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Homeschooling
Option for Children with AD/HD
by Kathy Kuhl with Catherine Adams

A

s homeschooling grows, some parents of
children with attention-deficit/hyperactivity disorder
wonder, “Could I do it?”—especially if they have been
struggling to find an appropriate school setting.
Neither of us intended to homeschool, yet we did
and were successful. We are two of many parents who found
that homeschooling suited our children’s needs best.
To help other families considering the homeschool option, we would like
to share what we have learned from our experiences and from interviews with
other families who are homeschooling children with AD/HD. First, we’ll clear
up some common misconceptions about homeschooling, discuss advantages
for parents and children with AD/HD, and finally offer suggestions to help
you and your child be successful. Even if you choose not to homeschool, these
techniques can help you assist your children with learning activities in public
and private schools, after school, and during the summer.

Kathy Kuhl, the author of Homeschooling
Your Struggling Learner (Learn Differently LLC,
2008), interviewed more than sixty families
for her book, written after homeschooling her
son with learning disabilities and AD/HD for
grades four through twelve. Her Web site,
www.learndifferently.com, includes complete
handouts for the presentation given by Kuhl
and Adams at CHADD’s 2007 International
Conference on AD/HD, from which this article
is adapted. For help with homeschooling, email
the author at Kathy@learndifferently.com.
Catherine Adams is an AD/HD consultant,
a former Northern Virginia CHADD chapter
coordinator, and was the 2003 CHADD
Volunteer of the Year. Readers interested
in learning more may visit her Web site,
www.adhdnova.com, or write to her at
Adamsadhdconsult@verizon.net.
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Attention

Just like AD/HD, homeschooling is often misunderstood. Let’s look at some
common misconceptions.
Socialization. Before she started homeschooling, one mother in Georgia imagined that homeschoolers were “antisocial weirdoes who sit in the
house all day.” Now she and her bright, sociable son with AD/HD enjoy
frequent outings as they homeschool. Even though some children with
AD/HD prefer a very quiet, structured environment at home, many get out
so much that homeschooling seems a misnomer.
Homeschoolers are active socially, with clubs, music, drama, dance, martial
arts, field trips, co-ops, and classes—even homeschool proms and graduation
ceremonies. They compete in all sorts of sports—one girl with AD/HD competes nationally in swimming, and this is a child who was too stressed to manage
any extracurricular sports while she was in public school. Homeschooled students have opportunities to learn social skills while participating in educational
activities in the community, and they are able to work with people of all ages, not
just peers. Homeschooling parents also have more occasions to coach children
on social skills in naturalistic settings throughout the day.
CHADD does not have an official position on homeschooling, but we do want to share
information about this option with CHADD members and readers of Attention magazine.
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Misconceptions about homeschooling
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Create a study zone,
away from visual
and auditory
distractions,
where learning
resources
and materials are
well organized.

Even if you choose
not to homeschool,
these techniques
can help you
assist your children
with learning
activities
in public and
private schools,
after school,
and during the
summer.
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Patience. Many parents say, “I don’t have the patience to homeschool.” But if you’ve been raising a child with AD/HD, working
with your child’s school, and helping your child with homework
and social skills, you have been exercising plenty of patience.
Homeschooling may actually reduce your stress. If you homeschool, you have no mad dash to catch the bus, no communication
breakdowns between parent and teacher, and no starting homework
after school, when everyone is exhausted. You have more time to
enjoy your children. Pat on Long Island said that homeschooling was
“the best thing we ever did for our daughter: her self-confidence and
peace of mind. The stress level in our house dropped seven billion
points.” And in three years, she has covered four and a half grades of
material. Several parents commented that homeschooling was easier
than having a child with AD/HD in school.
Parent preparedness. Some parents think, “I can’t homeschool. I’m not trained to be a teacher.” But in many areas of
the country, you do not have to have a teaching certificate to homeschool, especially at the elementary level. The Home School
Legal Defense Association reports that about two-thirds of states
have laws authorizing homeschooling. In some cases, homeschoolers may meet the legal definition of a private school or
provider of “equivalent instruction.” (Tip: Check the Web site
of the state board or department of education, or call your local school district office to find out about policies and requirements for homeschooling in your district and state.)
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Attention

Homeschooling is not for everyone, and it’s certainly no
panacea. Removing distractions and customizing curricula
can help tremendously, but they don’t cure attention problems. Homeschooling the AD/HD child takes time and energy,
but it can succeed.
Advantages of homeschooling
With all due respect to professional educators, homeschooling
may offer some advantages for children with AD/HD that schools
are not able to provide. When asked about the advantages, the
parents interviewed for Kathy’s book most often mentioned being able to customize the curriculum to their child’s needs, gifts,
and interests. Many enjoyed the freedom to take frequent breaks,
adjust their schedule to accommodate medical appointments
and therapies, include special activities, and deal with behavioral
and academic problems immediately.
Some parents reported that they liked being able to let
the children learn at their own pace, without worrying about
meeting benchmarks. Depending on state laws and policies,
however, homeschooled children may not be exempt from
all benchmarks. (Tip: Check your state’s laws, policies, and
graduation requirements.)
Other parents said they could limit distractions and stress
and let their children tap a pencil, lie on the floor, or just
wiggle during lessons, if they needed to. Some said that
homeschooling reduced their child’s need for medication,
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Plan to get out.
Meet with other
homeschoolers
for group activities,
field trips, classes,
clubs, and sports.

Other parents think that only trained professionals should
teach students with AD/HD. But despite their training, teachers
may have limited time, resources, and flexibility to customize
education, or they may be unable to give a child needed individual attention because they must help so many students meet
educational mandates.
Three homeschoolers Kathy interviewed for her book were
former special education teachers who were eager to encourage
other parents to homeschool. One noted the difficulty special
education teachers face, having to help children with widely different needs simultaneously. She pointed out that “in a homeschool setting, a student doesn’t have to worry about answering a question wrong because someone might make fun of him
or her. He or she can experience much more success.” Another
homeschooler in North Carolina said:
I’m a special education teacher by training. I would
say that you can do it. It’s not just something the professionals know how to do. You know your child better than anyone else ever will.
Don’t be scared away by the jargon on the IEPs [Individualized Education Plans] and the jargon of those
who are delivering the diagnoses. They might cause
you to believe that you cannot possibly homeschool
because you have not been specially trained in AD/HD
children. But your love and your logic, and going with
what your heart tells you—like, “Hey, it’s time to put
this book down and take a jog.” Those kinds of things
will take you as far as you want to go with your child.

while others liked being able to monitor medication effects.
But one father cautioned, “Just because you’re homeschooling, don’t decide you don’t need the medicine.”
Suggestions for successful homeschooling
Some information on homeschooling can be less than helpful for
parents of children with AD/HD. You might get the impression
from some enthusiasts that homeschoolers raise geniuses who
always obey their parents. But your child need not be perfect
for homeschooling to help, so don’t be discouraged when some
aspirations seem too high, and look for information and advice
specifically intended for struggling learners.
Getting started. When choosing teaching materials, options
range from very structured to unstructured. Although it is easiest
to purchase a prepackaged curriculum (all subjects from one ven-

Adapting

dor), it is not a good option for children with AD/HD. Prepackaged
curricula are rarely a good fit in all subjects. Revising those materials
and adjusting the schedule for your child may be more trouble than
if you assembled your own curriculum from different publishers.
It’s not just that your fourth grader may need a sixth-grade
math book and a third-grade spelling book. You need to buy
what suits your child—and you. Observe how your child learns,
and choose accordingly. See the sidebar to this article on adapting curricula and instruction.
You can find books and curricula at homeschool conventions
and curriculum fairs, in homeschool catalogs, and at your public
library. Some parents find helpful free resources on the Internet,
and some even opt to purchase the same textbooks used in the
public schools. Some parents shun textbooks and workbooks altogether in favor of other approaches, such as “unschooling,” the

Curricula and Instruction
for a Child with AD/HD

We have found that the following strategies can be helpful for children with AD/HD
lessons into short chunks.
> Break

underline, and use color.
> Highlight,

movement. Let the child sit on
> Incorporate


> If handwriting is a prob-

lem, limit copy work. Let
your child answer orally.

content
> Shift


an exercise ball to work, and for a break, run
to the mailbox and back. Let the child move
while memorizing, using a Stairmaster,
mini-trampoline, or jump rope.

to your child. Let the child move or lie on the floor,
> Read
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if that helps concentration, or give the child activities
that won’t distract others to keep his or her hands busy.
One mother reported that her son listens better and
remembers more if he is upside down as she reads. One
mother has her children sort socks, snap beans, or thread
sewing cards as she reads. Give them activities to keep
their hands busy that won’t distract others.

reading immediately to assess comprehension,
> Discuss


sequence to take advantage of special events.

> Let
 the experts in your

neighborhood and family be guest teachers.

> For
 writing projects, use graphic organizers (webbing) for

planning and ideas (explore various software programs).
Provide special tools, such as pencil grips and tape recorders.

computer skills early.
> Encourage

teach and re-teach organization skills and effective
> Explicitly

study habits.

perhaps every few paragraphs.

or skip mastered material; add drill as needed.
> Skim

Go up or down a grade level or two, if necessary.

> For
 math, use graph paper for math calculations,
modify assignments, allow extended time.

sticks, or any odds and ends
> Manipulatives—counters,


students can manipulate to illustrate concepts—may help
them learn, or they may be a distraction. Try them and see.

> Use
 aids to compensate for memory challenges—multiplication

charts, vocabulary word lists, electronic dictionaries. Trace spelling
words on a tray holding cornstarch, salt, or sugar.
August 2008
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Charlotte Mason method, or unit studies. Others prefer computerbased curricula, while some use videos extensively.
Setting up your homeschool. Create a “study zone,” away from
visual and auditory distractions, where learning resources and
materials are well organized with labeled bins, shelves, folders,
and files. The learning environment should be calm and predictable, with a clear schedule for the day. Some students benefit from
using a study carrel, which you can buy or make, to avoid visual
distractions. Others prefer moving from room to room: reading
on the sofa, math in the dining room, writing at a desk. Some
concentrate better with earplugs or headphones.
Plan to get out. Meet with other homeschoolers for group
activities, field trips, homeschool classes, clubs, and sport. Keep
looking for suitable groups. Find out how much activity is best
for your child—don’t overdo it.
Managing behavior. Post a few homeschool rules and refer
to them frequently; for example, Be prepared to start on time. Ask
permission for breaks. Your poster should have words and pictures.
Discuss, model, and role-play desired behaviors and expectations.
Frequently praise good behavior, work, and social performance.
Address inappropriate behaviors with gentle reminders, eye contact, or a light touch. Provide a reward system for behaviors your
child needs to work on. This is especially important for activities
outside the home such as co-op classes, field trips, and sports
teams. Use visual prompts and auditory signals to keep your child

Author Kathy Kuhl awarded her son his high-school diploma on top of
Arthur’s Seat, a peak overlooking Edinburgh, Scotland, in 2006.

on-task and to alert him to transitions between activities.
Change what doesn’t work. One of the beauties of
homeschooling is having time to get to know what works best for
your child. Homeschoolers have freedom to change what doesn’t
work. They can rekindle a lost love for learning, reduce stress, and
rebuild self-esteem. Despite the demands, many parents find homeA
schooling a child with AD/HD can be rewarding and successful. ●

Helpful Resources
In Print
Carol Barnier, How to Get Your Child Off the
Refrigerator and On to Learning (Emerald Books,
2000).
CHADD Educator’s Manual on Attention-Deficit/
Hyperactivity Disorder (second edition, 2006, available
through www.chadd.org; click on the link to the Store).
Chris A. Zeigler Dendy, Teaching Teens with
ADD and ADHD (Woodbine, 2000).

Joyce Herzog, Choosing and Using Curriculum
(Greenleaf Press, 2006) and Learning in Spite of Labels
(joyceherzog.com, 1994).

Online
www.hslda.org, Home School Legal Defense
Association
www.nhen.org, National Home Education Network

Cathy Duffy, 100 Top Picks for Homeschool Curriculum
(B & H Publishing Group, 2005).

www.learndifferently.com, Kathy Kuhl’s Web site,
Help for Parents Teaching Struggling Learners at Home

Christine Field, Homeschooling the Challenging Child
(B & H Publishing Group, 2005).

www.helpinschool.net, Web site of special education
consultant Judith Munday

Sharon Hensley, Home Schooling Children with
Special Needs (Noble Publishing Associates, 2001).

www.sizzlebop.com, author Carol Barnier’s Web site
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