Practice Summary: Return to School
Based on CADDRA'’s Fireside Chat with Dr. Brenda Miles and Dr. Alison McInnes

Overview

The start of a new school year represents a significant transition for children with ADHD,
with changes in teachers, expectations, curricula, peer groups, and developmental
demands. Clinicians can help families anticipate these changes, identify emerging
difficulties early, and ensure that treatment and supports remain appropriate. Key areas
of focus include proactive medication review, executive functioning, learning difficulties,
school accommodations, homework, and school refusal.

1. Start-of-Year Treatment Review
A proactive review early in the school year can help identify treatment needs before
academic or behavioural difficulties escalate.

Key Considerations
e Does medication provide adequate coverage throughout the full day, including:
o Morning routines
o School hours
o After-school activities
o Homework
Has growth or development affected medication needs?
Is treatment adequate for the executive functioning demands of the child's
current grade?
e Are emerging academic difficulties suggesting a need for further assessment or
intervention?

2. Look Beyond Academic Grades
Grades alone may not provide a complete picture of how a child with ADHD is
functioning at school.

Monitor Learning Skills and Work Habits
e Responsibility

Organization

Independent work

Collaboration

Initiative

Self-regulation



Difficulties in these areas may provide early indications of executive functioning
challenges, even when academic performance remains adequate.

3. Use Specific, Real-World Questions
General questions such as "How is school going?" may not reveal the child's actual
day-to-day difficulties.

Clinical Approach

Ask families for specific examples of:

Morning and after-school routines

Homework completion

Organization and time management

Assignment planning

Emotional regulation

What happens when the child is asked to complete a multi-step task

Tasks that appear simple to adults may require multiple executive functioning skills.
Asking families to describe exactly what happens can help identify where additional
support is needed.

4. Recognize Red Flags
Children may not be able to clearly explain why they are struggling. Behavioural,
emotional, and academic changes can provide important clues.

Potential Red Flags
e Frequently saying "I'm bored"
Strong preference for gym or recess over academic subjects
Coming home exhausted or highly dysregulated
Increasing negativity about school
Believing teachers dislike them
Memory or organizational difficulties
Regularly bringing unfinished schoolwork home
Shutting down when asked about school
School avoidance or refusal

Clinicians should consider attention alongside emotional regulation, executive
functioning, learning difficulties, and the child's broader school experience.

5. Identify Learning Difficulties Early
Reading and other learning difficulties should be identified and addressed as early as
possible.



Key Principles

e Monitor whether children are progressing as expected in foundational academic
skills.

e A formal learning disability diagnosis is not required before raising concerns
about a child's reading trajectory.

e Children who do not respond adequately to classroom or small-group supports
may require more intensive intervention.

e |Intervention should be evidence-based and matched to the child's needs and
current skill level.

e Identification without access to appropriate intervention may not improve
outcomes.

6. Review School Supports and Accommodations
Having an IEP or documented accommodation does not necessarily mean that the
support is consistently available in the classroom.

Clinical Considerations
e Encourage families to participate in annual IEP reviews.
e Ask what accommodations are actually being provided.
e Consider whether existing supports remain appropriate as academic demands
increase.
e Avoid assuming that supports are no longer required simply because the child is
doing well—the supports themselves may be contributing to that success.

Collaboration between families, schools, clinicians, and community supports may be
needed when school resources are limited.

7. Assess Homework Difficulties
Persistent homework problems may signal a mismatch between the child's skills and the
demands being placed on them.

Consider Whether:

Homework is appropriate for the child's current skill level.

The child understands what is expected.

Unfinished classroom work is routinely being sent home.

ADHD symptoms are adequately treated during homework hours.
An unrecognized learning difficulty may be contributing.

Assistive technology or other supports could help.



8. Support Communication Between Families & Schools
Concerns about a child's functioning should be discussed using specific observations
and a strengths-based approach.

Helpful Principles

e Begin with the child's strengths, interests, and relationships.

e Describe observable difficulties rather than using diagnostic language.

e Ask whether similar patterns occur in other settings.

e Encourage collaborative discussion between families, schools, and healthcare
providers.

e Recognize that parents' own school experiences or ADHD history may affect how
they interpret concerns about their child.

9. Approach School Refusal Comprehensively
School refusal is not necessarily an isolated behavioural problem and may have
multiple contributing factors.

Assess For:

ADHD symptoms

Learning difficulties

Anxiety or other emotional concerns

Family factors

Negative school experiences

Mismatch between academic demands and the child's abilities or supports

Intervention may require a coordinated approach addressing ADHD treatment, learning
needs, emotional health, family support, and the school environment simultaneously.

10. Consider Language and Reading Needs When Discussing French
Immersion

Children experiencing language or reading difficulties may face additional challenges
when learning in a second language.

Key Considerations
e Assess language comprehension as well as decoding skills.
e Consider articulation and phonological difficulties.
e For children already in French immersion, assessment in both English and
French may help clarify the nature of their difficulties.
e Consider whether the child's current language, reading, and learning profile is
compatible with the demands of French immersion.
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