
Sam is a ten-year old boy with ADHD whose impulsivity and activity level 

not only make school challenging but also have a profound effect on his ability 

to make and keep friends. At recess, he invades other people’s space, engages in 

annoying behavior to gain the attention of his peers, and is quick to anger if 

he feels he’s been treated unfairly. He has an infectious laugh and a great sense 

of humor, but his behavior is unpredictable enough that his classmates avoid 

him on the playground whenever they can. They try to exclude him from group 

games and turn away when they see him approaching. Most recesses end with 

Sam feeling worse than when they began. 

Andrea is a junior in high school, and her attention disorder presents quite 

differently. She is neither impulsive nor overactive, but she is disorganized, dis-

tracted, and delays starting her homework as long as she can. As with many 

teenagers with ADHD, she believes her memory is better than it is. “I don’t need 

to write down my homework assignments,” she tells herself, “I’m sure I’ll remem-

ber.” She is bright enough to be a straight-A student, but she loses her homework 

so frequently and passes in so many long term assignments late that her grades 

hover in the low to mid-C range. She’d like to do better, but she has trouble 

committing herself to any plan to improve her skills or academic performance.
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Before coaching begins, the coach supervisor (teacher, guidance 

counselor, school psychologist):

 ● Identifies potential coach from the class of the student with ADHD and 

invites the child to be a coach.

 ● Contacts parents of both the coach and the student with ADHD to 

obtain permission to participate in the intervention.

 ● Checks with the child with ADHD to see if he/she feels the nominated 

coach is a child he/she can work with.

 ● Meet with the coach and student to explain how coaching will work. 

For example, the coach supervisor might explain that “everybody has 

something they need help with” and this is a way to help the student 

who has ADHD get along better with his/her classmates. Coaching is 

described as a “partnership,” with the coach serving as an “extra pair 

of eyes and ears” to see when the student is being successful. 

 ● Explain to the coach and the student with ADHD what goal-setting is, 

with an emphasis on reachable goals. It tends to work best when the 

coach supervisor creates a menu of possible goals that the student 

might choose to work on.

 ● With the coach and the student with ADHD, create a list of reinforcers 

with different values. One way to do this is to put together a reward 

basket with small toys that might be attractive to the child with ADHD 

as well as activity reinforcers such as extra computer time.

 ● Explain how the daily coaching sessions will work, including the record 

keeping component (goal sheets).

The daily coaching process has three steps:

 ● Each morning at the beginning of school the coach meets with the 

student who has ADHD to select a goal for the day, choosing from the 

prepared menu.
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ALTHOUGH THEY SHARE AN ADHD DIAGNOSIS, these 

two students have very little in common.  They differ markedly in 

age and symptomatology—one is struggling with social acceptance, 

the other with academic success. And although they both have executive skill 

weaknesses, that profile differs as well. Sam struggles with response inhibition 

and emotional control, while Andrea has evident difficulties with organiza-

tion, working memory, task initiation, and goal-directed persistence. 

They both, however, would benefit from coaching—and there’s  

good research to suggest that this intervention would be effective 

for both of them (see, for example, Merriman & Codding, 2008; 

Plumer & Stoner, 2005). 

Succinctly, coaching is a process in which a coach works with a student 

to set goals designed to enhance executive skills and lead to improved 

self-regulation. The coach may be either an adult or a peer, and the goals 

set could be daily, short-term, or long-term, depending on the age of the 

child and the nature of the problem. 

There are a number of different coaching models, including peer coach-

ing, reciprocal coaching (where students coach each other), one-on-one 

coaching employing peers, older students, or adults as coaches, and group 

coaching in which one adult coaches several students in small groups. Let’s 

look at two approaches that may be successful with students like Sam—

elementary-aged students whose ADHD and executive skill weaknesses 

are causing social problems—and high school students like Andrea, whose 

ADHD and executive skill weaknesses are impeding academic success. 

What the two approaches have in common are goal-setting and daily 

check-ins to provide performance monitoring and feedback. One other 

critical element they share is that they are voluntary processes, in which 

students with ADHD are invited to participate and have the option of 

opting in or out. They are also collaborative processes in which the student 

and coach have a “side-by-side” relationship rather than a hierarchical one. 

At bottom, coaching empowers students to take control of whatever issues 

are standing in the way of their success, however that success is defined. 

Peer coaching with elementary school students

Peer coaching has a number of advantages over more traditional ap-

proaches to addressing social skills deficits in children with ADHD. Both 

contingency management approaches, such as creating daily report cards 

in which children earn rewards for engaging in target behaviors, and social 

skills groups, where adult group leaders employ direct instruction to teach 

explicitly positive social behaviors such as how to join a conversation or 

how to share in play situations, require considerable time commitment 

on the part of adults. 

Peer coaching is much less labor intensive. The adult (teacher, guidance 

counselor, or school psychologist) acts as a supervisor for the process, but 

the daily coaching activities are carried out primarily by the coach and 

the student with ADHD. Furthermore, even with children as young as 

elementary school-aged, learning social skills from peers is both prefer-

able and more effective than being taught these same skills by adults. As 

developed by Plumer, the steps involved in setting up a peer coaching 

program are outlined in the sidebar below. 

Does peer coaching work? Plumer and Stoner found that positive social 

interactions with peers increased both during academic times and during 

lunch and recess as a result of peer coaching. Furthermore, most of the 

positive interactions observed were with peers other 

than the coach, thus achieving generalization, a 

 ● Just before the target activity where the goal will be  

implemented (e.g., recess), the coach meets with  

the student to remind him or her of the goal.

 ● Just after the target activity, the coach and the student meet  

to rate how well the student met the goal (typically using a 

5-point scale). 

On a weekly basis, the coach supervisor meets with the  

coach and the student with ADHD to discuss how the 

coaching went that week. This may be a lunch meeting 

at which time the coach supervisor reviews the 

goal sheets, debriefs with both students 

about what went well or what didn’t 

go well, and helps  the student with 

ADHD to select the appropriate 

reward. 
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critical aspect of social skills development that more traditional social 

skills groups often do not achieve. 

Coaching teenagers for academic success

Working with teenagers with ADHD who are underperforming academi-

cally is initially a more complicated process, but once coaching is up and 

running, it often requires no more contact time between coach and student 

than coaching at the elementary level. With high school students, coaching 

has two phases. In phase one, the coach works with the student to develop 

a realistic set of long-range goals and a plan for meeting those goals. In 

the second phase, the coach works with students on a regular basis to help 

them plan their time, organize assignments, break down tasks, develop 

effective study skills, and, above all, to act as a supporter and cheerleader. 

A brief description of this process can be found in the sidebar ABOVE.

Particularly in the early stages of the coaching process, the emphasis by 

the coach is on support or encouragement. If the student frequently fails 

to follow the plans he/she has devised, the student is helped to evaluate 

where the plans are breaking down, but the coach may also want to help 

the student revise his/her plan or long-term goal to make it more real-

istic. As times goes on, and the student and coach become comfortable 

with each other, the coach may be able to be more direct in challenging 

the student to accomplish his daily tasks. Some coaches we have worked 

with report that for students who also receive special education services 

(such as an organizational studies class), they find it helpful to bring in 

the special education teacher so that the coach can continue to play a 

predominantly supportive role while the teacher can provide a realistic 

picture of how the student is performing and can make recommendations 

for what might need to change. 

Does this kind of coaching work? Merriman and Codding (2008) used 

this model to help three students improve math homework completion and 

accuracy and found that all three students improved on both measures, and 

two were able to meet both short- and long-term goals—and continued 

to maintain high performance levels after coaching was gradually faded. 

In a pilot study conducted at a New Hampshire high school to test the 

efficacy of the coaching process as it was developed, five students, sopho-

mores and juniors, participated in coaching for two marking periods. 

Report card grades during the year prior to coaching and during the two 

marking periods during which coaching took place were compiled. The 

results are reported below. 

% Grades Earned: B or better C D

Before coaching 19 61 19

During coaching 63 32 5

Supporting students with ADHD

ADHD researcher Russ Barkley has commented on “the curious disso-

ciation between knowing and doing” that characterizes youngsters with 

ADHD. These students often know what they need to do to achieve better 

PHASE ONE:  
Long-term goal-setting

Long-term goal-setting with secondary level students includes 

setting goals with respect both to high school graduation and to post-

high school plans. The steps in this session are as follows:

1. Ask the student to describe his or her long-term goals. These goals 

may be vague at first and need refining through clarifying ques-

tions from the coach (for example, Do you plan to graduate from 

high school? Are you taking college, general or vocational track 

classes?). Help the student to be as specific as possible. 

2. Working with one goal at a time, determine what 

steps the student needs to take in order to achieve 

that goal. It helps to ask the question, what do you 

need to do differently than you’re doing now to 

achieve this goal? If students become too ambitious 

in their goal-setting, the coach may encourage them 

to focus on one goal at a time, or to set short-term 

goals that will help them get to the larger goal they 

desire. 

3. Discuss what obstacles will need to be overcome in 

order to achieve that goal. Examples of these might 

be choosing to do more interesting things than 

homework, leaving assignments to the last minute 

with a resulting loss in quality, skipping classes, 

forgetting to hand in homework, etc. 

4. Discuss how the student can work to overcome the obstacles 

he/she has identified. For instance, if leaving things until the last 

minute is an obstacle, the student might decide to make and follow 

a time line for long-term projects might help. 

5. Identify what environmental supports or modifications need to be 

put in place in order to enhance the likelihood of success. These 

might include test-taking modifications such as extended time 

limits or taking tests in a quiet room, access to tutorial services, 
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self-control or get their work done and handed in on time, but they have 

trouble with follow-through. Coaches are a vehicle to support that. In 

an ideal world, all students with ADHD would have access to coaching 

support. If advocates for students with attention disorders can spread the 

word about coaching and the evidence base that supports it, the sooner 

it may become a reality. ●A
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assistance with time management or organizational skills, etc. 

6. Finally, check with the student to ensure that the plan being 

developed is realistic and within the capabilities of the student 

to achieve. Plans can be revised as the coaching continues, but 

every effort should be made to develop a plan at the outset that 

has a reasonable chance of success. 

PHASE TWO:  
Daily coaching sessions

The purpose of the daily coaching session is to help the student 

plan what tasks he or she has to accomplish before the next coach-

ing session and to identify when the task will be completed. Each 

session follows the same format using the acronym REAP (Review, 

Evaluate, Anticipate, Plan):

 ● Review: go over the plans made at the previous coaching session 

to determine if the plans were carried out as intended.

 ● Evaluate: how well did it go? Did the student do what he said he 

would do? If not, why not?

 ● Anticipate: Talk about what tasks the student plans to accom-

plish today—be sure to review upcoming tests, long-term assign-

ments. List each task on a planning sheet.

 ● Plan: Have the student identify when he plans to wdo each task, 

and, when appropriate, how he plans to do each task.
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