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Developmental differences. ADHD affects individuals differently at different ages. Children 
may be initially identified as having the hyperactive-impulsive subtype and later identified 
as having the combined subtype as their attention problems surface (American Psychiatric 
Association, 2013). Impulsiveness also manifests differently in younger and older children. 
A preschooler may appear fidgety, have a high energy level, have difficulty playing quietly,  
and have difficulty taking turns, behaviors that tend to continue into elementary school in the 
form of problems with impulsivity, aggression, and social adjustment. By elementary school, 
students with impulsivity may show disorganized thinking and planning, noncompliance, 
and academic failure and may become increasingly aggressive and be rejected by their peers 
(Curchack-Lichtin, Chacko, & Halperin, 2014). Adolescents diagnosed with ADHD tend to 
make friends with other unpopular adolescents, leading to detrimental choices with respect to 
peer groups, such as defiant and aggressive behaviors, delinquency, reckless behaviors, substance 
abuse, and illegal acts (McQuade & Hoza, 2015).

Effect on school performance and relationships. Table 22.1 illustrates typical problems 
that students with inattentiveness or impulsivity may experience during school. Students 
with ADHD tend to have difficulties in reading, math, and writing and have lower overall 
achievement than their peers (DuPaul & Langberg, 2015; Martin, 2014). Working memory 
deficits may be partly responsible for poor academic achievement (Holmes, Hilton, Place, 
Alloway, Elliott, & Gathercole, 2014; Martinussen, Hadyen, Hogg-Johonson, & Tannock, 
2005). Teachers can improve students’ classroom performance by providing frequent breaks 
between periods of concentration and structured work (Ridgway, Northup, Pellegrini, 
LaRue, & Hightshoe, 2003).

ADHD also affects students’ social lives. Students with ADHD exhibit several socially 
incompetent behaviors, including the following (Cullinan, 2007; King et al., 2009; Wehmeier, 
Schacht, & Barkley, 2010):

•• lack of cooperation,

•• unwillingness to wait their turn or play by the rules,

•• defiance or opposition, and

•• aggression.

Working memory: See 
Module 10

INATTENTIVE BEHAVIORS IN SCHOOL SETTINGS
IMPULSIVITY/HYPERACTIVITY BEHAVIORS  
IN SCHOOL SETTINGS

Difficulty attending to instructions, explanations, or 
demonstrations

Attending only to activities that are entertaining or 
novel

Missing important details in assignments Moving from one task to another without finishing

Difficulty sustaining attention, daydreaming Appearing fidgety

Avoidance or dislike of tasks requiring sustained mental 
effort

Difficulty staying seated 

Procrastination about assignments Difficulty playing quietly

Difficulty organizing assignments Verbal or physical disruptions in class, blurting out 
answers

Misplacing needed items Difficulty taking turns

Lack of attention to details, careless mistakes High energy level

SOURCES: Barkley, 2003; Cullinan, 2007; Schachar & Tannock, 2002; Weiss & Weiss, 2002; Zentall, 1993.

TABLE 22.1    Identifying Behaviors of ADHD in School Settings


