AHEAD conference

Thursday 11:45

Developing a Support group for students w/ adhd:   challenges and rewards.  

Betty Benson & Sheila wassink – U of Minnesota.

Approximately 6 years ago, recognized the need to address concerns w/ students w/ adhd – no time to meet with them individually, and not that effective.  Decided to try the group approach.

Major characteristics of ADHD.  

· Impaired response inhibition, impulse control, or the capacity to delay gratification.  

· *Excessive task-irrelevant activity or activity poorly regulated to the demands of the institution (e.g. overdoing or under doing it)

· *poor sustained attention or persistence of effort to tasks (e.g. those perceived by the student to be boring  or  irrelevant

· * remembering  to do things, or working memory

· *delayed development of  internal language and rule following (e.g. deadlines

· *difficulties w/ regulation of emotions, motivation and arousal (e.g. procrastination – waiting until the last minute – makes it exciting – especially if it’s not an interesting assignment)

· *diminished problem solving ability, ingenuity and flexibility in  pursuing long term goals (e.g. not very good at organizing their short term time issues as well as thinking beyond to the future)

· *greater than normal variability in task or work performance (e.g. wide swings in how much time or effort they put into various classes)

*One study indicated significantly lower mean grade point average &- more academic problems

*possible external factors – leap from high school to college environment – the academic difficulty of a particular university.  Loss of supportive  family structure.  Absence of individual’s educational services (varies by campus & institution)

NOTE:  they learn more from each other than they learn from us

Getting a group started

*First thought:  if you build it they will come (first mistake)

Not as easy as we thought it would be.

Have about 200 students w/ ADHD in any given semester.  Students were positive about participating however getting them there was not as easy as we might have thought.

*Learn about group process.  Seek out others w/ experience – partner w/ other professionals – use campus and community resources – gather information about group process

(e.g. counseling center, student health center, community organizations re: adhd)

*Schedule the time and then recruit the students – not identify the students and schedule a group

Have a group at the same time every week, every semester.  Encourages students to work with that time, rather than trying to find a common time.

U of Minnesota has approx. 50,000 students – we have a large staff.  Other schools are getting together in groups (where the offices are much smaller and where the number of students is smaller).  Also tapped into the state organization of AHEAD.

*Recruiting students

First tried putting fliers out – didn’t work.  Needed to talk w/ students one on one.  Actively recruited a “core group” of motivated students (e.g. potential leaders – hard to identify initially - they gradually emerge).

*stimulate student curiosity – try to make it fun

*emphasize that it’s not a drop-in group – should attend weekly.  

*Support group numbers

Year 1 – 2-4

Year 2 – 3-4

Year 3 – 5-6

Year 4 – 7-8

Year 5 – 10-12

Year 6 – 10-12

Generally now start w/ about 12 students and end w/ about 10.  Twelve is a lot of students for an hour of time – that’s max for us (two of us facilitating the group)

*started out w/ a bad room – storage room – then went to a counseling center location (e.g. / pillows and comfy chairs) however ended up in a more formal conference room and the students like that the most.  They prefer the chairs w/ table.

Building the Group

*create a welcoming environment – up to three weeks students can join  - after that it’s closed to new students – allows them to feel like a cohesive group – use an ice-breaker (e.g. name, major, favorite movie, what do you hope to get out of the group, if returning, what have you gotten out of the group before?)

*create and follow group norms – attend regularly(will follow up w/ students if they do not  show – other students will express and show concern if someone does not show – encourages responsibility), show respect  for all  members, start and end on time  (be cautious about allowing students to arrive late or leave early because of class schedules), provide support to others (not advice)(they do give each other advice, but more in the sense of sharing what has worked for them rather than telling someone else what to do), bring drinks (not lunch), keep group conversations confidential, try not to interrupt!

NOTE:  Betty and Sheila usually stay later just to “de-brief” 

NOTE:  Groups are held for one hour – standard time is 1:30 to 2:30, one day per week.

Develop a Working Group

· clarify facilitator and member roles (we learned the need to “shut up”) – we needed to create structure – members were to participate, follow the norms and  support each other

· * model enthusiasm for the group (VERY important) 

· * build cohesion through shared responsibility (“this is your group”) – ask them what they want to learn – what do they want to discuss?  (e.g. – during one semester the issue of medication and managing their ADHD came up – brought in a psychologist who also has adhd -  they loved it)

· * encourage open and direct communication -  do a “check-in”- what’s going on w/ you this week – give each student a chance to say something each week – may review  articles or popular information – ask students about their reactions – around the table…

· *encourage members to use each other as resources

· *model constructive conflict resolution 

· Address Group Management Issues

· What to do when:

· *students do not talk – see above for activities

· *students who talk too much – most students are pretty good at regulating themselves – however sometimes have had to talk w/ students privately after the group – try to channel their enthusiasm and get them to understand the need for other students to participate

· *students bring up inappropriate topics – your role as facilitator is to make the group feel safe – help the members to realize that you will handle situations when things come up  that  are inappropriate – talk w/ a student individually

· *students express a judgmental perspective – “move  on”

· *students disappear from the group – a concern – contact them – sometimes they come back

· *students want to use the group for therapy – we stick to academic world as a student – allow  some brief discussion but bring the topic back to  academics and talk w/  the student privately – may refer to counseling if necessary

Evaluating the Group

*on-going evaluation – are we doing what we said we would do?  Are you getting what you need?  Have our/your needs changed?  Could do via e-mail but using the “check-in” is a good way – students seem to be okay w/ that.

*end of semester – did you get what you needed?  Do you have any suggestions for change?

*weekly facilitator processing/evaluation 

NOTE: invite student suggestions; make it their group, allow the students to lead the discussions.  For facilitators, the less they say, the more successful the group seems to be.

Questions:  what are some of the topics?

*medication management

*reading techniques and strategies

*study skills (brought in a short article about that, also a list of “procrastination techniques” – humorous)

*have you considered having a list-serve and what are the pro’s and con’s?

We have considered – if it’s through our website, we’d need some kind of monitoring, and we don’t have the staff for that – however students do that informally

*are there professors who have backgrounds in reading/study skills – e.g. special ed – who could come in and help or provide r resources?  We have had someone from the learning and academic skills center to address that

* did you have the full student participation – yes, now – not at the start but it’s gotten better.  

END

