
Exam techniques for children with ADHD 

For children with ADHD, the idea of sitting an exam can be an extremely daunting prospect. We have 

created a list of the most common symptoms that children with ADHD display in an exam 

environment and have suggested some solutions that may help children to overcome the barriers to 

their learning and allow them to achieve exam success. 

Exam challenge: Remaining focused for a sustained period 

Suggested solution: 

Children with ADHD can lose interest in their work relatively quickly, however if they are engaged 

and motivated in their learning they are far more likely to stay focused for longer. For primary school 

children, turning exams into challenges can help to make learning more fun. For example, try 

disguising a series of reading exams as important “Detective work”, where children must complete 

all the “assignments” before unlocking their reward. The use of simple props such as detective 

badges and delivering assignments in brown envelopes marked “Top secret!” can help to make the 

experience more intriguing. 

Exam challenge: Remembering to slow down 

Suggested solution: 

Even if exams are packaged in a much more child friendly way, there is still the high possibility that 

children with ADHD will race through their work, forgetting to show their working or proof read for 

missed questions or mistakes. If possible, physically chop the exam paper up into bite sized sections, 

where children can be handed the next set of questions once they have finished and edited the first 

section. Using a highlighter also acts as a physical reminder to edit work. “Now” and “Next” trays can 

also be used in an exam, where children can work methodically through questions, one sizeable 

chunk at a time. 

Exam challenge: Staying quiet for the duration of the exam 

Suggested solution: 

Exams are notorious for their stony silence, where children with ADHD may exhaust more of their 

time and energy on keeping quiet rather than focusing on the task in hand. Offering “chatter cards” 

to children which they can cash in at any point during the exam can give them the much-needed 

break they need. Having a set number of cards will allow children to self-regulate and assess when 

they really need a break. 

Exam challenge: Managing time effectively 

Suggested solution:  

Regular reminders of how much time remains in an exam is essential for children with ADHD. 

Analogue clocks are effective in that children can see exactly how much time has passed and how 

much time is left, but other resources such as sand timers can add an element of challenge for those 

who are beginning to daydream. For example, can the child complete questions X,Y&Z before the 

timer runs out? Oral reminders are also important, letting children know that they have 2 minutes to 

read over their work for example. 

 



Exam challenge: Staying still to avoid disrupting others 

Suggested solution: 

 There are a variety of different fidget toys that children can use during an exam, that are 

inconspicuous enough to avoid attracting attention from others. Stress balls, mouldable putty or 

rubix cubes can all be used as a welcome release, or weighted vests may help children to feel more 

grounded and comfortable during their exam. For those who need a break entirely, some gentle 

exercise can help to release anxiety and re-energise children. 

It’s no secret that exams are much more challenging for children with ADHD, but with some simple 

adjustments it is possible for stresses and anxieties to be relieved. By practising time management 

strategies and encouraging children to recognise when they have reached their peak and need some 

time out, exam success can be achieved!  

 

Judith Aitken is the founder of Wicked Smart (www.wicked-smart.co.uk). She has worked as 

a primary teacher and tutor for a number of years, specialising in preparing children for the 

7+ and 8+ exams. She has also worked with families and teachers in the UK and 

internationally, offering advice and training materials for exam success. She has successfully 

placed children in some of the top schools in the United Kingdom, thanks to the tailor made 

papers and games she created for her students. These bespoke materials are now available 

to download on www.wicked-smart.co.uk, where levelled exam papers allow for a more 

gentle approach to exam revision. With games to match the skills assessed in the exam, the 

aim is for your child to actually enjoy their entrance exam experience! 
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