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Unit 4: Teaching the ADHD Child

Every strategy derived from neuroscience. Every tool tested against the reality of how this brain
learns. This unit is the practical translation of everything in Units 1—3 into a daily academic
approach.

The Performance Bridge - The Core Teaching Concept

Why teaching knowledge is necessary but never sufficient

Everything in this unit builds on a single foundational truth from Unit 1: ADHD is a performance
disorder, not a knowledge disorder. Your child knows more than they can show. The gap between what
they know and what they can do in real time is not a gap in intelligence, it is a gap in the bridge that
connects knowledge to performance.

Traditional Teaching Assumption V' ADHD-Correct Teaching Approach
« Teach it — expect application + Teach it AND build the external bridge for
+  Child should remember and apply application
independently +  External systems hold what the brain
- Inconsistency means not trying hard cannot, that is correct, not a crutch
enough + Inconsistency is the nature of a
»  More explanation fixes underperformance performance disorder, build more

consistent supports

»  More structural support fixes
underperformance, not more words

+ Structure and environment drive
performance, motivation follows action

» Motivation should drive performance

Language Shift, From Blame to Bridge-Building

Replace these phrases permanently:

« "You KNOW better than that" — "Your brain lost the connection between knowing and doing,
let's add a support.”

« "You promised me this morning" — "Your intention was real, your performance system needed
more help than we gave it."

« "You're not even trying" — "You're trying, the bridge needs more support. Let's figure out what
was missing."

¢ LESSON TAKEAWAY

My job as a teacher is not just to fill my child's knowledge. It is to build the bridge between
what they know and what they can do. The bridge is made of external systems, and this unit
shows exactly how to build it.



The Three Pillars of Externalization

Replacing the three most impaired internal systems with reliable external ones

The ADHD brain has three internal systems that are consistently and significantly impaired: working
memory, the internal clock, and the capacity for mental play. Each can be replaced with an external
system.

Pillar Internal System Impaired External Replacement

ﬁ Externalize WHAT Working memory, everything that The Paper Journal, carried
needs to be remembered always, everything written

immediately

Externalize WHEN Time, the internal clock cannot be The Timer, physical, visible,

\ trusted always running

f\ Externalize HOW TO Mental play, internal manipulation of Physical Tools, manipulatives,

T information index cards, sticky notes,

hands-on materials

Pillar 1, The Journal: Externalizing Working Memory

The paper journal is the single most powerful daily tool in this curriculum. Anything agreed to, anything
assigned, anything worth remembering, goes in the journal immediately. Not later. Not when you get
home. Now. Research shows paper journals outperform digital devices for ADHD users: no battery, no
apps, no notifications, no login. The journal is welded to the body.

Pillar 2, The Timer: Externalizing Time

The ADHD brain has no reliable internal clock. If anything involves time, there must be a physical
external timer. Not a mental note. Not "about 20 minutes." A real, visible, running timer.

« Sand timers and kitchen timers, ages 5—8

« The Time Timer (visual countdown disc), ages 6—15

« Beeping watches and phone timers, teens

+ The rule: No timer, no task. Every work block, every break, every transition. Always.

Pillar 3, Physical Tools: Externalizing Thinking

Manipulatives for math. Index cards for writing. Sticky notes for planning. The hands do the organizing
the mind cannot. This is not a workaround, it is correct neuroscience. Build every lesson to use the
hands.
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The three pillars are not accommodations, they are the correct tools for this brain. The
journal replaces working memory. The timer replaces the internal clock. Physical tools
replace mental manipulation. Build all three.



Building Our Three Pillars

Pillar 1, Working Memory: What external memory systems do we currently use?
O Paper journal, carried daily, used for all assignments and commitments

O Visual schedule posted at eye level in the workspace

O Daily checklist for routines (morning, school, evening)
O Whiteboard for today's priorities

O

Assignment notebook, every task written when assigned

What is missing? What will I add this week?

Pillar 2, Time: What timer tools do we currently use?
O Time Timer (visual disc) on the workspace

O Sand timers for short tasks

O Kitchen/cooking timer available

O Week-at-a-glance calendar posted and updated

O Countdown system for approaching deadlines

What timer tools will I acquire or implement?

Pillar 3, Physical Thinking: What hands-on tools do we have available?
O Math manipulatives (blocks, counters, fraction tiles)

O Index cards for writing planning (card dump method)
O Sticky notes for project planning

O Whiteboard for working through problems

O

Physical materials for science and experiments

What physical tools will I add?




The ERO Framework, Collapsing the Future Into Today

Why every long-term assignment fails, and the baby-step system that never does

Every assignment has three components: Event (what's coming), Response (what you prepare), and
Outcome (the result). For the ADHD brain, the moment E, R, and O are stretched apart by time, the
entire system collapses. The brain simply cannot hold a 30-day timeline.

Stretched ERO, Always Fails V Collapsed ERO, Always Works

» E: Book report assigned today » E:Today's step, Read 3 pages

» 30 days of invisible time + R: Write 4 sentences right now

«  R: Write the report (crisis, Day 29) *  O: Earn 10 tokens immediately v

* 1 week of waiting « Tomorrow: same structure repeats

» O: Grade received (often disappointing) « The final deadline becomes irrelevant

The Video Game Insight

Video games work for ADHD brains because they keep E, R, and O microseconds apart: enemy appears
— player responds — points rewarded. Total engagement. The solution is not to make the child more
like homework, it is to make homework more like a video game. Collapse the ERO cycle. Make the
reward immediate. Break everything into the smallest possible next step.

The "Stop Pointing at the Future" Rule

Every time you are tempted to say "your project is due Friday" or "you have a test next week", stop.
Those words point at a future the ADHD brain cannot see clearly. Replace with: "Today's step is .
When you finish it, you earn . Timer is set. Begin."

¢+ LESSON TAKEAWAY

Every big assignment is just a series of today-sized steps with immediate rewards. I stop
pointing at the future and start executing the present. The deadline takes care of itself one
baby step at a time.



External Motivation, Not Optional, Neurological

Why ADHD children require external rewards, and how to build a system that works

Stop feeling guilty about rewards. Stop worrying they will spoil your child. Stop expecting internal
motivation to show up if you wait long enough. The ADHD dopamine system requires external
activation to perform, and there is nothing shameful about providing what a brain neurologically needs.

Withholding rewards because other children don't need them is like refusing insulin
to a diabetic because healthy people produce their own. You are not bribing your
ADHD child, you are providing the neurological activation their brain requires to

perform.

Reward Systems by Age

Age Group Appropriate Reward System

Ages 5—-8 Physical token systems, actual coins or chips in a visible jar. Sticker charts
with immediate placement. Very short accumulation: 5 tokens = reward
today. Parent enthusiasm as powerful amplifier.

Ages 8—12 Point board visible in workspace, updated in real time. Screen time,
gaming, or activity choice. Slightly longer accumulation: 20 points = this
week's reward.

Ages 12—15 Teen participates in designing the reward menu. Extended freedoms,
experience rewards, special outings. Beginning of allowance-style systems
and money literacy.

Ages 15—-18 Teen designs and manages their own system. Real-world rewards, driving
privileges, social freedoms, financial rewards. Intrinsic motivation
beginning to supplement external.

THE FOUR NON-NEGOTIABLE REWARD RULES

1. IMMEDIATE, delivered within minutes of completion, not hours or days.

2. CERTAIN, the reward always comes when earned. No exceptions. No withholding for behavior
earlier in the day.

3. MEANINGFUL, chosen with the child's genuine preferences. A reward that doesn't motivate is
not a reward.

4. EARNED, NEVER WITHHELD, if the child completed the task, they receive the reward. Period.

¢+ LESSON TAKEAWAY

External rewards are not bribes, they are neurological activation. My child needs them to perform
Jjust as they need the timer to manage time. Build the system with love. Deliver rewards with
consistency. Watch what becomes possible.



Making the Mental Physical, Hands-On Learning

Houw to teach every subject through the ADHD brain's strongest learning channel

The ADHD brain thinks through the hands. When information is made physical, when ideas can be
moved, sorted, stacked, rearranged, and manipulated in the physical world, the executive function

demands of holding and managing information mentally are dramatically reduced.

Subject

Mathematics

Writing

Reading
Comprehension

Science

History

¢ LESSON

Mental Challenge for ADHD

Physical Solution

Holding multiple numbers in working Manipulatives (counters, fraction

memory simultaneously while
performing operations

Holding the outline, the current
sentence, and the overall idea
simultaneously, while also managing
handwriting

Holding story elements across a full
chapter, characters, events, cause-
effect

Abstract concepts with no tangible
referent

Chronological organization of events
across time

TAKEAWAY

tiles, base-ten blocks). The hands do
the calculation.

Card dump method: write one idea
per index card, arrange physically
into structure, then write from the
arrangement.

Color-coded sticky notes on the
page. Physical timeline on the wall.
Act it out.

Hands-on experiments for every
concept where possible. The
principle is observed, not described.

Physical timeline on the wall with
images. The child can walk along the
timeline.

The hands are the ADHD brain's most reliable thinking tool. Every lesson I can make
physical is a lesson I have removed executive function demands from. Less demand on the
impaired system = more capacity for actual learning.



Act Don't Yak, The Directive Principle

Why more words produce worse results, and what to do instead

One of the most counterintuitive and most important teaching principles for ADHD: when a child is not
performing, more verbal explanation is one of the least effective responses available. The ADHD brain's
working memory is already at capacity. Adding more words does not add more instruction, it adds more
cognitive load to an already overloaded system.

Yak Approach (Overloads Working Memory) vV Act Approach (Works With the Brain)

+ "T've told you this three times already and *  One clear, brief directive: "Journal. Open it
you still..." now."
+ Long explanation of why the behavior + Immediate physical prompt, point to the
needs to change journal
* Repeating the instruction in different ways » Restate only once, then physically guide or
« Verbal reasoning about consequences do-with
during non-compliance »  Use gesture, touch, or environmental
+ Asking "why did you do that?" during change instead of words
dysregulation » Narrate what's happening next: "Math.

Timer. Begin."

THE ACT DON'T YAK RULES:
* One instruction at a time, the ADHD working memory holds approximately one thing at a
time when activated
* Keep it short, the shorter the instruction, the more likely it registers

* Point while you say it, gesture to the object or location simultaneously with the verbal
directive

* Reduce the sentence to its essential noun and verb: "Math. Timer." "Shoes. On." "Journal.
Now."

+ After saying it once, demonstrate or do-with rather than repeating. The second instruction
erases the first in working memory.
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More words do not produce more compliance in ADHD. Brief, clear directives, combined
with physical prompts and do-with support, consistently outperform extended verbal
instruction. Teach less. Direct more. Do together more.



Hyperfocus Learning, Working With the Brain's Greatest Asset

How to harness the ADHD superpower that school never could

Hyperfocus is the extraordinary capacity of the ADHD brain to achieve sustained, absorbed, effortless
concentration on something that captures its interest. It is not "normal attention", it is significantly
deeper, more complete, and more productive than neurotypical focused attention.

In a school environment, hyperfocus is typically a problem, the child is absorbed in the wrong thing at
the wrong time. In a homeschool environment, hyperfocus is an asset of extraordinary value that can be
deliberately cultivated and directed.

Hyperfocus Learning Strategies

+ Identify hyperfocus domains, the subjects, topics, or activities where the child reliably enters
hyperfocus. This is not just interest, it is neurological activation. Document these domains and
build curriculum around them wherever possible.

« Use hyperfocus domains as Trojan horses, embed required academic skills inside the hyperfocus
domain. A child hyperfocused on Minecraft learns fractions through building ratios. A child
absorbed in dinosaurs learns scientific method through paleontological research.

+ Protect hyperfocus sessions, when the child enters hyperfocus on something legitimate, resist the
impulse to interrupt for a schedule. Supervised hyperfocus is neurological training for sustained
attention. Let it run.

« Narrate hyperfocus capacity back to the child, "Do you notice how deeply you were just focused?
That is hyperfocus. That is the same brain that will one day allow you to master something
completely. You have it."

¢ LESSON TAKEAWAY

Hyperfocus is not the problem. It is the answer, waiting to be directed. The homeschool
environment is the only educational setting where hyperfocus can be honored, protected, and
used as the powerful learning tool it actually is.



Age-Specific Teaching Strategies

Adjusting the approach as the brain develops

The ADHD brain's executive function develops on a delayed timeline, but it does develop. The strategies
that work brilliantly at age 8 need adjustment at age 12. The parent who understands the developmental
trajectory can anticipate these changes rather than being surprised by them.

Ages Primary Strategy Emphasis Key Transitions to Watch

5-8 Externalize everything. Heavy parent The child cannot yet self-monitor.
scaffolding. Tiny ERO cycles. Physical Parent is the external executive
token rewards. Maximum hands-on function system.
manipulation. Short blocks of 20—30
minutes.

8-12 Gradually shifting scaffolding, child Growing metacognitive awareness,
participates in building the system rather child begins to recognize their own
than just using it. Journal habit patterns.

formation. Timer independence. Longer
blocks of 30—45 minutes.

12—-15 Co-design of systems. Teen has genuine Emotional intensity peaks, hormones
input. Introduce longer ERO cycles with ~ amplify everything. RSD most acute.
more visible checkpoints. Privilege-based Maintain relationship above all.
rewards. 45—60 minute blocks possible.

15-18 Gradual transition to self-designed Preparing for independence, the
systems. Teen is learning to build their systems built now become the adult's
own external systems. Parent role shifts  tools.
from manager to consultant. Introduction
of real-world accountability.
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My teaching approach evolves as my child's brain develops. The external scaffolding I build
now is not permanent, it is temporary support for a developing system. I build it, teach it,
and gradually hand it over. That is the entire project.



Baby Step Planner, ERO Framework

Current assignment or project:

Final outcome, what does "done" look like exactly?

Component pieces, break it all the way down:

Today's only baby step (just today, nothing else):

Today's immediate reward upon completion:

Timer setting for today's step:
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