The Concept of ADHD is Changing.
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How Does This Impact On You or Your Child?

Larry B. Silver, M.D.

he concept of inattention, one of the
I three behaviors found with ADHD,
is changing. And, with this change,
the explanation of what is ADHD is ex-
panding. The understanding of inattention
has shifted from the inability to stay on task
to a broader concept called Executive Func-
tion Disorder (EFD). This expansion of the
concept of inattention is a positive move.
However, until a fuller understanding of
Executive Function and EFD is part of the
thinking of the clinicians who diagnose and
treat individuals with ADHD, only part of
the problem might be seen, leaving other
results of EFD not addressed.
Marcus, a ten-year-old fifth grader,
had difficulty staying on task and com-
pleting his work. He also had problems
keeping his backpack and papers orga-
“nized, remembering what had to be brought
home from school, and what needed to be
returned to school and turned in. Formal
psycho-educational testing showed that
he was bright but that he had difficulties
with processing speed and with working
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memory. Other studies showed additional
evidence of difficulties with executive func-
tion. The conclusion was that Marcus had
ADHD, Inattentive Type. He was referred
to me for possible use of medication. Mar-
cus was started on a stimulant medication
and showed significant improvement in all
areas.

But, think about Ethan, a twelve-year-
old seventh grader. The presenting prob-
lems were the same. The results of the
psycho-educational evaluation were simi-
lar and the final diagnosis of ADHD, Inat-
tentive Type was the same. However, he
did not improve when placed on stimulant
medication. A further review of his psycho-
educational test results showed that he had
problems with reading retention and with
producing written work. Like Marcus, he
had an EFD. However, these problems re-
sulted in more than inattention. His EFD
resulted in Learning Disabilities and these
problems had to be addressed.

Why did each child appear to have the
same problems and test results yet need dif-
ferent interventions? As one of the premier
researchers in EFD, Dr. Martha Bridge

Denckla emphasizes that EFD can be a re-
flection of ADHD but might also reflect a
learning disability and often may be both.
If a professional evaluating a child or adult

finds evidence of EFD, it is essential to

clarify if this disorder is causing ADHD,
a learning disability, or both. Since these
concepts are relatively new and not all pro-
fessionals explore for both possibilities
you, as parents, must know to ask the right
questions in an effort to clarify.

Dr. Denkla also explains that EFD im-
pacts most on reading and writing skills
that are developed and needed by middle
school. Thus, some children are identified
as having ADHD initially. Then, by middle
school or high school they begin to show
difficulties relating to reading fluency and
writing fluency (discussed later), resulting
in being identified as having a learning dis-
ability.

Why is this expanded concept of
ADHD important to you as a parent or as
an adult with ADHD? The treatment for
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ADHD is very different from the treatment
for learning disabilities. If the focus of in-
tervention is on the difficulties with orga-
nization and with time planning only and
the child or adult also has problems with
organizing and processing information
which is essential for certain reading and
writing tasks, an appropriate intervention
plan would not be developed.

What then is Executive Function?
Before being specific, it is important
to understand that Executive Function is
essential for organizing a person’s outside
world. You must organize your thoughts
and plans and carry them out in a timely
way. Executive Function is also essential
for organizing one’s inside world. Read-
ing and reading comprehension are impor-
tant. But, to retain what was read requires
the ability to organize the information read
and then store it into memory. Knowing
how to write and having the basic skills of
spelling, grammar, punctuation, capitaliza-
tion, and format is also important. But,
before any of these steps can be initiated,
the individual has to retrieve the necessary

information from memory and then orga-
nize this information before it can be writ-
ten. Organization, a core part of Executive
Function, is essential for both sets of tasks.
The diagnosis of ADHD, Inattentive Type
focuses on these outside world aspects of
EFD. For some or many, however, these
EFDs also impact on the inside world, re-
sulting in Learning Disabilities.

Executive Function:

Around puberty, the frontal part of the
cortex of the brain matures. With this ex-
pansion in brain function, the individual is
able to perform higher level tasks. These
high level tasks are referred to as executive
function. The term executive function sug-
gests the role of a chief executive officer in
an organization. She or he must analyze a
task, develop a plan for addressing the task,
identify in what order these tasks must be
done, make mid-course corrections as
needed, and complete the task in a timely
way. There are many different definitions
of executive function. Each tries to explain
this process:

1. Analyze a task

2. Plan how to address the task

3. Organize the steps needed to carry out
the task

4. Develop time lines for completing the
task
5. Adjust or shift these plans as needed
6. Compete the task in a timely way

A middle schooler has to read a book
and to write a book report. The assignment
is made on a Friday and is due the following
Friday. This student must first be sure that
the book is available. Based on how long
and complex the book is, how long will it
take to read it? Does the teacher have a
specific format for writing book reports. If
so. should this student have this format in
mind as the book is read, perhaps making
notes on specific pages that might relate to
a particular part of the report. When should
the book be completed so that enough time
is left to do a draft, to get help if needed,
and then to complete the report by Thurs-
day night. (Maybe this child has soccer
practice on Tuesday evening and needs to
plan on not having much time on this eve-
ning for homework.) If this student has
good executive function skills, the work
gets done and is turned in on time.
Executive Function Disorder:

What about the student with
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EFD? Idon’t need to give the details. You
probably live with it. Given the same
homework assignment to read a book and
to write a report. this student understands
what needs to be done and really plans to
get it done. But, somehow the report does
not get finished or turned in on time. Dr.
Russell Barkley, who has done much of the
pioneering work in exploring the role of
EFD with ADHD likes to say, it is not that
the individual does not know what to do. It
is that somehow it does not get done.

You know these kids. Maybe you have
one or you were this way and continue to
be this way. They have problems with or-
ganization and with time planning. They
lose or misplace papers, reports, and other
school materials. They come home, leav-
ing important things at home or they go
to school, leaving their homework in their
room. They might have similar problems
keeping track of their personal items or
keeping their bedroom organized. Some-
how, they are never ready on time and they
never get things done on time. Yet, they
are the sweetest people. They look up at
you as lost and confused as you are. They
knew what had to be done. You have gone
over it again and again. You put up signs
and use stickers. Yet, somehow it does not
get done.

If you look at the criteria needed to es-
tablish the diagnosis of ADHD, Inattentive
Type*, you could understand why such a
child would be diagnosed as ADHD, Inat-
tentive Type.

IT IS IMPORTANT FOR YOU TO
KNOW: EFD MAY ALSO CAUSE
LEARNING DISABILITIES

In elementary school the child learns
how to read and how to comprehend what
was read.

He learns how to write and the basic
concepts of writing — spelling, grammar,
punctuation, capitalization and the ex-
pected format. Basic math concepts from
addition and subtraction to fractions and
decimals are learned. Because of the new-
ly acquired skills associated with executive
function, by middle school and definitely in
high school, students must add the ability
to organize and process knowledge.

Thus, when reading, it is not just can
you read and do you know what you have

read. As the material gets longer and more
complex, can you retain what you have
read. That is, using their new abilities to
process, organize, and store information,
the student goes beyond reading and com-
prehending to what is called reading flu-
ency — retaining what was read in an orga-
nized and meaningful way.

Writing demands change by middle
school. It becomes increasingly necessary
to pull information down from memory and
to organize this information before writing
can start. For example, What was the
theme of the book and give examples to
illustrate this theme? Questions on tests
become more complex, requiring the stu-
dent to retrieve and organize information
in order to answer. This ability to retrieve
and organize information in order to write a
response is called writing fluency. So, too,
solving math problems require retrieving
learned concepts (formulas, rules) as well
as known facts (e.g., the times tables) and
having the ability to organize and to utilize
this information to solve the problem. The
ability to do this is called math fluency.

Students with EFD might have diffi-
culty organizing information before stor-
ing it in memory or difficulty organizing
information that has been retrieved from
memory. They might read a chapter but not
retain what they have read, thus they can-
not answer the questions at the end of the
chapter. Yet, if you help them by review-
ing and discussing what was read, they can
answer the questions. He might misread
a question or instruction or a math word
problem because he did not pull all of the
facts together and retain them.

This student might stare at the page,
not knowing what to write. She seems to
know the material but be unable to write
an answer or start a paper because she can-
not get her thoughts organized. If you dis-
cuss the material and help her organize the
ideas, she suddenly has no difficulty know-
ing what to write. The student may be able
to write out the steps in doing a math equa-
tion. But, the steps do not flow correctly,
resulting in careless errors. Or, he knew
the concepts to apply but might add wrong,
skip a step, or multiply incorrectly and get
the wrong answer.

The results of formal testing might
show data that support the problem with
EFT. But, it’s important to look also at the
educational part of this assessment. Often,
the data show that the student has difficul-
ties with reading, writing, or math fluency.

This student has EFD that results in a learn-
ing disability.

More often, school professionals and
other professionals are all too quick to de-
cide that the problems with organization
and with staying on task are the result of
ADHD. They do not take the time to ex-
plore whether the child also might have
difficulty with reading, writing, or math
fluency.

WHAT DO YOU NEED TO GET FROM
THIS ARTICLE?

The concept of ADHD is changing.
Our understanding of hyperactivity and
impulsivity remains essentially the same.
However, our understanding of inatten-
tion has expanded beyond the concept of
an inability to stay on task. Starting with
early adolescents, inattention has been seen
more as a weakness or disability in Execu-
tive Function — an Executive Function Dis-
order.

Professionals doing research in EFD
understand that this disorder might result
in inattention and thus fit the definition of
ADHD, Inattentive Type. However, they
also understand that this EFD might also
result in a learning disability. However,
some, perhaps many, practitioners do not
yet understand this possible dual outcome
of an EFD. Even when the test data sup-
port the diagnosis of a learning disability,
they might diagnose the ADHD, Inatten-
tive Type and stop there.

As parents, you may have to be the
educator. Does your child or adolescent
have inattention only? Or, now that you
know how EFD can result in learning dis-
abilities, do you see evidence suggesting
these problems as well. ADHD, Inattentive
Type might respond very well to appropri-
ate medication. A learning disability will
not. The child or adolescent with learning
disabilities will need special educational
tutoring beyond just organizational tutor-
ing. The adult may need education in-
terventions beyond the work of the adult
ADHD Coach.

*DSM-IV-TR Criteria for ADHD, In-
attentive Type

A child must display six of nine of the
behaviors listed below:
1. Often fails to give close attention to
details or makes careless mistakes in
schoolwork, work or other activities;
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urrogate Parents and Children with Disabilities: State-level Approaches, an

in-depth policy analysis from Project Forum at NASDSE in collaboration with

the Legal Center for Foster Care and Education, is based on survey findings
from 41 state departments of education. The document provides a detailed introduc-
tion to the intricacies of the provision of surrogate parents for children identified for
service under IDEA. Survey findings include that most states have issued policy or
formal guidance pertaining to surrogate parents and children with disabilities, and
most also described efforts to ensure that the educational decision making rights of
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