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Strategies for Students with Attention Deficit Hyperactivity Disorder (ADHD)
in Music Classrooms

Chet-Yeng Loong

Abstract: This paper is written for undergraduate music and music education majors students who
are at the beginning stage of understanding students with ADHD. Much of the information in this
article is based on strategies used in the United States of America. ADHD is defined; the prevalence of
the disabilities is also included. The author also provided strategies and approaches that can be used
at the elementary, secondary and the college levels; specifically in inclusive classrooms.
Undergraduate education and music education majors can apply these strategies in their future
classrooms; but are advised to acquire more information by reading special education literature and
sourcing materials from the suggested websites.
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Introduction

Under the National Dissemination Center for Children with Disabilities (NICHCY) and
Individuals with Disabilities Education Act (IDEA), Attention Deficit Hyperactivity Disorder (ADHD) is
categorized under Other Health Impairment (NICHCY, 2013). In the United States, 35% of
school-aged children are diagnosed with ADHD. The ratio between boys and girls is approximately
5:1. In the United States, the population of preschool and elementary children who have Other
Health Impairment, including ADHD, is ranked number four among other disabilities. For high
school students, it is ranked second, and for college students, it is ranked sixth (U.S. Department of

Education, 2010).
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There is no clear explanation as to what causes children to have ADHD which can be
biological, neurological and/or inherited from parents (NICHCY, 2013). Before students are
classified with ADHD, they are screened using medical examinations, clinical interviews and
behavioral observations. Specific scales are used by specialists, parents and teachers when
observing the children (NICHCY, 2013).

ADHD is a term which has replaced its predecessor Attention Deficit Disorder (ADD) (Adamek
& Darr, 2010). According to NICHCY (2013), the characteristics of children with ADHD can be divided
into three main types. The first is inattentive and children under this category have difficulty
maintaining attention. The second, is the hyperactive-impulsive type or the group of children who
exhibit impulsive behaviors and are not able to control their actions. The third group is the combined
type where children have difficulty concentrating in addition to being hyperactive. All of these
behaviours can be observed early in life, normally before age 7, although some children are not
diagnosed until they commence school. The symptoms present consistently in a variety of settings
over a long period of time. This disability is not outgrown at adulthood, especially children who were
diagnosed and received treatment while young. In order to understand how students with ADHD
behave in the classroom, readers are strongly encouraged to visit and experience the activities that
are posted on the Public Broadcasting Service (PBS) web-site, the Misunderstood Mind (2013) .

With respect to teaching music to students with ADHD, it is agreed that students with this
disability often achieve success in the music classroom (Adamek & Darr, 2010), where teachers
employ strategies to accommodate the disorder. If teachers work towards creating a positive
classroom environment, ADHD students are likely to be highly motivated by musical activities. The

suggested activities are listed later in the article.
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Two Intervention Approaches

Two different intervention approaches, Applied Behavioral Analysis (ABA) and Positive
Behavioral Support (PBS) assist students with ADHD. ABA is a process where teachers observe and
record the behaviors of small groups of students, systematically quantifying and analyzing the data,
and developing strategies that help students improve negative behaviors (Adamek & Darr, 2010).

PBS focuses on strategies that teachers can apply to assist students feel more comfortable and
successful in the classroom (Adamek & Darr, 2010). For example, the teacher can make the
environment less distractive by placing materials that will not be used during the lesson out of sight;
teach children how to socialize, be kind to each other, and respect each other’s personal space; and
help children feel useful and capable in the classroom by giving them jobs to do and using them as
role models. Teachers need to adapt and modify their teaching strategies, based on the strengths and
weaknesses of their own students.

Following are some suggestions that can be applied when teaching students with ADHD at the
elementary and secondary school levels. These suggestions are based on the author’s personal
experiences as a teacher of students with ADHD in addition to those presented in Adamek & Darr’s
(2010) text book and Alice Hammel’s (2013) website, which are both excellent sources of

information.

Strategies to Use with Students with ADHD
Creating a Safe Environment
Setting an appropriate physical and emotional, environment is essential when teaching
students with ADHD. For example, music teachers should avoid putting too many pictures on the
classroom walls, which can cause distraction. Tables and chairs should be arranged neatly according

to the specific lesson requirements. Ample space should be used when doing movement activities.
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Additionally, placing students with ADHD close to the teacher and assigning peer buddies may
assist the students to feel safe, as well as prevent disciplinary problems.

Teachers are also encouraged to write on the white board, use a SmartBoard (Interactive
White Board) or PowerPoint (PPT) files while speaking to the class to help students follow the
lesson. The materials should be clear, providing only content for the lesson. (This strategy will
provide both aural and visual representations of the class materials and can be helpful even at the
college level. Students with ADHD who receive treatment early in life might be able to sit for longer
periods of time, but may not necessarily be able to concentrate, even at college level. Setting
Rules/Expectations and Creating Routines

Setting rules at the beginning of the school year will help students with ADHD and the rest of
the students understand the teachers’ expectations (Hammel, 2013). For elementary children, it is
strongly recommended to list no more than five rules. These rules should be posted in the front of
the classroom. In some situations, the rules may be written collaboratively by the students and the

teacher, changed as the year progresses, based on the needs of the students.

Besides clear rules, having routines in the music classroom helps students with ADHD maintain
their focus during the lesson (Hammel, 2013). This does not suggest that music teachers should
repeatedly teach the same songs or pieces. The musical content may change, however the way the
teacher sequences the activities remains the same to assist students with ADHD understand what is
expected of them. Following a routine will lessen the anxiety of students with ADHD and help them
to be calmer.

Music teachers should have appropriate expectations for each child with ADHD, which should
neither be too low nor too high. With appropriate expectations, the music teacher can guide their
students to learn self-control and respect rules. Classroom rules must be set and enforced,;
expectations and routines must be established and followed; instructions must be clear and concise;
and a variety of activities must be planned for each lesson.
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Giving Instructions

When giving instructions, teachers should use brief and clear sentences, avoiding unnecessary
words (Adamek & Darr, 2010). Students with ADHD will have difficulty following instructions if more
than two steps are given at a time. In addition, teachers should praise the good behavior that
students with ADHD exhibit, with specific praises being most effective such as, “I like the way Peter is
holding the recorder; his back is straight and he does not put his elbows on the table.”

Praising any class member who is following rules and/or acting as a good role model for the
class can also be helpful for children with ADHD. Teachers should always keep in mind that making
students with ADHD feel accomplished in the classroom is the key to building their self-esteem and
gaining their attention. Planning Activities

When planning, teachers should avoid too many activities which involve sitting for long
periods, even at secondary and college level. Teachers should always commence with simple tasks
that require a short work time, then elaborate to longer and more challenging activities. Elementary
Versus Secondary Students

Teaching students at the elementary, who are younger and secondary levels, who are older
can be vastly different, to each other. In this section, teaching strategies are presented that can be
adapted to elementary and secondary students. For elementary children, music teachers should
apply a variety of activities in each lesson, such as moving, singing and instrument playing. Singing
with hand signs (solfege) will engage children, but avoid asking children with ADHD to do more than
two things at one time. In addition, instructors should apply various modalities, such as kinesthetic,
visual, aural/oral activities, in order to improve the attention spans of the students.

To assist secondary school students with ADHD stay focused, choral and band directors should
list the daily activities, including warm-ups; sight-reading, including specific exercises; the sequence
of each piece, including the measure numbers, on the board. Do not spend too much time on one

activity. Aim to assign students with ADHD seats at the front of the group, or next to a model student.

273



The model student will keep them on the right track whey they being distracted Announcements
should be posted on the choral or band website, or hard copy form, as verbal instructions alone are
not sufficient. Students will able to follow the information better when reading and reading the
announcements at the same time. Directors may also engage students with ADHD by giving them
tasks such as distributing papers and setting up the rehearsal room. Students who have difficulties
reading notation may need assistance such as highlighted score parts and other teaching aides.

As students with ADHD tend to be disorganized, guiding and helping them tasks such as
hole-punching papers and putting their scores in a binder are of critical importance (Hammel, 2013).
Teachers may also need to remind students to bring pencils to the rehearsals.

Conclusion

In general, it is strongly advised that music teachers communicate with special education
teachers at the commencement of the school year to access the names of students with disabilities.
The music teacher should refer to student Individualized Education Programs (IEP), since they are
not usually a part of the standard team which includes parents, special education teachers, music
therapists, classroom teachers, and school psychologists. In the IEP, student levels of performance
and progress of learning are periodically recorded, and assessments are based on state and district
benchmarks (NICHCY, 2013). Thus, by referring to IEP, consulting and working with the special
education and classroom teachers, music teachers are likely to be better able to formulate solutions
to help students with ADHD improve their performance in the music classroom.

It is also very important for music teachers to have positive and professional attitudes when
teaching students with ADHD. Music teachers should not label this group of students as
troublemakers or take their actions personally (Madsen and Madsen, 1998). Since ADHD is a
disability, adapting strategies when teaching musical materials to this population is the
responsibility of the music teacher. Keep in mind, though, that shaping positive behaviors of

students with ADHD takes thought and time.
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In this article, while some web links have been provided as excellent resources for music
teachers, it is important to note that the information included represents only a small part of special
education. However, spending time visiting these websites and reading the resources is advisable in
working towards a more complete understanding of children with a variety of disabilities. It is hoped
that this article is has encouraged teachers in training to think more in-depth about teaching
students with ADHD; talk and work with colleagues to develop teaching strategies for students with
ADHD; and play with students, using music (including singing, moving, instrument playing) as a

catalyst in the music classroom.
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