Ritalin

    No profit grows where no pleasure is ta’en.

    In brief, sir, study what you most affect.

          - Shakespeare

Are scholastic discipline problems being solved with psychoactive drugs? 

Is medication a cheap alternative to special education programs and more flexible learning formats?
  Rather than medicating a student to fit the one-for-all mold of the classroom, maybe we should provide a different mold. 

Ritalin is the brand name for a psychoactive drug, methylphenidate, generally prescribed by psychiatrists, mostly for the control of hyperactive students.  It is a Class II controlled substance in the same category as cocaine, methadone, amphetamine and methamphetamine.
   It can be abused.

For the past 30 years
 it has been used to alleviate Attention Deficit/Hyperactivity Disorder - ADHD, a generic category of behavior described in the Diagnostic and Statistic Manual of the American Psychiatric Association.   A person with this disorder is inattentive, careless, does not seem to listen or follow through on instructions, has difficulty organizing tasks and activities, loses things, is easily distracted, forgetful, fidgets, squirms in the seat, runs about or climbs, has difficulty playing, is "on the go" as if "driven by a motor”, talks excessively, blurts out answers and interrupts.

There is no current validated objective diagnostic test to determine ADHD.  It is a subjective judgement call.

A recent conference on this disorder sponsored by the U.S. National Institute of Mental Health raised fundamental questions about whether ADHD is a "valid" diagnosis.  It found no known "cause" and "no data to indicate that ADHD is due to a brain malfunction" and fears it might be over-prescribed.
  Long-term effects of methylphenidate in children have not been well established.

Undoubtedly there are cases of legitimate use, but the data suggests that there is a problem with over-prescribing.
  It is used by more than 5 million people, 90% children.
  Mostly white, middle class boys and mostly during the school year, not during vacation.
  In some schools a bell is rung when it is time for “meds”.
   2.8% of all school children in the USA are on Ritalin.
  The United States uses 90 percent of the world's supply.
  1 in 20 males between the ages of 5 and 14 is taking the medication
 at the same time that SAT scores have plummeted, increasing only with those students who take art and music.
  

Exactly how it works is unknown.  It represses spontaneous and social behaviors, creating a relatively isolated and docile child who is driven to act in an obsessive-compulsive fashion.

The use of Ritalin can be a bar to entering the military service.

Students who use Ritalin are generally above average in intelligence.

A study of four hundred famous modern persons states that three fifths had serious school problems.  Thomas Mann described school as stagnating and unsatisfactory.  Tagore, the great Indian scholar and poet quit school because he suffered so much there.  Gandhi said that his schooldays were the most miserable years of his life.  Sigrid Undset hated school intensely.  Nobel-prize physicist Richard Fenman called his early school an intellectual desert.  Shakespearean actor Kenneth Branagh tried to break his leg to avoid school.  William Soroyan said, “I resented school but I never resented learning.”  Composer Edvard Grieg: “School developed in me nothing but what was evil and left the good untouched.”   Stephen Crane, Eugene O’Neil, William Faulkner and F. Scott Fitzgerald failed courses in college.  Willa Cather, Pearl Buck, Isadora Duncan and Susan B. Anthony also disliked school.  Emile Zola got a zero in literature.  

Albert Einstein wrote, “I preferred to endure all sorts of punishments rather than to learn gabble by rote.”  In primary school he was considered a little dull, a little simple, a little “unclever”.  His sister wrote that, “he wasn’t good at arithmetic . . . but he was reliable and persevering.”  He suffered from slowness of speech.

General George S. Patton was dyslexic.  Omar Bradley, Dwight D. Eisenhower and James Van Fleet were all at the bottom of their class at West Point.  Winston Churchill was placed in a remedial reading class although his knowledge of Shakespeare was unusual and self-motivated.  Giacomo Puccini, Gertrude Stein and Anton Chekov failed exams.  Pablo Picasso left school at age ten because he could not remember the sequence of the alphabet and only wanted to paint.  He never learned arithmetic.

Rush Limbaugh failed Speech 101.  Woody Allen: “I paid attention to everything except the teacher.”  Did these people fail at school, did the school fail them or were they saved from school?

One flexible educational option parents might consider for the very bright active child is the Global Ed Program sponsored by the American Chamber of Commerce.
  It features Learning Centers, not classrooms.  The places where the student studies, the rate of absorption, the sequence of courses, the interaction with multiple teachers, parental involvement, a diverse social milieu and peer coaching can all be variables in the Learning Centers and are facilitated by computer mediated communication at all points.

Looking back over 60 years of which I spent 24 in school, I qualify as an ADHA, and although school was a trial, I believe I am the better for having survived if without psychoactive drugs.

To receive a copy of this article in Word 97 format which will facilitate accessing the web site references, send an e-mail to johnburn@amchm.com.br.
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