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Overview

1) Trace the educational and medical origins of ADHD in 

the USA and the UK

2) Demonstrate how explanations for such behaviour have 

simplified, resulting in attenuated understanding of ADHD

3) Suggest how the history of ADHD has implications for 

education policy



ADHD Today

• According to NHS, 2-5% of British schoolchildren have 

ADHD

• Recent Brazilian study suggests a 5.29% prevalence 

worldwide

• Icelanders, followed by Americans, are prescribed the 

most Ritalin

• Increasingly adults are also diagnosed with ADHD

• Some have suggested that drugs such as Ritalin should 

become available to all – steroids of the brain?



Soviet Launch of Sputnik 1957

Sputnik satellite

Launched 4 October 1957

Postage stamp of Laika, who was placed in 

Sputnik II, launched on 1 November 1957 



Crisis in American Education?
‘Brainpower is the resource upon which our 

nation must depend for its future economic and 

social health.’ 

‘This sphere [Sputnik] tells not of the desirability 

but of the URGENT NECESSITY of the highest 

quality and expanded dimensions of the 

educational effort’

‘The schools are letting us down at a time when 

the nation is in great peril.  To be 

undereducated in this trigger-happy world is to 

invite catastrophe’. 

National Defense Education Act (1958) - more 

$ for core subjects, guidance counsellors and 

to prevent students from dropping out



Hyperkinetic Impulse Disorder - 1957

Bradley Home, Rhode Island
Pneumoencephalograph

‘One striking point is that the characteristics which have been 

described are to some extent normally found in the course of 

development of children.  That is, compared with adults, children are 

hyperkinetic, have short attention spans and poor powers of 

concentration, and are impulsive ...’  Maurice Laufer and Eric Denhoff



Education in the 1950s

‘In the crowded classroom of today, the teacher often become hostile 

to the child who, despite seemingly good intelligence, can not sit still, 

can not keep his mind on his work, hardly ever finishes the assigned 

task and yet unpredictably may turn in a perfect paper’

Text



‘After Sputnik, the educators suddenly became 

infected with the idea that the day of reasonable 

[homework] assignments was over; from then 

on, students had to complete at least 100 

problems per assignment in addition to 

increased reading assignments.  Each 

instructor seemed to take the attitude that his 

assignments should occupy all of a student’s 

waking hours’  Letter to Science



‘The school picture . . . in 1958, reflected almost entirely a 

tightening-up. But in some classrooms or communities, 

unfortunately, it was more like a cracking down. Concern 

about college admissions and general anxiety about 

America’s technical ability, as highlighted by the space 

race, combined to produce demands for higher standards 

of achievement in the upper elementary grades and in 

high schools. The switch has given new incentive to some 

youngsters, but, where misapplied, its sudden severity 

has put a strain on others who have been unable, through 

lack of adequate preparation, to meet the new demands...  

Even more significant to the average family, however, is 

the amount of attention being given to smoking out and 

stimulating the efforts of the under-achievers.’

Dorothy Barclay – education editor for the New York 

Times



Post-Sputnik Panic

when the bears
hurled a spaceball

into heaven
from left field

us got real scared
us expanded our spaceball program

us expanded our vocabulary too

us expanded everything

‘till us then got the man in the 

moon

hah!

us beat them bears

yep!

us showed them bears

a giant leapfrog for all 

mankind

by Steven A. Modée



Kellogg’s Trio



American Psychiatry during the 1960s

• Psychoanalysis: saw hyperactivity as the 

result of unresolved familial conflict and best 

treated with psychotherapy

•Social Psychiatry: saw hyperactivity as the 

result of socioeconomic inequality and best 

prevented through political action

•Biological psychiatry: saw hyperactivity as a 

genetic or organic neurological dysfunction 

best treated with drugs



Other Explanations - The Feingold Diet

Utah mother ridding her kitchen of 

additive-laden food



UK Context

• Took much longer until concept of hyperactivity gained a foothold 

(1980s and 1990s)

• Other terms used: maladjusted and educationally sub-normal

• British psychiatrists generally much more pluralistic (accepting 

psychoanalytical, social and nutritional explanations)

• International Classification of Disease (ICD) or American Psychiatric 

Association’s Diagnostic and Statistical and Statistical Manual of 

Mental Disorders (DSM) had different diagnostic criteria

‘Are the Americans ahead of the British, or behind them, or do their 

children’s brains dysfunction in such an ostentatiously exotic 

transatlantic fashion that they require drug therapy’ - editorial in Lancet, 

1973

‘British paediatricians, family practitioners and child psychiatrists are far 

less ready than their colleagues in the USA to diagnose a treat a 

syndrome of hyperactivity ... [but] British medicine and education will 

need to make it ... a higher priority’ - editorial in Lancet, 1986



Recommendations

• The history of ADHD highlights that the disorder is not merely a 

neurological dysfunction, but has a wide range of aspects that need to 

be understood

• Perceptions of ADHD vary wildly from country to country and even 

from region to region (in the USA, for instance) – important to ask why

• Other important aspects to consider include changes in gender 

norms, educational practices, nutrition, physical activity, discipline, 

sleep habits, technology, the workplace and our expectations of 

children (ends vs. means)

• Therefore, drugs should be seen as a last resort, after all other factors 

are addressed 

• There are key differences between diagnosing adults and children 

with psychiatric disorders - helping children is the aim, but do we 

always put their interests first?
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