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The news  wi l l  in fur ia te  m i l l ions  of parents  who have ch i ldren d iagnos ed wi th  Attention Defici t

Hyperactivi ty Dis order  (ADHD). A new Br i tis h s tudy has  proved that ch i ldren s uffer ing from  the

behavioura l  d is order  can contro l  the i r  s ym ptom s  - s im ply by learn ing s e l f-d is cip l ine.

Res earchers  from  the Univers i ty o f Her tfords hi re ' s  School  o f Ps ychology in  Hatfie ld  have been

s tudying the effects  of a  thought-contro l led com puter  gam e that requi res  the p layer  to  concentrate in

order  to  win.

Ten ch i ldren, who were e i ther  d iagnos ed wi th  ADHD or  identi fied by the i r  teachers  as  having attention

problem s , were as ked to  p lay the gam e three tim es  a week for  12 weeks .

Ga m e  pla n: Jus t is  Wint z  ha s  m a de  s t e a dy progre s s  s ince  t a king pa rt  in  t he  s t udy a nd his  m ot he r

Suz a nne  s a ys  he  is  m uch ca lm e r



Each s es s ion las ted for  ha l f an hour  wi th  the ch i ldren tes ted to  m eas ure the i r  a ttention before and

after  the exper im ent. At the end of the s tudy, the res earchers  found that the ch i ldren ' s  im puls ive

behaviour  had im proved by at leas t 25 per  cent.

The res ul ts  are be ing ha i led by exper ts  as  a m ajor  breakthrough in  the treatm ent o f ADHD, which is

es tim ated to  affect between three and n ine per  cent o f ch i ldren in  the UK.

' The gam e tra ins  ch i ldren who have problem s  wi th  attention to  concentrate,'  exp la ins  Profes s or  Karen

Pine, who led the s tudy.

' Chi ldren wi th  ADHD can ' t s i t s ti l l  and find i t hard to  s tick at any tas k. They never  s eem  to l is ten and

appear  unru ly or  badly behaved. The condi tion m akes  i t hard for  them  to curb the i r  im puls ivenes s .

' Trad i tional ly, drug treatm ent has  been the on ly rea l  option. But thes e find ings  s how that ADHD can be

tackled s im ply by teaching s e l f-contro l .'

ADHD is  defined by two broad groups  of behavioura l  problem s : inattentivenes s , and a com bination of

hyperactivi ty and im puls ivenes s . Com m on s ym ptom s  a ls o include a s hor t a ttention s pan,

res tles s nes s  and cons tant fidgeting.

It was  fi rs t des cr ibed by phys io log is ts  in  the la te  Eighties , and boys  are three tim es  m ore l ike ly to  be

diagnos ed. The condi tion is  us ual ly m anaged, i f a t a l l , wi th  m edication includ ing power fu l

am phetam ine-l ike s tim ulant drugs , which work by affecting leve ls  of bra in  chem icals  known as

neurotrans m i tters , a id ing concentration and reducing hyperactivi ty.

However , thes e carry s er ious  s ide effects  when taken long-term , includ ing dam age to  the

card iovas cular  and nervous  s ys tem s  - and m any parents  are re luctant to  m edicate the i r  ch i ldren.

Around 60 per  cent o f ch i ldren d iagnos ed wi th  ADHD continue to  s uffer  from  the condi tion as  adul ts .

The Her tfords hi re  res earchers  were inves tigating the effects  o f a  learn ing s tra tegy known as

electroencephalography (EEG) b io feedback, now us ed in  a  num ber  o f Am er ican s chools  for  ch i ldren

wi th  a ttention prob lem s .

The gam es  s ys tem , ca l led Play Attention, us es  a he lm et l ined wi th  e lectrodes , to  m oni tor  bra in

activi ty, which is  connected to  a com puter .

' The he lm et p icks  up bra in  rhythm s  as s ociated wi th  concentration,'  exp la ins  Prof P ine. ' Th is  s ends

m es s ages  to  what is  e ffective ly a  com puter  gam es  cons ole, s o the p layer  can contro l  the gam e wi th

the i r  m ind.

' The gam es  are des igned s o that i f the p layer  concentrates  for  long enough they win. However , i f the i r

a ttention is  broken the gam e freez es .

' In  one gam e the ch i ldren had to  get a  deep-s ea d iver  to  des cend to  the s eabed and retr ieve treas ure.

To get h im  to  d ive, they had to  focus  the i r  a ttention - he s topped m oving i f the i r  m ind wandered. It is  a

fun and very effective way of teaching thes e ch i ldren to  contro l  the i r  a ttention.'

One ch i ld  who took par t was  e ight-year-o ld  J us tis  Wintz , from  Hoddes don, Her tfords hi re .

' When J us tis  fi rs t s tar ted s chool , i t qu ickly becam e obvious  he had problem s  concentrating,'  s ays  h is

m other  Suz anne Delaney, 39, a  m ature s tudent. ' His  teachers  to ld  us  that he wouldn ' t s i t s ti l l  and that

he ' d  o ften b lur t out inappropr ia te ques tions .

' Th is  d idn ' t s urpr is e us  - a t hom e h is  tem per  was  vo la ti le . One m inute he ' d  be p laying, the next he

was  angry and throwing th ings  at us . He was  im pos s ib le  to  d is cip l ine.'

Suz anne and her  par tner  J os eph Wintz , 41, a  s upervis or  for  London Underground, eventual ly had to

m ove the i r  s on to  a  loca l  s pecia l  s chool . But s ince par ticipating in  the Play Attention s tudy, they are

del ighted wi th  h is  progres s .

' He is  ca lm er  and he does n ' t fidget as  m uch,'  s ays  Suz anne. ' He now gets  dres s ed wi th  les s

prom pting, gets  h is  own ju ice and even was hes  up the odd s aucepan, which he never  d id  before.

Since he ' s  changed s o m uch in  a  re la tive ly s hor t tim e, our  a im  is  for  h im  to  go in to  a  m ains tream



s econdary s chool .'

In  US s tud ies , EEG feedback was  found to  be effective in  contro l l ing s ym ptom s  of ADHD in  75 per  cent

of patients . The gam es  m akers , educational  char i ty Gam es  For  Li fe , hope the s ys tem s  - which cos t

around £2,500 - wi l l  eventual ly becom e com m onplace.

Prof P ine bel ieves  the res ul ts  o f the s tudy are prom is ing but s ays  that m ore res earch is  needed.

' We don ' t know how long the effect las ts  but we expect three m onths  of s es s ions  would be a m in im um

length of tim e needed to  s ee a s ign i ficant las ting d i fference in  behaviour ,'  s he s ays .

• www.gamesforlife.co.uk
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