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ABSTRACT ARTICLE HISTORY
Teachers play a crucial role in the diagnostic process of Attention- Received 19 December 2019
Deficit/Hyperactivity Disorder (ADHD) in students: They are often ~ Accepted 11 January 2022
the first to identify ADHD-related behaviors in children and to
signal them to parents. Research has demonstrated that the
recognition and labeling of certain behaviors as evidential for
ADHD by teachers vary with respect to student characteristics.
This study examines if and how the association between teacher
perception of students’ ADHD-related behaviors and teacher
suspicion of ADHD in students is moderated by teacher
perception of students’ cognitive capacities. Multilevel analysis
was carried out on data collected in 2017 and 2018 from 939
students and 108 teachers in 15 Flemish (Belgium) and 16
Québec (Canada) schools in the context of a collaborative
research project on ADHD-prevalence and identification. Results
show that, when teachers perceive ADHD-related behaviors in
students, they more readily suspect ADHD when students are
cognitively stronger. This study suggests that teachers are more
inclined to free cognitively stronger students from the blame of
ADHD-related behaviors by administering them an ADHD-label.
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Introduction

Teachers are often the first to identify behaviors related to Attention-Deficit/Hyperactiv-
ity Disorder (ADHD) in children and to signal them to parents (Fabiano et al. 2013; Sayal
et al. 2006; Sax and Kautz 2003; Snider, Busch, and Arrowood 2003). They occupy a
unique observational position in which they have the opportunity to constantly
compare a student’s behavior to the behavior of other students in the classroom (Elder
2010; Salmon and Kirby 2009). This position, according to research, allows teachers to
take on an informal role as ‘disease-spotters’ (Phillips 2006). Therefore, teachers and
other school staff are mandated to screen for potential behavioral and academic problems
in their students (Singh 2006). Furthermore, teachers play a crucial part in the diagnostic
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process of ADHD in students: They are often asked by medical practitioners to fill out
ADHD behavioral ratings regarding a student (American Psychiatric Association 2013;
Narad et al. 2015).

The diagnostic process of ADHD as a whole is largely based on subjective assess-
ments of student behavior by teachers and parents (Groenewald, Emond, and Sayal
2009; Gualtieri and Johnson 2005; Sayal, Letch, and Abd 2008). This subjectivity is
evident on two accounts: (a) the low agreement between parent and teacher ratings
regarding the presence of ADHD-related behaviors in children (Antrop et al. 2002;
Gomez 2007; Hartman et al. 2007; Murray et al. 2007; Wolraich et al. 2004) and
(b) the selectivity with which teachers would suspect ADHD in some students, but
not in others, depending on student, teacher, class, and school characteristics
(Bokhari and Schneider 2011; DuPaul et al. 2014; Glass and Wegar 2000; Mashburn
et al. 2006; Schneider and Eisenberg 2006). This study aims to contribute to the
research on teacher selectivity in labeling students with ADHD by considering the
effect of teacher perception of students’ cognitive capacities on the probability that tea-
chers will label students with ADHD. More precisely, the effect of teacher perception
of a student’s cognitive capacities on the relationship between teacher perception of
ADHD-related behaviors in a student and the actual suspicion of ADHD being
present in a student is examined.

In prior research, teacher selectivity in ratings of ADHD-related behaviors in stu-
dents, but also in suspicion of ADHD by teachers and student referral for ADHD,
became apparent in gender differences. Research demonstrated that teachers were
more likely to perceive hyperactive and inattentive behaviors in boys than in girls
(Anastopoulos et al. 2018; DuPaul et al. 2014; Gershon 2002). Other student charac-
teristics that were related to teacher perception and actions were students’ age and
socioeconomic status. A student’s birth month, relative to the region-specific school
cutoff date, influenced teachers’ assessment of the presence of ADHD-related beha-
viors in students: Teachers observed more ADHD-related behaviors in students who
were younger compared to their classmates (DuPaul et al. 2014; Elder 2010). Further-
more, student socioeconomic status has been shown to be negatively related to teacher
reports of ADHD-related behaviors in students (Lawson et al. 2017; Russell et al.
2014).

Research on the topic of teacher selectivity in labeling students with ADHD is highly
relevant, since an ADHD-label considerably changes teacher attitudes and teacher per-
ceptions of those students carrying it around, and not in a positive way. Several
studies demonstrated that teachers rated students with an ADHD-label significantly
less favorably than students without (Anderson et al. 2012; Batzle et al. 2010; Ohan
et al. 2011). The ADHD-label elicited a decrease in teachers’ confidence about teaching
the student and this effect was not countered by teachers’ experience with or knowledge
about ADHD, on the contrary, as teachers gained experience and knowledge, they devel-
oped less favorable emotion regarding the instruction of students with an ADHD-diag-
nosis or label (Anderson et al. 2012; Ohan et al. 2008). Overall, students with ADHD
encounter significantly more difficulties in their educational career than other students
(DuPaul and Stoner 2003), which leads them to repeat a grade more often (Fried et al.
2016) and which finally results in a higher chance of school dropout (Fredriksen et al.
2014; Kent et al. 2011).
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Current study

The above presented research results have denoted that teachers label students with
ADHD, but that this labeling process is selective with regard to student characteristics
like gender, age, and socioeconomic status. This study suggests that students’ cognitive
capacities could be another basis for teacher selectivity in suspicion of ADHD. Research
on teacher perception of student cognitive capacities as a relevant antecedent for suspi-
cion of ADHD, is, to the authors’ knowledge, non-existent, however, a hypothesis was
formulated based on research regarding apparent effects of and intentions behind
ADHD-labeling by teachers.

This study hypothesizes that negative teacher perception of cognitive capacities in stu-
dents who, according to their teacher, also exhibit higher levels of ADHD-related beha-
viors, will yield a higher probability of these students being suspected of ADHD by
their teacher. Two possible explanations support this hypothesis. A first explanation
follows from research findings regarding the influence of an ADHD-label on teacher
expectations of student academic achievement (cf. Batzle et al. 2010; Eisenberg and
Schneider 2007; Metzger 2016; Ohan et al. 2011). Several studies reported a negative
association between the ADHD-label and teacher expectations (Ghanizadeh, Bahredar,
and Moeini 2006; Ohan et al. 2011), even when researchers controlled for actual academic
achievement (Eisenberg and Schneider 2007; Metzger 2016). Furthermore, teachers rated
the Intelligence Quotient (IQ) of a student with an ADHD-label significantly lower than
when presented with a description of a student without a label (Batzle et al. 2010). This
study argues that this relation might be bi-directional: Not only causes the presence of
an ADHD-label negative teacher perception of student cognitive capacities, but also
vice-versa: When teachers perceive students to be cognitively weak, they will be more
inclined to suspect ADHD in case they observe ADHD-related behaviors in these students.

A second explanation is based on the notion of ‘blame removal’ by labeling a student
with ADHD (cf. Pfiffner, Barkley, and DuPaul 2006; Stinnett et al. 2001; Tait 2003;
Wienen et al. 2019). Through interviews, Wienen et al. (2019) demonstrated that most
teachers mainly see advantages in an ADHD-classification. Teachers labeled students
with ADHD in an attempt to explain undesirable behaviors and disappointing academic
achievement. They found that the label was helpful, since it removed blame for behavior
from students, parents, and teachers and put it with a pathological condition (Tait 2003).
When the different actors involved—student, parents, teachers—have dispelled notions
of blame, according to researchers, only then there is the possibility of collaboration
(Pfiffner, Barkley, and DuPaul 2006; Wienen et al. 2019). This study argues that teachers
might be more inclined to alleviate their own blame in teaching students who exhibit
ADHD-related behaviors and are cognitively less strong by labeling them with ADHD.

Data and methods
Data

The data for this study were derived from an international comparative project titled
‘Attention-Deficit/Hyperactivity Disorder (ADHD) and psychostimulants intake: The
role of school environments in student identification’. The project’s main objective
was to understand the school, teacher, and student characteristics associated with the
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identification of ADHD in students by school actors and the use of pharmacological
treatments for ADHD in two distinct school systems in Flanders and Québec. The differ-
ences regarding ADHD and schools’” student composition between these two regions are
noticeable: between-school inequality and school segregation are more prevalent in Flan-
ders than in Québec (Page et al. 1999; Dumay and Dupriez 2008), and, in Flanders, chil-
dren are diagnosed outside of school settings, while, in Québec, a psychologist with the
authority to diagnose children with ADHD is present on school grounds.

Before advancing with the data collection, the research project was approved by the
Ethics Committees of the faculty of Political and Social Sciences of Ghent University
and the University of Québec in Chicoutimi. Quantitative surveys were filled out on
paper or online by parents, teachers, and principals of students in the first, second,
and third years of 18 Flemish and 17 Québec primary schools (equivalent to respectively
the first, second, and third grade in the US system). The participating schools were ran-
domly selected based on a list of stratified characteristics, such as their socioeconomic
composition, location, and size.

An important strength of these data is the information on teacher perception for each
student individually. In total, 61 Flemish and 53 Québec teachers filled out the survey,
corresponding to a participation rate of respectively 70.11% and 73.61%. The response
rate for parents in Flanders was 45.24%, while in Québec response rates were higher,
with 66.99% for parents. Finally, the researchers collected information about 1046 stu-
dents (534 Flemish and 512 Québec) from both the teacher and the parents. For this
study and analyses specifically, the data of 939 students (520 Flemish and 419 Québec)
were used, namely the data of the students who had a valid, non-missing value on suspi-
cion for ADHD. This subsample of the data consisted of 15 Flemish and 16 Québec
schools with 57 Flemish and 51 Québec teachers.

Design

The most fitting statistical method for this study was multilevel modeling methods
(HLM?7), since the data were clustered: Firstly, students belonged to a certain class
group and thus to a certain teacher and secondly, they were nested within schools. Ignor-
ing the hierarchical nature of the data would result in atomistic fallacy (Diez-Roux 1998).
Concretely, to account for the hierarchical nature of the data, a three-level model was
created with students at the first level, teachers at the second level, and schools at the
third level. Furthermore, given the dichotomy of the outcome variable, Bernoulli
models (with robust standard errors) were used.

Only variables at the student and school level were included, as teacher effects were
beyond the scope of the current objectives. Information on student characteristics was
reported by their parents and teacher. Schools were located within a specific region, Flan-
ders or Québec. The main interest of this paper was not in differences between regions but
rather in the process that leads teachers to suspect ADHD in one student and not in another.
However, since several studies have demonstrated the existence of regional differences in
ADHD-suspicion by teachers (Malacrida 2004; Phillips 2006; Sax and Kautz 2003), the
researchers included regional context as a dichotomous control variable at the school level.

The very first step in conducting a multilevel analysis is to estimate the unconditional
model to determine the amount of variance that occurs on each level with regard to the
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dependent variable. It is not customary to disperse the variance of the outcome into its
between and within components when working with Bernoulli models. However, the
p-value of the variance components estimated in an unconditional model can give us
an indication of the significance of the between-school and between-teacher differences
(Frost 2007).

The first model contained student characteristics, obtained via the parents, that have
been shown to be related to an ADHD-label: Sex, ethnicity, relative age, educational
return, and socioeconomic status (Coles et al. 2012; de Ramirez and Shapiro 2005;
DuPaul et al. 2014; Elder 2010; Epstein et al. 2005; Isaksson, Ruchkin, and Lindblad
2020; Sciutto, Nolfi, and Bluhm 2004). The second model included a variable that
measures teacher perception of the presence of ADHD-related behaviors in the individ-
ual student. The third model tested the hypothesis by examining the influence of per-
ceived cognitive capacities in students on the strength of the association between
perceived levels of ADHD-related behaviors and suspicion of ADHD. Hence, the third
model included perceived cognitive capacities alongside the interaction between per-
ceived levels of ADHD-related behaviors and perceived cognitive capacities. Further-
more, throughout the analyses, all variables except the dichotomous ones were grand
mean centered to increase model stability (Raudenbush and Bryk 2002).

Variables

Dependent variable: ADHD-suspicion

Teachers indicated for each student in their class who, to the teacher’s knowledge, did not
have an official ADHD-diagnosis, if they suspected that this student had ADHD or not.
Hence, the dependent variable is a dichotomous variable, where the value 0 stands for the
absence of suspicion of ADHD for that student and the value 1 stands for the presence of
suspicion of ADHD for that student. Teachers suspected ADHD in 13.1% of their stu-
dents. In absolute numbers, this means that teachers suspected ADHD in 123 out of
939 students. Descriptive information for each variable is shown in Table 1.

Independent variables

ADHD-related behaviors. To measure the teachers’ perception of ADHD-related beha-
viors in their students, teachers were asked to score on a scale going from 1 (very low) to

Table 1. ADHD-suspicion: descriptives

Frequency (%) or mean (SD) N
Student level variables
ADHD-suspicion 13.1 939
ADHD-related behaviors 5.05 (1.93) 938
Cognitive capacities 3.65 (1.07) 938
Gender: female students 53.8 935
Immigrant background 1 907
Relative age: youngest 27.4 881
Relative age: other 46.7 881
Relative age: oldest 26 881
Low educational return 10.7 863
Socioeconomic status 23.3 (8.03) 911

School level variables
Region: Flanders 48.39 31
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5 (very high) each student on inattention and agitation. Since there were only missings
for one student on these variables, for all other students both scores were summed to
arrive at one variable that measures ADHD-related behaviors. The highest possible
value for this variable was 10. On average, students were assigned a score of 5.05 (SD
=1.93).

Cognitive capacities. Teachers were asked to indicate per student how they evaluated
the cognitive capacities of this student. The lowest score a teacher could assign a student
regarding his/her cognitive capacities was a score of 1. The highest score of 5 was given to
students who were evaluated by their teacher as being among the cognitively strongest
students. On average, the cognitive capacities of students were rated 3.65 (SD =1.07)
by their teachers.

Gender. Students’ gender was reported by the parents. The sample for this study con-
sisted of 53.8% female students. The female students formed the reference category for
this variable. For four students this information was missing.

Immigrant background. Parents were asked to indicate to which ethnic or cultural
group(s) they belonged. As is common in Flemish research, only students with roots
in non-Western European countries were considered to be of foreign descent (Duquet
et al. 2006; Sierens et al. 2006). For Québec, all students whose parents had not indicated
that they considered themselves to be Canadian, were counted as having an immigrant
background. A dichotomous variable was created (0 = no immigrant background, 1=
immigrant background). Of the students in the sample, 11% had an immigrant back-
ground. Information about membership of ethnic or cultural group(s) was missing for
32 students.

Relative age. To control for a possible relative age effect, a categorical variable was
created by means of students’ birth month as reported by their parents. The youngest stu-
dents were the students who were born within three months before the cutoff date, which
differed for Flanders (December 31) and Québec (September 30). Of the students in the
sample, 27.4% were in this category. The oldest students were the students who were
born within three months after the cutoft date. This category contained 26% of students.
They formed the reference category for this variable. Finally, the students who were born
in between these two groups of youngest and oldest students were placed in a residual
category. This category had 46.7% of students in the sample. For 58 students, information
on the birth month was missing.

Low educational return. Parents were asked to indicate if they would say their child
was behind, on time, or ahead of the normal curriculum and if they would describe the
academic achievement of their child as lower, average, or higher than the other children
in the classroom. These two questions were combined into a variable measuring edu-
cational return. All children who were said by their parents to achieve below average
or to be behind on the normal curriculum were considered to have a low educational
return and were assigned a value of 1. Students with an average or high educational
return had a value of 0. For 76 students, information for this variable was missing. Of
the students in this sample, 10.7% were indicated by their parents as having a low edu-
cational return.

Socioeconomic status. Student socioeconomic status was measured by means of a
score that was composed of three indicators reported by the parents. The first indicator
encompassed the family wealth, which was established according to the number of some
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home objects (such as televisions, cars, books, etc.). The second indicator was a variable
measuring the highest educational level obtained by at least one of the student’s parents,
from high school to university studies. A third indicator represented the parents’ occu-
pation which was measured by the highest score of either parent on the International
Standard Classification of Occupations (ISCO), and then converted into the Inter-
national Socio-Economic Index (ISEI) that measures the socioeconomic status and pres-
tige of occupations (Ganzeboom 2010). For this variable 28 students had a missing value.
On average, students had a score of 23.3 (SD = 8.03).

Region. The students in this study went to school in the region of Flanders (Belgium)
or the region of Québec (Canada). Since it is not appropriate to include the regional
context as a separate level because of the low number of regions in this study (Kreft
and De Leeuw 1998; Maas and Hox 2005), the region a student went to school in was
included as a dichotomous variable at the school level. The Flemish schools in these ana-
lyses were assigned a value of 0, while the Québec schools had a value of 1.

Results

The unconditional model (not shown) indicated that it was useful to estimate a model
taking into account the variance at the school level (75=0.536, p<0.001). At the
teacher level, the variance appeared not to be significant (7,=0.122, p=0.287),
however, since keeping this level into the analyses does not entail any statistical violation,
the three-level research design was retained. Results of the multilevel models are shown
in Table 2. Variables at the student level were added stepwise, as was explained in the
design section. The variable at the school level, namely the schools’ region, was included
in all three models and proved to be significantly related to ADHD-suspicion throughout
the analyses: In Québec schools, teachers suspected ADHD in their students significantly
more often than in Flemish schools, even when controlled for the variables at the student
level included in this study.

In Model 1, student and school control variables were examined. Unsurprisingly and
in line with previous research, teachers suspected ADHD more often in boys than in girls
(OR=2.162, p=0.005, Model 1, Table 2). Students who were said by their parents to
achieve below average or to be behind on the regular curriculum had a higher probability
of being suspected of ADHD by their teachers (OR = 1.928, p = 0.037) than students with
an average or high educational return. Furthermore, student socioeconomic status was
negatively related to suspicion of ADHD (OR=0.966, p=0.027). Compared to the
three-month oldest students, the three-month youngest students and the students who
were born in between these two groups had a higher probability of being suspected of
ADHD by their teachers (respectively OR =2.084, p =0.008 and OR =2.231, p = 0.047).
Finally, there was no significant difference between students with and without an immi-
grant background (OR =0.386, p = 0.156).

Model 2 included the perception of teachers of the presence of ADHD-related beha-
viors in an individual student. Not one student characteristic that was significant in the
first model remained significantly related to ADHD-suspicion once the variable for
ADHD-related behaviors was included in the analysis. In other words, the introduction
of this variable erased all significant effects that were previously observed for the control
variables in the first model. Teachers’ perception of ADHD-related behaviors in students



8 e E. DEGROOTE ET AL.

Table 2. Correlates of ADHD-suspicion. Results of multilevel analysis, Bernoulli (HLM7).

Model 1 Model 2 Model 3
Intercept —3.899 (0.342) —5.210 (0.439) —5.235 (0.476)
0.020%** 0.005%** 0.005%**
School level
Region 1.533 (0.266) 2.643 (0.383) 2.599 (0.376)
4.631%*%* 14.059*** 13.451%**
Student level
Gender 0.771 (0.273) 0.108 (0.329) 0.153 (0.328)
2.162%* 1.114 1.166
Immigrant background —0.951 (0.670) —1.094 (0.626) —0.970 (0.600)
0.386 0.334 0.379
Relative age: young (ref: Oldest) 0.734 (0.275) 0.196 (0.274) 0.156 (0.281)
2.084** 1.216 1.168
Relative age: other (ref: Oldest) 0.802 (0.404) 0.495 (0.417) 0.438 (0.447)
2.231* 1.640 1.550
Low educational return 0.657 (0.315) 0.231 (0.313) 0.129 (0.209)
1.928* 1.260 1.138
Socioeconomic status —0.035 (0.016) —0.013 (0.020) —0.008 (0.023)
0.966* 0.987 0.992
ADHD-related behaviors 1.213 (0.120) 1.255 (0.150)
3.364%** 3.508***
Cognitive capacities —0.420 (0.238)
0.657
ADHD-related behaviors* 0.408 (0.175)
Cognitive capacities 1.503*

Note: presented are the (unstandardized) gamma coefficients and odds ratios with the standard errors appearing in par-
entheses.
*** p <0.001; ** p<0.01; * p<0.05.

had a strong positive relationship with suspicion of ADHD by teachers (OR = 3.364, p <
0.001, Model 2, Table 2).

Model 3 included the interaction of teacher perception of students’ cognitive
capacities with teacher perception of ADHD-related behaviors in students, as well as
the main effect of teacher perception of students’ cognitive capacities. This model
shows a statistically significant interaction effect (OR = 1.503, p = 0.020, Model 3, Table
2). When teachers perceive students as posing ADHD-related behaviors, they are more
inclined to suspect ADHD in these students who they also perceive as cognitively stron-
ger. Simple slope analyses in SAS (not shown, but available upon request) showed that,
indeed, for every value of teacher perception of cognitive capacities higher than the last
value, the coeflicient of the slope that represented the relationship between the percep-
tion of ADHD-related behaviors and suspicion of ADHD, increased. These findings
are in contradiction with the hypothesis. In this third model as well, teacher perceptions
of ADHD-related behaviors in individual students had a strong positive relationship with
suspicion of ADHD by teachers (OR = 3.508, p < 0.001).

Discussion

Research has highlighted the selectivity with which teachers suspect ADHD in some stu-
dents, but not in others (Bokhari and Schneider 2011; DuPaul et al. 2014; Glass and
Wegar 2000; Mashburn et al. 2006; Schneider and Eisenberg 2006). This study aimed
to show that, not only do students’ demographic characteristics play a role in the labeling
process by teachers, but teacher perception of students’ cognitive capacities also has an
influence on teacher suspicion of ADHD in their students. This study hypothesized
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that negative teacher perception of cognitive capacities in students who, according to
their teacher, also exhibit higher levels of ADHD-related behaviors, would yield a
higher probability of these students being suspected of ADHD by their teacher.
However, an opposite effect was found: When teachers perceive higher levels of
ADHD-related behaviors in a student with higher levels of cognitive ability, they are
more inclined to suspect ADHD in this student. A process of blame removal may also
be at work here. The pathological ADHD-label can be regarded as a way for teachers
to discharge brighter students from the blame of ADHD-related behaviors. When tea-
chers perceive a combination of higher levels of ADHD-related behaviors and higher
levels of cognitive ability in a student, they will consider this combination to be an incon-
gruence, an irregularity (Pecjak et al. 2009). ADHD then may be perceived by teachers as
a logical explanation for the non-conform behavior of a student they otherwise perceive
as clever.

This process of ‘blame removal’ by labeling a student with ADHD has been heavily
criticized in philosophical and sociological debates. Researchers have claimed that the
reconfiguring of human behavior as a pathology erodes the notions of moral responsibil-
ity (Tait 2003; Vehmas 2011). Opponents of the view of ADHD as a purely medical con-
dition have represented the ADHD-label as disengagement from the social responsibility
of raising well-behaved children by parents, teachers, and clinicians (Atkinson and Shute
1999; Smelter et al. 1996; Timimi and Taylor 2004). Furthermore, despite removal from
blame, research has shown that an ADHD-label does not increase teacher’s willingness to
implement educational treatment interventions (Huhnstock 2019; Stinnett et al. 2001;
Rinka and Axelrod 2015), although not all studies reached similar results (Ohan et al.
2011). Finally, even if in the first place the ADHD-label is handed to a student by a
teacher with the best intentions - in trying to find an explanation for certain behaviors
without putting blame on the student - research has shown that an ADHD-label does not
favor the student who carries it around in the long term with regard to educational out-
comes (DuPaul and Stoner 2003; Fredriksen et al. 2014; Fried et al. 2016; Kent et al.
2011).

Limitations

Limitations of this study must be discussed. The findings show that a school’s region
was significantly related to ADHD-suspicion throughout the analyses. This particular
result suggests that the mechanism of selective labeling by teachers with regard to their
perception of students’ cognitive capacities significantly differs from one educational
context to another. As such, contextual variables that we have not been able to take
into account in this study might nevertheless play a substantial role in teacher suspi-
cion of ADHD in students. For example, research has shown that teachers’ under-
standings of ADHD are important factors in the ADHD-labeling process, since they
can be linked to teachers’ willingness to label children with ADHD or to refer them
for medical assessment (Kos, Richdale, and Hay 2006; McMahon 2012). Furthermore,
research in Iceland and the US has demonstrated the role of school funding: When
schools get extra funding for children with special educational needs, the pressure
to label and diagnose more children increases (Einarsdottir 2008; Morrill 2018).
Finally, as a last example of the importance of educational contexts, teacher
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management strategies in the classroom have been shown to affect teacher suspicion of
ADHD in students: Comparative research has indicated that teachers who are stimu-
lated to and feel comfortable to implement pedagogical management strategies are less
inclined to suggest medical treatment to parents when they suspect a child has ADHD
(Brault, Degroote, and Van Houtte 2022).

Implications for research and practice

Future research should further examine the interplay between our findings and
different educational contexts as mentioned in the Limitations section. Furthermore,
the focus of this study was specifically on the relationship between teacher perception
of ADHD-related behaviors and suspicion of ADHD. Although the negative outcomes
of carrying around an ADHD-label in school are in no way marginal or negligible,
teachers’ selectivity in the ADHD-labeling process might generate even bigger conse-
quences for students when teachers decide to signal their observations and suspicion
to parents. It is possible that, when teachers perceive a combination of higher levels of
ADHD-related behaviors and higher levels of cognitive ability in a student, they will
be more inclined to steer parents in the direction of initiating a diagnosis process and
maybe even suggest medication, since they will be invested in ‘getting the most’ out of
cognitive strong students and this by eliminating behaviors that do not fit within the
idea of an ideal student. Future research should consider the influence of student
characteristics in different steps and stages of the ADHD-labeling and diagnostic
process.

Finally, we recommend that educational policymakers reflect on opportunities to
raise awareness among teachers, parents, and medical practitioners concerning
teacher selectivity in suspicion of ADHD. Not only should school staff training
address teachers’ misperceptions and knowledge of ADHD on the causes, symptoms,
and treatments of ADHD, as is advocated by international studies (Ghanizadeh, Bah-
redar, and Moeini 2006; Perold, Louw, and Kleynhans 2010), teachers should also be
made aware of and reflect on the mechanisms behind their labeling practices that were
revealed in this study.

Conclusion

In conclusion, this study has demonstrated that teacher selectivity in the process of label-
ing children with ADHD persists and is not only influenced by students’ demographic
characteristics but also by their cognitive capacities as perceived by their teacher. Con-
cretely, the results showed that, when teachers perceive higher levels of ADHD-related
behaviors in a student with higher levels of cognitive ability, they are more inclined to
suspect ADHD in this student. These findings underline the importance of insight in
the ADHD-labeling process and the role of teachers in this process.
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