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  Pathways Day 2 - 13.50 ADHD

LIZ SULLIVAN:

We will start in a couple of minutes if you would like to grab a seat.

Welcome to this afternoon's session, ADHD, Invisible and Overlooked, how to best support students with ADHD. It is my pleasure to welcome Michele Toner, who we work with very closely.

She has been supporting people with ADHD and their families for 20 years in professional and public arenas.

She was the first credentialed ADHD coach in Australia and works full-time in a private coaching practice.

MICHELE TONER:

Thank you.

Thanks a million. And thank you everyone for the opportunity to talk about something that is very important to me. It is my opportunity to give you a brief overview of what is going on for students with ADHD at university, and then to give you some strategies that may help them through their study journey.

ADHD is invisible. Officially, it is a mental health condition, though many people would argue it is also a learning disability. It coexists with other learning disabilities such as dyslexia, dyspraxia and dyscalculia.

It also coexists with other mental health conditions such as depression and anxiety. And so the first thing to know about ADHD is that it is very complex and one person will be different from the next you meet.

Though the difficulties may be different for those in different categories, the difficulties may not be obvious to the average observer. People assume if they try harder, they can get on with it.

ADHD is overlooked. We know 6% of the adult population has depression, and people know it is a very serious condition. People take it seriously. However, very few people know that 4.4% of the adult population has got ADHD.

While organisations like Beyond Blue do a great job of raising awareness of depression, this lets society know that we need to take care of people with depression, GPs pick it up, teachers and government departments do a wonderful job around depression and anxiety and many other mental health conditions. People with depression are able to access medication which is on the PBS, a variety of medications to treat depression.

GPs are really up-skilled in this area, and they can access treatment in the mental health system. However there is no treatment in the public health system for adults with ADHD.

Children are allowed to see paediatricians until they are 22. And while that does happen in the private sector, it rarely happens in the public sector. When someone turns 18 they are given a list of private practice psychiatrists and told to go out and find a doctor.

They could wait five months because there is such a shortage of doctors in the private sector, and when they get to see them it could cost up to $1000 for the first appointment. So there is a huge financial burden on ADHD and the area of treatment.

Often when you meet someone for the first time in university, they are making the transition not only to tertiary education but from paediatric to adult psychiatric care, and often they are having difficulty because they can't afford it.

ADHD medication is not available on the PBS for adults. There are two medications that are available on the PBS across the board, but if you are diagnosed after the age of 18, many of the long acting medications which are far more successful in treating ADHD are not available to you.

Unlike Beyond Blue, we do not have a Beyond Blue teaching the world about ADHD and how serious it is. Instead we have misinformation coming out of the media all the time. As a result of this, there is tremendous stigma about ADHD. People do not tell anyone except their closest friends and family that they have ADHD. Many young people do not even tell their families. So the only people that know they have ADHD is them and their doctor.

It is hard to find support, because like any other condition we have to have a concerted team effort to look after someone.

The government does nothing, also, to educate the public about ADHD. Which is very unfortunate.

So what are these myths that are perpetrated in the media? It is not real, just an invention by the Americans. It is an excuse for bad behaviour, bad parenting, access to party drugs. One of the reasons people do not tell people they have ADHD is because they are asking for their medication. People with ADHD are hyperactive.

Let's look at those myths. ADHD is a thoroughly researched subject. What does it tell us about the brains of people with ADHD? They take up to five years longer to mature than their non-ADHD peers. So when a 17 or 18 year old presents themselves to you, you may find you are dealing with someone with the emotional maturity of a 14 or 15-year-old, or the cognitive maturity.

We know ADHD is not only a childhood condition, though it rose to the public eye as a childhood condition. It was identified as an adult condition in 1948. We know that 15% of children carry their full symptoms through to adulthood.

It is genetic, as inheritable as height. Most people get their ADHD from their parents, not the television.

Is it overdiagnosed? Let's have a look. In WA, we keep the very best records on medication prescriptions. If you want to have a prescription of medication for ADHD you have to sign a form giving the government permission to collect the information.

We know that 0.5% of people are prescribed ADHD medication. So comparing this to the prevalence rate, which we know to be 4.4%, where is the overdiagnosis? Last year 1.2% of children were taking medication for ADHD.

The message we are not getting is that it is underdiagnosed, under recognised, undertreated. ADHD underdiagnosed and undertreated places a huge burden on society, as it does on families and individuals.

I'm sure most people know these days that not everyone with ADHD is hyperactive. Core symptoms of inattention, hyperactivity and impulsivity actually can split up into three different subtypes, you can have ADHD purely inattentive, never have a hyperactive bone in your body. That does not mean your brain is not racing 99% of your life.

People with ADHD are bombarded by racing thoughts all the time.

I hope those myths are busted.

Let's take a look at the research in this area.

We know students with ADHD take longer to complete their degrees and their grade averages are often lower. They say, “my friends who are not as smart as me are doing better.” They are extremely time poor, it is taking them longer to do their assignments than their peers.

They have got much higher dropout levels and what Liz would know very clearly is that people get overwhelmed, they fall behind in their assignments and their tutorial attendance and they get depressed about this, because what they are struggling with comes so naturally to the rest of the population, they don't ask for help, they just withdraw. That is when I frogmarch them to one of your offices.

Why do people with ADHD have these problems? I am sure many of you know more about this than I do, but they are the higher level brain functions that allow us to prioritise, manage time and plan and all of those are extremely difficult for people with ADHD.

When someone attends university, we are testing not only their knowledge but their executive functions. Russell Barkley is a leading researcher on ADHD, he describes it essentially as an impaired ability to inhibit response.

Essentially, people with ADHD never pause. They are unable to stop, take stock of what they need to do. This inability to pause causes problems in the four executive areas, non-verbal working memory, verbal working memory, self-regulation and planning.

So let's see why behavioural inhibition is so important for people to engage their executive functions. You need to pause in order to operate them because using your executive functions is stopping and considering options in the future and making the best decision in the present, sometimes calling on history from the past.

People with ADHD are totally governed by their present circumstances and they find it hard to make a decision with a long-term bent if it doesn't have present results. People with ADHD say they have plenty of time to do their assignment, the realisation that they don’t comes later.

Russell Ramsay calls ADHD coaches executive function avatars. We teach people to pause. How do these impairments show up?

Working memory is extremely impaired and if you think of that as the brain’s RAM, people with ADHD are constantly in overload. Having a conversation with someone is using your working memory. Holding a piece of conversation in your memory, then thinking about how you are going to respond, it is hard for people to hold them so they are constantly overloaded. People will say, "how can I improve my short-term memory?"

There is insufficient evidence to support programs like (unknown term). You need to teach them to take the load off their working memory. And I will talk about that later.

There is a psychiatrist called Ed Hallowell who has ADHD and writes prolifically about it. He describes time as something that was invented to break the day into doable bits. He says when you have ADHD time is a black hole that swallows you and spits you out.

People who have ADHD have difficulty managing time, they under estimate how long they are going to take to do things. They show up late and miss deadlines and often will get to university late for a tutorial and be too embarrassed to go in. Their attendance record is in jeopardy.

Remember ADHD is not about not knowing what to do, it is about not doing the things at the point of performance. People with ADHD typically lose their drivers licence on demerit points, they will speed once too often.

It is not that they don't know the rules of the road and it is not that they don't know they are going to lose their licence, but in the point of performance, it is only after they see the camera flash that they realise they have done it again.

These behaviours persist despite consequences. They have great difficulty getting started on tasks, often because they can't see the starting point. One of the most important things you can do with a student with ADHD is give them an entry point.

They have difficulty finishing tasks. Tasks within their capability. They start to appear lazy, indulgent and irresponsible.

But pause for a minute to consider the fact that people are only really disabled because of the condition society imposes on them. I have a friend in a wheelchair, a gold medal winner in the Paralympics, I can't keep up with him on a hill but when he encounters stairs he is disabled.

If you take a person with ADHD into a boardroom where they need a brainstormer, but who may not necessarily be able to carry those ideas through to fruition, you can see that ADHD is a desirable thing to have in society.

There is no doubt that people like Steve Jobs and Mark Zuckerberg, have had brains that have worked very differently to the average person. We need those people.

What can you do when a student comes to see you? The first thing is get them to unlearn their high school experience. When they apply for accommodations for the year 12 exams, they get told they have to prove they have a problem. They start to feel they are fake, they say they are going to try to do it alone.

I tell them to go and register, to introduce themselves to the DLO, so that when overwhelmed kicks in they already know someone to support them at university.

Help them to learn how to process information. Give them licence to fidget. When they are in a lecture theatre they need to fidget discreetly, but it is OK when they are home studying to pace and walk and touch things. They can have a conversation with the lecturer while they are learning to recognise how they learn, instead of pigeonholing them as a visual learner.

There is a four letter word, plan. They tell me, "I have failed any plan I have tried."

I tell them the only plans that run smoothly are royal weddings, royal funerals, royal christenings, and the only reason they run smoothly is because they have been rehearsed to death.

They are just making a statement of intent, "This is what I want to do today, if I get it done, great." So let them plan flexibly.

So planning, time, list and timing are four things you have to work with them. Remember they will have a lot of shame and embarrassment around this, because the things they are struggling with come naturally to their peers.

The first thing you have to do is try to help them make time come naturally, things are not going to happen if they cannot have a picture of it.

Navigating their way around university and TAFE, and being aware of their working memory difficulties, understand that they can have everything at their disposal, all of the course outlines are on their portal, but they don't necessarily know what is due in.

I have had students say to me, "Nothing is due in," but when we look on the portal it is all there, because they cannot hold that information in working memory.

Many people use paper and stay on paper, they have this semester pasted around their wall.

When they are doing a picture of their time, get them to include everything. If they have got six days to do an assignment, question that, do they really have six days? What else do you have to do for the rest of the week? Lo and behold, Tuesday afternoon was their only opportunity. They have let that slip, so the only other opportunity is Sunday night.

Plan, people don't like that word, but they need to get some simple routines in their life. And then you need to anchor them. You may be very frustrated to realise that you go through this wonderful plan with a student, and then he walks out of there convinced he will go home, write a to do list every day, do A, B, C and D, and there is no guarantee he will remember that.

There might be a phone call, and all memory of that meeting with you is gone. So how can they make notes, let them know it is not rude to make notes in their phone. Any time you want to keep quiet so they can make notes, that is fine.

Tie it to another habit like brushing your teeth or setting an alarm on your phone to check your to-do list. So anchor the strategies they are determined to do. And understand that people with ADHD might never, ever learn the art of prioritising. Sometimes it is quicker to get someone else to do it for them.

When you are talking about planning, people with ADHD are incredibly sleep deprived as a rule. They have difficulty falling asleep, because they cannot switch off their brains. So they don't go to bed. It is much easier to stay at the computer and play games all night. What they need to realise is to fall asleep, you need to be in bed with the lights switched off and go through the motions until sleep happens. That is an important part of the plan.

Tidy, that is an important word. They will live in a constant state of chaos. They will be running around looking for their car keys.

So teach them about the 'launchpad' concept. Have one place in your room where you put everything that you need to go to uni the next day, you can just take that and go.

Tell them they are not finished until they have packed up the computer, put it on charge, and put what they need for uni tomorrow on their launchpad.

Getting started is extremely hard for people with ADHD. I have this thing called the focus formula. The first thing, as I mentioned before, that people need to do before they get started on a task is they need to know where to start.

If they have an assignment to describe post-modern architecture, they need to be told to describe post-modernism as well. So number one, find 3 articles, and limit it to three. Once they get into search mode, three days later they can still be finding articles and nothing has been done on their assignments.

So read them, write a summary of post-modernism. Use dot points. These are things people take for granted, but people with ADHD don't.

The concept of a body double is a very interesting one. And one of Liz's colleagues, Elaine, was asking me about it the other day. She finds students work very well if they stay in her office and do their writing. She is not helping, it is just she is there. Having another person in the room working on something independently makes it easier.

The silence can drive them crazy, sometimes they need to be in a coffee shop or a library.

So what is my focus formula? Number one is plan. We have spoken about dot pointing. The first thing they have to do is find (inaudible). The secondary matter is set up everything they need. If they have to get up to get a calculator, they might see washing on the floor, then the cat outside, the dog's bowl is empty, and 15 minutes later they have completely forgotten about the assignment

Set up everything they need.

Finally, they have got to make a deal with their brain that they are going to do a sprint. They may not be able to handle working for five hours, but they can handle working for 30 minutes. So you have to trick your brain. Go through the motions until something kicks in. I will encourage students to even write the words, "Blah, blah, blah," until better words come to light.

When the 30 minutes is up, you have a choice. If you are focused and you wish to continue, please do. You may never get this focus again for this assignment anywhere. If you need a break, you have made a deal, you need to have a break, but make it a short break.

Most importantly, whenever you interrupt a task you are doing, leave a note of what you want to do when you come back. When you come back, it will take a good 20 or 30 minutes to remember where you were and what comes next.

Am I out of time? I have got a couple more slides.

These are a couple of apps. Essentially, any app will do, but students really need to not become over focused on apps and have 20 or 30 on the phone, they need to have one or two that suit them.

Accommodations, standard I'm sure, extra time during assessments, Dragon speak if they can't write during lectures. I would recommend they have a session with their tutor to dot point an assignment, so they know where to get started. Support them when they become overwhelmed, which they will, and help them to navigate the student portal.

Sometimes students need to drop to officially part-time, but it is the equivalent of full-time to them. If you support them in their applications to Centrelink it can help them continue to get Youth Allowance.

This helps these people make a difference to our society.

Thank you very much for your time.

LIZ SULLIVAN:

Thank you Michelle. Quickly, a couple of questions.

QUESTION FROM FLOOR:

I couldn't see the slide with the apps, is there any way we could get a copy of that?

MICHELE TONER:

‘Evernote’ is a lifesaver because people with ADHD drown in paper. 
‘Slipstream’ is an ambient noise generator that helps them sleep and creates white noise when they are finding it difficult to work in silence.

‘Sleep Cycle’ tracks their sleep and it is a good incentive to sleep more. 

‘TrackMySPEND’ is a government initiative that helps people manage their finances.

‘Shoebox’ is the digital equivalent of a shoebox full of bits of paper - all your receipts in photographic form.

QUESTION FROM FLOOR:

Thank you very much, I have learnt a lot in this session, please can I have your email address?

MICHELE TONER:

Absolutely. It is coach@micheletoner.com. Please feel free to email me with any questions you may have.

LIZ SULLIVAN:

Thank you, Michele.

(Applause)

