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Building Champions
The first in a series of articles talking about EQ and learning styles.
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ADHD:  for the purposes of this article, ADD and ADHD are interchangeable, although the difference between the two is degree of hyperactivity.







by Barbara Fatum, M.Ed., Ed.D.

The Synapse School

     The Synapse School is a lab school, developed by the 6 Seconds Emotional Intelligence Organization and founded by Karen Stone McCown and Anabel Jensen.  Its mission is to develop change-makers who will thrive in the changing and challenging world of the 21st Century.  To do this, the school facilitates student learning in two ways.  First, students are taught emotional intelligence competencies through the curriculum and in stand-alone EQ classes taken from the Self-Science curriculum (Stone McCown et al., 1998).  Using the Six Seconds model of Emotional Intelligence, students learn to identify and become aware of their emotions and to recognize patterns of behavior.  These two competencies comprise the "Know Yourself" stage of the model; later competencies often depend on children understanding and developing these first two competencies.  Both of these competencies give children tools with which to calm their amygdala (the emotional fight or flight center of the brain) and to begin to realize that they have a choice in both emotion and behavior.  In the "Choose Yourself" part of the model, students then learn to navigate their emotions (choose the emotion they wish to engage and dial the intensity up or down), develop consequential thinking, increase their intrinsic motivation (much of our children's intrinsic motivation comes from realizing their own strengths and skills, a basic element of self-efficacy), and develop optimism (through realizing again that they can have choice in the "filter" they use to interpret a situation).  Finally, students learn to develop empathy for others and to give themselves in service.  These two "Give Yourself" competencies help individuals to connect to others in a meaningful way and to feel aligned with a purpose that is larger than themselves.

          The second pillar that the Synapse School is built on is a rigorous academic curriculum, taught in a constructivist way and implemented through the Helical model of Learning, developed by Gigi Carunungan, the Program Director at the Synapse School (Carlson, 2004).  Neuroscience has confirmed what Piaget and Vygotsky taught about how children learn. "Best practices" in education at the Synapse School are based on the principles of latest neuroscience research.  At school, children need to learn in ways that work with their brain's natural learning patterns.  When we teach in this way, learning has deep meaning and is remembered.

The ADHD Brain
     “Congratulations!!  You have just been given a precious gift; a child who has been diagnosed with Attention Deficit Hyperactivity Disorder.” These are the words of my friend and colleague, Dr. Edward Hallowell.  Dr. Hallowell is an “expert” on ADHD and Dyslexia in two ways.  He has been diagnosed with both of these “learning difficulties,” and, in Boston and New York, he has two comprehensive psychiatric practices that treat both forms of learning differences in children and adults.  “Ned” Hallowell graduated from Phillips-Exeter Academy and Harvard Medical School; he credits his first-grade teacher with giving him the support to continue to struggle with reading tasks that were very difficult for him.  Ned did not learn to read until he was 8; today he has written nine books, four of which comprise the definitive statement about Attention Deficit Hyperactivity Disorder.  Driven to Distraction, Answers to Distraction, Delivered from Distraction, and Super Parenting for ADD are highly recommended reading for parents and teachers today. What does Dr. Hallowell mean when he says, “Congratulations?”
     ADHD is certainly a challenging condition to manage and master, so why does Ned insist, “You have an opportunity to build a Champion!!”  First of all, the strengths of a person diagnosed with ADHD can be perceived only if one looks beyond the common myths present today in our educational system.  Children with ADHD have strengths that allow them to shine brightly. They are naturally curious (distractibility gone right!!), naturally creative (impulsivity gone right!!), and naturally hyperactive (which is supercharged energy, if you can harness it in the right direction).  Dr. Hallowell feels that ADHD, managed properly, is the key to success!!  Children diagnosed with ADHD are often generous, big-hearted, warm, trusting, and “willing to make a fool of themselves.” These are the characteristics of people who often think outside the box and end up changing the world as a result.  The list of people who have (or probably should have) been diagnosed with ADHD contains some of the most famous, creative, and intellectually-gifted people in history – Thomas Edison, Albert Einstein, Walt Disney, Frank Lloyd Wright, Salvadore Dali, Terry Bradshaw, Samuel Clemens, and Charlotte and Emily Bronte).
     The challenges of ADHD are well known.  The sleep pattern of people diagnosed with ADHD is often erratic; it can be very hard to shut down a supercharged brain.  In addition, many people diagnosed with ADHD have a difficult time waking up in the morning.  The ADHD mind has been likened to “a toddler on a picnic. It goes where it wants to.” Harnessing and directing this powerful brain is not a simple task.  The concept of time for people diagnosed with ADHD has a different focus.  Dr. Hallowell suggests that the ADHD brain classifies time in two categories, “Now” and “Not Now.”  For the ADHD brain, the sense of time is not always linear; things that don’t get attended to immediately often don’t get attended to at all, unless effective support strategies are developed by the individual.  The ADHD brain likes to get things done at the last minute; the resulting adrenalin rush focuses and stabilizes the brain.  In addition, the ADHD brain is good at creating drama, provoking mischief, taking careless risks, and making others laugh.  Again, the resulting release of adrenalin brings everyone else’s brain up to the level of the ADHD brain, and levels the playing field for the ADHD brain.
     Dr. Hallowell has a great metaphor for the ADHD brain.  He suggests that people diagnosed with ADHD possess “A Ferrari brain with bicycle brakes.”  The bicycle brakes are not strong enough to slow down the ADHD brain when it needs to slow down. A general management principle applies here.  Boredom can be alleviated with novelty; overstimulation can be regulated with structure.  This principle, derived from Behaviorist Theory, forms the basis for most behavior management programs used in our educational system today.  A consistent schedule, clear rules, scaffolding transitions, consistent consequences, chunking academic material, breaking down larger tasks into smaller tasks, and giving directions one or two steps at a time are common directives for the student diagnosed with ADHD.  These are very helpful as they provide the structure needed to allow the individual to manage the ADHD brain and apply the brakes when necessary. They, however, do not help the individual develop the intrinsic motivation necessary to manage the ADHD brain.
Medication
           A common prescription for ADHD is medication.  Medication strengthens the brakes by allowing the person to focus and attend for longer periods of time.  During the years when integration and assimilation of  salient academic constructs (reading, written expression, the basics of mathematics) is essential, medication can provide focus to the ADHD brain and allow it to slow and assimilate important academic material.  Although many parents worry about the effects of medicating children, Dr. Hallowell notes that the consequences of being unable to attend are much more dire. Ned adamantly maintains that the most widely used ADHD medications today are very safe. Medication, when correctly used, allows the brakes to be effective when the child most needs them. Yet medication alone has been shown to be inadequate to develop the intrinsic motivation necessary for successful management of the ADHD brain.  

Exercise
     Exercise strengthens the brakes and allows the ADHD brain to run smoothly and focus more effectively.  Indeed, Dr. John Medina has completed rigorous research that demonstrates the effectiveness of exercise on the brain’s capacity to learn and grow.  Exercise improves cognition for two reasons:

     Exercise increases oxygen flow into the brain, which reduces brain-bound free radicals. One of the most interesting findings of the past few decades is that an increase in oxygen is always accompanied by an uptick in mental sharpness.

Exercise acts directly on the molecular machinery of the brain itself. It increases neurons’ creation, survival, and resistance to damage and stress (Brain Rules, 2008).
Developing Intrinsic Motivation

     Research has demonstrated that teachers’ and parents’ attitudes are the most important aspect of success for the child in management of the ADHD brain (Hallowell, 2008).  If the child feels loved, valued and supported, mistakes (and there are many with the ADHD brain in charge!!) can become moments of learning.   Adults in the educational environment who view ADHD as a positive characteristic, rather than something the child has to be “cured” of, guide the child to accrue fewer negative experiences as part of the educational journey.  Children who are perceived to have a disability pile up experiences that lead them to feel shame, fear, a wish to be someone else, and to carry labels like “loser,” lazy,” “uncaring,” or “lacking motivation.”  Champions are built by creating a Cycle of Excellence for each child, according to Dr. Hallowell. 
   Cognitive Therapy and Dialectic Behavior Therapy strive to connect the individual to an awareness of patterns of behavior, feelings, and thought.  These approaches to awareness help to develop intrinsic motivation and self-efficacy, two tools necessary to gain understanding of the ADHD brain, and to help the individual develop tools to change patterns that inhibit or hurt individual growth. These two powerful types of cognitive therapy, in combination with medication, have been shown to be so effective that medication is often able to be reduced or eliminated.
     Two very effective principles derived from cognitive theory are relevant here.  1) It is very important for the ADHD brain to develop self-monitoring strategies that allow the person to be responsible for and accountable to his or her performance.  Students who learn to self-monitor become aware of their behavior patterns and can use this self-awareness to choose the most successful paths.  2) Giving children knowledge and understanding of the workings of the ADHD brain is a great way to strengthen the brakes. Naming, acknowledging, and developing strategies for managing ADHD all combine to put the individual in charge of the ADHD brain and to develop effective, self-directed approaches to problems and adversity. If the individual can advocate for him or herself and can articulate effective strategies, the road to success is sure to be straight.
Conation
     Ned and Cathy Kolbe have coined the term Conation to describe a child’s characteristic way of solving a problem (Kolbe, 2002).  Conation may be a key to help enlighten us about the workings of the ADHD brain. In their research, the Kolbes have demonstrated that children have differing natural tendencies or patterns.  Some children jump right in, some children ask questions first, some children organize and then begin, some children enlist others’ help before they begin, some children give up after a short period of time, and some children persist despite obstacles.  Giving children an understanding of these approaches can lead to the knowledge that there is a choice in one’s approach to problem-solving and allow the individual to ponder the correct approach situation by situation.  Guess which type of Conation is natural to children with an ADHD brain?  Which type is natural to teachers, researchers, and scholars?  Are you able to predict that the natural conation of these two groups of people might lead one to have a difficult time understanding the other?
A Cycle of Excellence
     A Cycle of Excellence involves five basic steps, according to Dr. Hallowell (Hallowell & Ratey, 2006).  1) The ADHD brain needs connections to others in order to build a foundation for happiness.  As I have written in another article, it is our relationship to and connection with others that is the most important competency and the primary element in determining success in life (Fatum, 2009).  It is through this connection that children “buy in” or develop ownership of their behavior, an essential element for the development of Intrinsic Motivation (Fatum, 2008). Children shut down when they are afraid or bored ; emotion can be the “On/Off” switch to learning, denying access to higher level cognition in times of fear or boredom (Vail, 1994).  2) An element of play is essential in every child’s educational life to help them connect with the topic they are studying and develop imaginative engagement, an essential element of learning. 3) Every child benefits from making progress at some meaningful, challenging task.  4) Feedback containing a clear path to success is essential to the development of Self-Efficacy. Children diagnosed with ADHD are too often missing this essential element; each child needs a place or an area where they can “shine” and celebrate achievements with others.  As Martin Seligman has so carefully demonstrated, learned helplessness results when a child is not getting anywhere, no matter how hard the child tries (Seligman, 1975).  5) Recognition joins an individual to the group, and “doing the right thing” often derives from being connected to a group (Hallowell, 2006).
Emotional Intelligence and Helical Learning:
Two Pillars of Education at the Synapse School

[image: image2.png]Distill theories, concepts, and lessons

BER

Give Yourself
Serve
. Find solutions
community . pevelopideas | IMIAGINE
Ask new questions
-

Choose Yourself
snlve 2 peoblemi B centic & social research

Become a methodologies |
change maker

__Quest for more knowled;
~Thiough questions and connect

Know Yourself -
Build character

SIS





     So, the essential question is this:  “Where in the world can you plug in your brain so it lights up?”   The Synapse School in Menlo Park, California is such a place. Our “Gifted” children are, using Priscilla Vail’s apt words, also “Conundrum Kids.”  They are often incredibly smart kids with school problems; complex, rich, joyous, intelligent individuals with brains that need a Cycle of Excellence.  The first pillar of the Synapse School’s educational approach is the Helical Learning curriculum which aims to provide that cycle in a constructive way (Carlson, 2004).  Notice the similarities between the Helical Model and the Cycle of Excellence.  Both begin with play and stress the importance of connection to others, reliable and helpful feedback, the ability to make progress in meaningful learning, and the importance of the recognition of (and celebration for) a student’s accomplishments.

The 6 Seconds Model of Emotional Intelligence



 
It takes six seconds to align the emotional and the cognitive processes of the brain.
     The second pillar of our educational system is the 6 Seconds Model of Emotional Intelligence (Stone McCown, et al., 1998).  Through this model, children and adults study themselves and recognize their patterns in an effort to build competencies that allow them to name and understand their emotions, recognize patterns of behavior, choose behaviors appropriate to a situation by considering the consequences, navigate emotions, develop optimism and empathy, enhance intrinsic motivation, and connect to Noble Goals. The development of Emotional Intelligence competencies allows our students to understand the importance of gathering data from their emotions to enhance their ability to make good decisions.  EQ allows an individual to pay attention to multiple feelings, navigate them, and choose the data most important to response.

     And we do celebrate at the Synapse School!!  At the end of each unit of study, five times each year, we hold a Portfolio Day where the children share their learning in a variety of ways:  talking about important concepts, illustrating discoveries using computer technology, creating new products and ideas using concrete materials and mathematical principles, changing the world with their ideas. Parents, grandparents, friends, teachers, and administrators celebrate right along with them.  The children demonstrate their knowledge in a variety of mediums and presentations, and teach their elders and peers about their latest discoveries. Through this celebration we are all connected and focused on building a strong Synapse community of Champions!!
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