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Adaptive Approaches: A focus on ADHD 

Editors: Professor Geraldene Codina, Dr Lauran Doak (University of Derby) 
 
This Action Research case study was completed as part of the Department for Education (DfE, UK) nasen 
Universal SEND programme. 

Abstract 
Context: The study explores adaptive approaches to support students with Attention Deficit Hyperactivity 
Disorder (ADHD) within the framework of Action Research for Inclusion and Special Educational Needs and 
Disabilities (ISEND). It emphasises the importance of co-developing strategies in collaboration with students to 
enhance their sense of belonging, promote strong relationships, and create effective learning environments. 

Aims: The primary aim of the research is to identify effective strategies that can mitigate the barriers faced by 
pupils with ADHD. The study seeks to refine and develop focused interventions that break tasks into 
manageable segments and incorporate movement and reflective practices, thereby fostering a more inclusive 
educational setting. The project is focussed on one student with ADHD, and the school wants to learn from this 
case study, so they can develop a more inclusive environment for a wider range of students.  

Methods: The research employed an action research methodology, structured into cycles that allowed for 
iterative planning, implementation, and review. Engagement with key literature guided the research focus, 
followed by phases of planning and action that involved student collaboration. Ethical consent was obtained 
from participants to ensure confidentiality while reporting findings. 

Findings: The findings indicate that the co-developed strategies effectively reduced barriers to learning for 
pupils with ADHD. The integration of movement and reflection, alongside the task breakdown into smaller 
steps, contributed significantly to enhancing engagement and participation for the case study student. These 
adaptive approaches resulted in improved relationships between educators and the pupil, leading to a more 
supportive learning environment. 

Implications: The findings suggest that other educators may find value in employing adaptive strategies that 
emphasise collaboration with students. These approaches align with the view that tailored interventions can 
address inclusion for students with ADHD. The study illustrates the potential for improved educational 
outcomes through personalised and reflective practices, urging educators to consider similar collaborative 
frameworks in their own contexts. 

Keywords 
Inclusion, special educational needs and disabilities; ADHD; adaptive approaches; inclusive education; 
collaboration 
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Action Research for Inclusion and Special Educational Needs and Disability 
(ISEND): Case Study 

Adaptive Approaches: A focus on ADHD 
Working closely with a pupil to co-develop strategies that foster belonging, strengthen relationships, 

break tasks into manageable steps, and incorporate movement and reflection proved effective in 
reducing barriers to ADHD (Mainstream, Secondary). 
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BACKGROUND INFORMATION 

 

ACTION RESEARCH CYCLES  
See  
Appendix 1 for the Action Research Cycles 
 

 

Ethical consent has been sought to publish this data anonymously. 

SUMMARY 
Research focus Attention Deficit Hyperactivity Disorder (ADHD), Adaptive teaching, 

inclusion, Pupil voice, parent partnership 
 

Research question How can we be more inclusive in our approach to supporting 
students with ADHD? 
 

Overview/Key information This case study explored inclusive strategies to support a pupil with 
ADHD in a mainstream secondary school. Key approaches included a 
challenge jar, now and next board, ‘time in’ sessions, standing 
desk, movement breaks, and daily reflective check-ins. These 
strategies helped improve engagement, self-regulation, and 

Type of setting Mainstream Secondary School 
 

Age range of pupils 11-19 years 

Roles of the Research 
Team 

School SENDCo (Special Educational Needs and Disabilities Co-
Ordinator), Higher Level Teaching Assistant and Educational 
Psychologist 
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classroom participation, especially when the pupil was actively 
involved in planning and evaluation.  
Strong collaboration between staff and parents was essential, and 
support from the Educational Psychologist invaluable. 
 
Some of the interventions were quite resource-intensive and may 
require adaptation for wider use. 
 

Evidence-informed practice Working closely with a pupil to co-develop strategies that foster 
belonging, strengthen relationships, break tasks into manageable 
steps, and incorporate movement and reflection proved effective in 
reducing barriers for a child with ADHD. 
 

 
RESEARCH TIMELINE 

November December January February March 
Action 

Research 
Cycle 1 

 
Step 1: 

Establish 
the 

research 
focus 

Action Research Cycle 
1 

Step 2: Study 
Steps 3-5: Plan 1 

 

Step 6: Do 1 
Steps 7-8: Review 1 

 
Action Research Cycle 2 

Step 9: Study 2 
Steps 10-12: Plan 2 

Step 13: Do 2 
Step 14-15: Review 2 

 
 

 
Share and disseminate 

the research 
(anonymised) with 

other interested 
parties. 

 
ACTION RESEARCH CYCLE 1 

RESEARCH FOCUS: Step 1 

 
KEY LITERATURE SHAPING THE RESEARCH (STUDY 1): Step 2 

Reference  Ambitious about Autism (n.d.). Inclusive Classroom Checklist. 
https://www.ambitiousaboutautism.org.uk/sites/default/files/camp
aigns/careers-education-framework-guide-inclusive-classroom-
design-checklist.pdf  
 
Burns, D. (n.d.) How to create autism friendly classrooms using 
strategies that help all pupils. Autism Hampshire. 
https://www.autismhampshire.org.uk/assets/images/assets/upload
s/Autism_friendly_classrooms_primary_school_edition.pdf  
 
Gross, J. (2025, March 2). How to create autism-friendly classrooms 
that benefit everyone. Times Educational Supplement.  
https://www.tes.com/magazine/teaching-learning/specialist-
sector/how-schools-can-help-autistic-pupils-SEND-support-inclusion 
 
Martin, C. S. (2016). Exploring the impact of the design of the 
physical classroom environment on young children with autism 

Initial research interest, 
aim/question (Step 1) 

How do we make classrooms more inclusive for our neurodivergent 
learners? 
 

https://www.ambitiousaboutautism.org.uk/sites/default/files/campaigns/careers-education-framework-guide-inclusive-classroom-design-checklist.pdf
https://www.ambitiousaboutautism.org.uk/sites/default/files/campaigns/careers-education-framework-guide-inclusive-classroom-design-checklist.pdf
https://www.ambitiousaboutautism.org.uk/sites/default/files/campaigns/careers-education-framework-guide-inclusive-classroom-design-checklist.pdf
https://www.autismhampshire.org.uk/assets/images/assets/uploads/Autism_friendly_classrooms_primary_school_edition.pdf
https://www.autismhampshire.org.uk/assets/images/assets/uploads/Autism_friendly_classrooms_primary_school_edition.pdf
https://www.tes.com/magazine/teaching-learning/specialist-sector/how-schools-can-help-autistic-pupils-SEND-support-inclusion
https://www.tes.com/magazine/teaching-learning/specialist-sector/how-schools-can-help-autistic-pupils-SEND-support-inclusion
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spectrum disorder (ASD). Journal of Research in Special Educational 
Needs, 16(4), 280–298. https://doi.org/10.1111/1471-3802.12092  
  
Steve Silberman (2015). Neurotribes: The Legacy of Autism and 
Future of Neurodiversity. Avery Publishing. 
 
University of North Carolina (n.d.). TEACCH® autism program. 
https://teacch.com/  
 

Key point(s) of note Ambitious about Autism (n.d.). Inclusive Classroom Checklist 
This checklist provides practical guidance for creating inclusive 
classrooms that support children with autism, focusing on physical 
layout, sensory considerations, and communication strategies. It 
emphasises proactive planning to foster accessibility and comfort 
for all learners. 
 
Burns, D. (n.d.). How to create autism friendly classrooms using 
strategies that help all pupils 
Burns outlines simple, effective strategies for making classrooms 
autism-friendly, such as using visual supports, predictable routines, 
and sensory-friendly spaces. The guide highlights how these 
approaches benefit all pupils, not just those with autism. 
 
Gross, J. (2025, March 2). How to create autism-friendly 
classrooms that benefit everyone 
Gross advocates for inclusive classroom practices that support 
children with autism while enhancing learning for all, including clear 
communication, flexible teaching methods, and sensory-aware 
environments. The article stresses the importance of whole-school 
commitment to inclusion. 
 
Martin, C. S. (2016). Exploring the impact of the design of the 
physical classroom environment on young children with autism 
spectrum disorder (ASD) 
Martin’s research explores how classroom design—such as lighting, 
layout, and noise levels—affects engagement and behaviour in 
young children with autism. The study underscores the need for 
thoughtfully designed environments to support learning and reduce 
anxiety. 
 
Silberman, S. (2015). Neurotribes: The Legacy of Autism and 
Future of Neurodiversity 
Silberman’s book traces the history of autism and champions the 
neurodiversity movement, arguing for societal acceptance and 
support of neurological differences. It calls for a shift from deficit-
based models to inclusive, strengths-based approaches. 
 
University of North Carolina (n.d.). TEACCH® autism program 
The TEACCH program offers structured teaching strategies tailored 
to children and young people with autism, emphasising visual 
supports, clear routines, and individualised learning. It promotes 
independence and skill development through a person-centred 
approach. 

https://doi.org/10.1111/1471-3802.12092
https://teacch.com/
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Key point of note 
The literature emphasises the importance of environment, child 
voice and staff engagement in providing an inclusive environment.  

 
PLAN 1: Step 3 
As part of the process of planning Action Research Cycle 1 and having completed the ‘study’ phase, 
the research question can evolve and become further refined.  

 
PLAN 1 and DO 1: Steps 4 and 6 

Methods of data collection 
- Pupil voice  
- Stakeholders meeting 
- Classroom observations 

 
Description of research sample, timing and location 
Pupil voice 
- The Teaching Assistant met with the child and gained their views.  
 
Stakeholder meeting 
- Meetings were held with all stakeholders—including the Educational Psychologist and parents—to 

agree on strategies to trial. These strategies were implemented over a six-week period. 
 

Classroom observations 
- The Teaching Assistant made notes about the child’s use of the strategies. These were regularly 

discussed with the SENCO. The notes focused on: what is working, what challenges are arising?  
 

  
PLAN 2: Step 5 
Ethical consent was sought from each participant to publish this data anonymously. 
 
REVIEW 1: Step 7-8 

Data Analysis: process 
The SENCO and the Teaching Assistant met regularly to analyse the data being gathered. Analysis 
led to next steps being planned; for example, agreement about the strategies to be trialled.  
 

Revised research question It was clear that our original research question was too broad. 
Narrowing it down to ADHD, our highest area of need was felt to be 
most beneficial for our setting.  
 
Pupil involvement in all decision-making was felt to be critical, as 
was parent partnership.  
 
As an initial step, we refocused our research to explore how barriers 
could be removed for one child with Attention Deficit Hyperactivity 
Disorder. 
 
New research question 
How can we be more inclusive in our approach to supporting 
students with ADHD? 
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The findings are presented as an overview of all data sources.  
 
Summary of Findings  
Research Question  
How can we be more inclusive in our approach to supporting students with ADHD? 
 
Following the pupil voice and stakeholder meeting the following strategies were selected to trial. 
1. Challenge Jar: A daily challenge, chosen collaboratively by the student, peers, and staff, which 

is designed to encouraged positive behaviour and interaction.  
2. Now and Next Board: This is a visual support tool designed to help children understand the 

sequence of activities and manage transitions. It typically features two sections: ‘now’ for the 
current task and ‘next’ for the upcoming one, promoting routine, reducing anxiety, and 
encouraging independence.  

3. Time In: Instead of leaving the classroom for 5-minutes time-out, the student was offered five 
minutes of low-demand ‘time in’, i.e. a low-level activity like completing a puzzle.  

 
The student’s day challenge jar contained a challenge for the day selected by the student, their 
friends and the key staff working with them. This challenge would range from no negatives for the 
day to having a positive interaction with a member of staff. Engagement with this task was more 
successful, given that the student was involved in creating the challenges. The student would take 
the task with them for the day and share it with the teaching staff. This gave them a positive 
interaction with staff and a challenge to work on with an adult. This did not always provide a 
positive outcome, and as such, resilience over time was needed, as the student would not always 
receive the reward for task completion. The positive outcome of this is that the student then 
needed to learn to evaluate behaviours. This then supported the next steps and future behaviour 
attitudes.  
 
The use of ‘now and next’ boards supported the learner in understanding the structure of 
activities and provided a consistent opportunity for a key member of staff to check in and guide 
them through the lesson—without fostering dependency on adult presence. While this approach 
required some initial staff input, the approach is building the learners' independence, and over 
time, it is hoped that the student will record their own ‘now and next’ steps from verbal 
instructions, promoting greater independence. 
 
The student had been leaving the classroom and having breaks to support their learning, a trial of 
a ‘time in’ has been used to provide a more staged process to this. The student is given 5 minutes 
of no-demand in the lesson, where an alternative agreed-upon task can be completed. For this 
student, a puzzle or non-subject-specific task was provided to give them a brain break from the 
lesson content. This has proved to be successful, enabling them to stay in the lesson for longer 
periods. This needs further experimentation, with suitable tasks to complete in the room and a 
potential opportunity for movement.  
 
Analysis and next steps leading into Action Research Cycle 2 
It is clear that a partnership with students, parents and professionals has had a significant impact 
on this pupil’s engagement.  
 
The implementation of pupil-informed strategies—such as the challenge jar, now and next board, 
and time in—demonstrated positive impacts on engagement, behaviour, and classroom 
participation for this focus student. This highlights the value of personalised, inclusive approaches. 
 
While each strategy required initial staff input, all three contributed to increased independence, 
improved self-regulation, and greater time on task, suggesting that inclusive practices tailored to 
individual needs can foster meaningful progress in both learning and behaviour. 
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Next Step(s): Action Research Cycle 2 
Following the success of the pupil’s challenge jar, we explored the possibility of further challenge 
and potential for subject-specific challenges.  
 
The student, whilst remaining in the room for longer periods with ‘time-in’, still required 
movement breaks. We plan to explore the use of standing tables to enable the student to move 
as required.  
 

 
ACTION RESEARCH CYCLE 2 

 
KEY LITERATURE SHAPING THE RESEARCH (STUDY 2): Step 9 

Reference  Carr-Fanning, K. (2024). Meaning-making within inclusion: Exploring 
parents, teachers and students lay theories of ADHD and their 
implications for inclusive practice. Journal of Research in Special 
Educational Needs, 24(1), 133–144. https://doi.org/10.1111/1471-
3802.12617 
 
Edinburgh Psychoeducation Intervention for Children and Young 
People & University of Edinburgh (n.d.) The EPID Strategy Booklet: A 
Guide for Teachers. ADHD Foundation. 
https://www.adhdfoundation.org.uk/wp-
content/uploads/2022/03/EPIC-Strategy-Booklet-a-guide-for-
teachers.pdf  
 
Hartmann, T. (2019). ADHD: A Hunter in a Farmer's World. Simon 
and Schuster. 
 
Milton, D., Ridout, S., Murray, D., Martin, N., & Mills, R. (2020). The 
neurodiversity reader: Exploring concepts, lived experiences and 
implications for practice. Pavilion. 
 
Primary National Strategy. (n.d.). The Learning environment and its 
impact on learning. Lancashire County Council 
https://www.lancashire.gov.uk/media/934854/10-learning-
environment.pdf  
 

Key point(s) of note Carr-Fanning, K. (2024) 
This study explores how parents, teachers, and students construct 
meaning around ADHD, revealing how their beliefs influence 
inclusive practices and the support provided in educational settings. 
 
Edinburgh Psychoeducation Intervention for Children and Young 
People & University of Edinburgh (n.d.) 
The EPIC Strategy Booklet offers practical, evidence-informed 
strategies for teachers to support pupils with ADHD, focusing on 
classroom structure, communication, and emotional regulation. 
 
Hartmann, T. (2019) 
Hartmann presents the theory that ADHD traits are evolutionary 
advantages rooted in a ‘hunter’ mindset, challenging deficit-based 

https://doi.org/10.1111/1471-3802.12617
https://doi.org/10.1111/1471-3802.12617
https://www.adhdfoundation.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2022/03/EPIC-Strategy-Booklet-a-guide-for-teachers.pdf
https://www.adhdfoundation.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2022/03/EPIC-Strategy-Booklet-a-guide-for-teachers.pdf
https://www.adhdfoundation.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2022/03/EPIC-Strategy-Booklet-a-guide-for-teachers.pdf
https://www.lancashire.gov.uk/media/934854/10-learning-environment.pdf
https://www.lancashire.gov.uk/media/934854/10-learning-environment.pdf
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views and advocating for a strengths-based understanding of 
neurodiversity. 
Milton, D. et al. (2020) 
The Neurodiversity Reader brings together diverse perspectives on 
neurodiversity, highlighting lived experiences and offering critical 
insights into inclusive practice and systemic change. 
 
Primary National Strategy (n.d.) 
This guidance outlines how the physical learning environment 
impacts pupil engagement and achievement, emphasising the 
importance of inclusive, well-organised, and stimulating classroom 
spaces. 
 
Key points of note: 
- The importance of the environment.  
- Impact of teacher feelings towards ADHD.  
- Utilising qualities of ‘Hunters’ (Hartman, 2019) 
- Importance of measurable short-term goals.  
- Building a daily evaluation system 
- Short-term rewards  
- Potential to achieve extra positives.  
- Importance of Visual supports 
 

 
PLAN 2: Step 10 

 
PLAN 2 and DO 2: Steps 11 and 13 

Methods of data collection  
- Pupil voice  
- Stakeholders meeting (including teachers) 
- Classroom observations 

 
Description of research sample, timing and location 
The focus pupil remained the same.  
 
Building on what worked well in Action Research cycle 1, many of the strategies remained the 
same and were monitored further for ongoing impact. The methods of data collection reflect 
those used in Action Research cycle 1 and include additional feedback from the class teacher. 

  
PLAN 2: Step 12 
Ethical consent was sought from each participant to publish this data anonymously. 
 
REVIEW 2: Steps 14-15 

Data Analysis: process 
The SENCO and the Teaching Assistant met regularly to analyse the data gathered. 
 
The findings are presented as an overview of all data sources.  
 
Summary of Findings  

Revised research question How can we be more inclusive in our approach to supporting 
students with ADHD? 
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Action Research Cycle 2 Research Question  
How can we be more inclusive in our approach to supporting students with ADHD? 
We worked closely with the pupil to ensure the ‘challenge jar’ included a variety of tasks—some 
designed to offer quick successes, and others requiring greater effort and perseverance. This 
balance allowed the student to experience both the satisfaction of achievement and the 
opportunity to build resilience. Sharing information about the daily ‘challenge’ from the jar with 
teaching staff created meaningful opportunities for positive interactions, helping to strengthen 
relationships and foster a greater sense of belonging in the classroom.  
 
Now and next boards continued to support access to lessons, achieving the goal of breaking down 
longer activities into shorter, focused sections.  
 
Incorporating movement breaks, access to a standing desk, and five-minute ‘time in’ sessions 
helped the student remain in the classroom for longer periods, offering a practical alternative to 
leaving the room when focus or self-regulation became more challenging. These strategies reflect 
inclusive practices that acknowledge the importance of physical movement and flexibility in 
supporting students with ADHD. 

 
Analysis and next steps leading to research conclusions 
- Pupil and parent involvement are central to successful outcomes. 
- Engaging the pupil in taking ownership of their learning—especially through involvement in 

strategy development—supports progress and builds resilience. 
- Daily check-ins with non-teaching staff provide consistent opportunities for reflection and 

evaluation. 
- Ongoing communication with parents reinforces strategy use across home and school, 

promoting a shared and consistent approach. 
- Staff support in implementing classroom-based strategies is essential. 
- Each pupil is unique, and strategies should be tailored to individual needs—what works for 

one may not work for another. 
 

 
CONCLUSION 

Research aim/question 
How can we be more inclusive in our approach to supporting students with ADHD? 
 
Conclusion(s)  
The use of a daily challenge jar enables the student to take ownership and provides short-term 
goals and rewards. Engaging them in writing these with the support of teaching staff, friends, and 
family means they feel supported in their daily challenge by those closest to them. A short-term, 
simple daily reward for success proved favourable, and when the student was not successful, it 
opened up invaluable opportunities for discussion and evaluation.  
 
Visual supports and ‘now and next’ boards supported the student. 
 
The use of the ‘time in’ method to enable the focus pupil to remain inclusively in the classroom 
worked well. It proved more successful when the student had pre-planned what ‘time in’ would 
look like rather than allowing the student unstructured choice.  
 
The use of a standing desk and movement break is in a very early stage, and we are yet to 
establish if this is enabling the focused student to stay within the classroom for longer periods – 
initial signs are positive. 
 
Next Steps 
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The strategies we have implemented have worked well for the focus pupil. Some of them, 
particularly the ‘challenge jar’ and ‘daily check-ins’, are, however, quite resource-intensive. 
Moving forward, we want to think about how the principles we have implemented could be used 
to support more children with ADHD in our school. 
 
‘Now and next’ boards worked successfully in breaking down classwork and providing shorter 
tasks and goals. Could this be a wider school approach to teaching and learning, and would other 
students benefit from this same approach?  
 
We plan to continue to research what ‘time in’ in our setting should look like and to reduce time-
out of the classrooms by ensuring the students feel able to regulate within the classroom.  
 
Further analysis regarding the use of a standing desk and movement breaks is required. 
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Appendix 1 – Action Research Cycles 

Action 
Research 
Cycle 1 

Establish the 
research focus 

Step 1: Identify the ISEND area for development which requires 
research. 

Study 1 Step 2: Review the research literature. 
 

Plan 1 

First Plan 
Step 3: Start the process of refining the research. 

Step 4: Decide what kind of direction you are going to take (direct or 
enquiry). 
Step 5: Consider research ethics (engage with the ethics checklist). 

 

Do 1 Step 6: Implement the first plan (either direct action or enquiry as 
action). 

 

Review 1 
Step 7: Review and Reflect. 

Step 8: Analyse the meaning of the data gathered.  

 

Action 
Research 
Cycle 2 

Study 2 Step 9: Review further literature if required. 

Plan 2 

Second Plan 
Step 10: Based on the ‘reflect’ phase, refine the research (this may 
involve revising or developing the research questions) and plan the 
next actions. 
Step 11: Decide what kind of action you are going to take (direct or 
enquiry). 

Step 12: Seek any further ethical permissions if needed (engage with 
ethics checklist). 

 

Do 2 Step 13: Implement the second plan – (either direct action or 
enquiry as action). 

 

Review 2 
Step 14:  Review and reflect. 

Step 15: Analyse the meaning of the data gathered. 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 


