Dr. William Dodson), meaning attention is
strongly influenced by engagement and stimulation.

Emotional Regulation

Leading ADHD researcher Russell Barkley has emphasized that ADHD is not only about attention, but also about
self-regulation, including the ability to regulate emotions and impulses.

Impulsivity in ADHD can take many forms. In emotionally intense or stressful situations, rapid thoughts and feelings
can lead individuals to react quickly before fully thinking things through. Barkley often refers to this as emotional
impulsivity, or emotional dysregulation.

Many individuals with ADHD may experience:

strong emotional reactions

frustration when tasks feel difficult or boring

sensitivity to criticism or perceived rejection

impulsive emotional responses (e.g., arguing, shutting down, or reacting quickly)
difficulty calming down once upset

Over time, a common cycle can develop:
ADHD symptoms

!

Frequent correction from adults

!

Emotional reactions

|

Negative self-talk

|

Defensiveness or frustration

!

More corrections, increased consequences

**Breaking this cycle requires supportive strategies.

Instant Gratification & Delay Aversion

One well-known theory in ADHD research is the Delay Aversion Theory, which suggests individuals with ADHD are
strongly motivated to avoid or escape waiting.

As a result, behavior may shift toward:

immediate stimulation
quick rewards
urgency

novelty

Examples may include

procrastination

impulsive spending

interrupting conversations

difficulty waiting in line

seeking fast stimulation (phones, games, etc.)



When individuals with ADHD know exactly how long something will take, waiting becomes much easier to tolerate.
This helps explain why many children frequently ask:

e “How long will this take?”

e “When are we leaving?”

e  “Where are we going?”
Clear timelines make waiting predictable and manageable.

Common ADHD Challenges & What Helps

e Time Blindness
ADHD brains often struggle to accurately sense and manage time. Long tasks can feel overwhelming, while activities
with immediate feedback are easier to engage with.
Helpful Strategies
o Use timers, clocks, and visual schedules
o  Break work into 15-20 minute intervals
o  Use countdowns before transitions (In 10 minutes, | need to start on my homework)
o  Scheduled Breaks (After 20 minutes of work, | will take a 5-minute walk)
e Working Memory Challenges
Working memory allows us to hold information in mind while using it. ADHD often affects this ability.
This may look like- forgetting instructions, losing track of items/tasks/time, difficulty following multi-step directions
Helpful Strategies
o Write instructions down
o  Use checklists or sticky notes
o  Give directions one step at a time
o Low-tech supports are often the most effective
e Motivation Differences
Self-generated motivation can be difficult for individuals with ADHD, particularly for tasks that feel boring or distant.
Immediate feedback often works better than delayed rewards.
Helpful Strategies
Use small, immediate rewards (even verbal praise or acknowledging effort)
Provide clear expectations
Quick Win Opportunities (break tasks into small parts to build momentum and patterns of success)
Connect work to interests
Offer frequent feedback and encouragement
e Organization & Self-Monitoring (executive functioning)
ADHD can make it difficult to notice when focus, organization, or productivity is slipping. Clutter and distractions often
make this worse.
Helpful Strategies
o  Keep workspaces simple and organized
Use planners and daily checklists
Ask reflective questions such as:
“What helped you focus today?”
“How did that strategy work?”
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Quick Tip Strategies That Help
1. Use visual timers and countdowns.



Chunk large tasks into smaller steps.

Schedule movement breaks between work intervals.
Provide immediate rewards and positive reinforcement.
Align schoolwork with personal interests.

Establish consistent daily routines.

Minimize workspace clutter and distractions.

Prioritize physical activity before studying.

9. Foster self-reflection on effective strategies.

10. Support without shame—ADHD is neurological.

11. Replace “try harder” with “let’s find a strategy.”
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Final Note

With the right supports, individuals with ADHD often develop powerful strengths, including creativity, emotional depth
& empathy, problem-solving abilities, persistence under pressure, resiliency, and the capacity for deep focus when
engaged. Understanding ADHD allows parents, teachers, and practitioners to shift from frustration to effective
support.

Recommended Reading

Research shows that ADHD often presents differently in girls and women.
Understanding Girls with ADHD — Dr. Patricia Quinn & Dr. Kathleen Nadeau

Patricia Quinn is known as the pioneer in recognizing gender differences in ADHD

- Founder of the National Center for Girls and Women with ADHD

Straight Talk About ADHD in Girls — Dr. Stephen Hinshaw, one of the most influential researchers studying ADHD
in girls and women
-Led the Berkeley Girls with ADHD Longitudinal Study

Taking Charge of ADHD: The Complete, Authoritative Guide for Parents - Dr. Russell Barkley
Dr. Barkley is one of the most influential ADHD researchers in the world, with over 300 scientific publications and
decades of clinical research on ADHD and executive functioning.
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