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What is ADHD?

Attention Deficit Hyperactivity Disorder (ADHD) comprises a group of problems related to inattention, hyperactivity and impulsivity.  These problems affect children of all ages in all aspects of their lives.

Children receiving a diagnosis of ADHD typically exhibit two sets of 6 or more symptoms which:

· are evident before the age of 7,

· cause impairment in at least two situations (e.g., family, school, social),

· are maladaptive and inconsistent with developmental level, and

· are not directly caused by other conditions (depression and anxiety, among others).

Depending on the type and number of impulsive, inattentive and hyperactive symptoms present, a child can receive one of three ADHD diagnoses.  These are:

· ADHD – Hyperactive-Impulsive Type

· ADHD – Inattentive Type

· ADHD – Combined Type

To receive the Hyperactive-Impulsive Type diagnosis, a child must exhibit 6 or more of the following symptoms, persisting for at least 6 months:

· Fidgets with hands or feet or squirms in seat, 

· Has difficulty remaining seated,

· Runs around or climbs excessively in inappropriate situations, 

· Has difficulty playing or engaging in activities quietly,

· Is on the go or acts as if driven by a motor,

· Talks excessively,

· Blurts out answers before questions have been completed, 

· Has difficulty taking turns, 

· Interrupts or intrudes upon others.

To receive the Inattentive Type diagnosis, a child must exhibit 6 or more of the following symptoms for at least 6 months:

· Fails to give close attention to details or makes careless mistakes,

· Has difficulty sustaining attention in tasks or play activities,

· Often does not seem to listen when spoken to,

· Has difficulty organizing tasks and activities, tasks that require sustained effort,

· Avoids, dislikes or is reluctant to engage in tasks that require sustained effort,

· Loses things necessary for tasks or activities,

· Is easily distracted, and

· Is forgetful in daily activities.

To receive the Combined Type diagnosis, a child must meet the six symptom requirements in each of the first two types.

ADHD’s Impact on Children

Research has demonstrated the significant negative impact these symptoms have in daily life for many affected children.*  The ability to sustain attention and control activity level and impulses are critically important skills in childhood.

Due to ADHD, affected children struggle to pay attention, to develop and follow plans and to sit still as well as their same-age peers.  More so than other children, they lose things necessary for tasks and activities and are forgetful in daily life.  They experience difficulty considering the consequences of their actions when planning future actions.  In many cases, misbehavior is not the result of an inability to understand the correct action but rather an inability to either control behavior or listen to and follow directions.  Thus, sometimes children with ADHD behave well.  Other times, in similar situations, they do not.  This inconsistent behavior is not intentional.

Children with ADHD experience difficulty screening out distractions.  They have difficulty selecting what is important to pay attention to and their attention is easily attracted by any stimulus.  In many situations they do not start, stick with or complete activities at a level equal to their age mates.  They may struggle to focus simultaneously on two things, such as the teacher’s voice and the blackboard.  Although they are capable of paying attention, they appear to require greater motivation and effort compared to other children of the same age.

With an understanding of these symptoms, traits and behaviors, we’ve developed the following 7 Parenting Guidelines.  These guidelines begin by emphasizing the importance of understanding the way children with ADHD interact with their world – and offer parents a way to see the world through the eyes of their children, helping them to lead happy, successful and fulfilling lives.

Guideline One: Education


Becoming educated about ADHD is a parent’s critical first step to successful intervention.

Because of the large amount of misinformation in the community about ADHD, it is important for parents and caregivers to have accurate information.  This information will help you become an efficient and effective advocate for your child.

It is important to understand the reasons your child struggles and the impact ADHD has upon his or her daily behavior, school performance and relationships with friends and family.  Fortunately, there are numerous text and audio and video tapes available to assist you in this process.

Comprehensive information about ADHD is available form a number of parent support organizations, including:

· CHADD (Children and Adults with Attention Deficit Disorder) 

8181 Professional Plaza, Suite 201 

Landover, MD 20785

(301) 306-7070

www.chadd.org
· Learning Disabilities Association

4156 Library Road

Pittsburgh, PA 15234

(412) 341-1515

www.ldanatl.org
· National Attention Deficit Disorder Association

PO Box 1303

Northbrook, IL 60065-1303

(440) 350-9595

www.add.org
Guideline Two:  Distinguishing Between Purposeful and Non-Purposeful Misbehavior

It’s important for you to understand the difference between these two behaviors.  Purposeful misbehavior is intentional and causes problems when children choose not to do as they are asked.  Non-purposeful misbehavior causes problems that result from your child’s ADHD.  Remember, ADHD is principally a disorder in which problems are accidental.  Your child does not choose to create these problems and your ability to accept and recognize this fact will help you develop realistic expectations for your child’s behavior.  This is not to suggest that non-purposeful misbehavior should be ignored.  Non-purposeful misbehavior resulting from ADHD requires education and management.

Guideline Three:  Offer Positive Directions

Offering positive direction is the most efficient way of determining whether your child’s misbehavior results form ADHD, or is purposely oppositional.  Punishment and reward can be effective for changing purposeful misbehavior.  However, they are less effective in changing problems that result from ADHD.

Unfortunately, most parents’ response to children’s problems is to offer negative direction (for example, Stop doing that!).  Your goal is to offer your child positive direction by telling him what to do instead of what not to do.  This is the best means of managing the non-purposeful misbehavior that results from ADHD.  If he is exhibiting a behavior you don’t like, tell him what you want to see happen rather than merely pointing out the undesirable behavior.  The emphasis on what is to be done – rather than what is to be stopped – will help him understand your goals and needs.

This also sets the stage for you to make certain that this is a non-purposeful behavioral problem.  If you tell your child what to do and his response is clearly negative, passive or resistant, odds are this misbehavior is within your child’s control.  On the other hand, if he complies for a period of time but the problem arises again later, there is a strong likelihood this problem results from ADHD.

Remember; don’t punish your child for factors beyond his control.  If you six year old is unable to read, the solution is to teach reading.  If he’s unable to behave effectively because of ADHD, the solution is to restructure your expectations, provide positive directions and offer supportive interventions.  If you are patient and persistent, your child’s behavior will improve.

Guideline Four:  Make Life Interesting and Rewards Valuable

Everyone performs better when tasks are interesting.  This seems to be particularly true for children with ADHD.  

Children with ADHD generally receive fewer daily rewards that others due to their misbehavior.  So it’s important for you to make an effort to keep scales balanced.  Social rewards such as praise, and tangible rewards such as treats or privileges, must be provided when your child is compliant or successful.  Your child must receive the same balanced approach to rewards as other children experience.

Punishment can be an effective intervention for purposeful misbehavior.  But punishment should only be used if you are certain the problem is not the result of ADHD.  If the problem results from ADHD, a program of reinforcement – in which your child receives rewards that are valued for good behavior but can then lose them for poor behavior – works best.  Any system of rewards you institute should utilize this model.

When children with ADHD work to keep what they have earned, they work harder.  Your doctor will refer to this type of reinforcement system as response cost.  Many of the resources mentioned at the beginning of this pamphlet can explain how to set up this type of reward system.

Guideline Five:  Planning

Children with ADHD can create significant stress within their families.  Symptoms of ADHD cause conflict with siblings, increase the risk of marital discord and frequently result in the child with ADHD becoming ‘the family problem’.

Accepting that ADHD symptoms make it difficult for your child to function at home or in public places helps you better plan daily and special events.  If you are aware that she is unable to handle a particular situation or event, it is best to plan ahead or, in some circumstances, avoid the event altogether.  Planning ahead is your best ally when attempting to reduce the negative impact and consequences caused by symptoms of her ADHD.  This includes planning ahead for family vacations and other outings as well as communicating effectively with teachers, coaches and community members.

Guideline Six:  Take Care of Yourself and Take Care of Your Child

Children with ADHD are at increased risk to become adults with ADHD and to experience significantly more life problems that others.  If you want to see your child with ADHD live a happy, successful life, you must take certain steps.

Your understanding, empathy and behavior management skills are keys for success today and for helping pave the way for your child’s successful adult life.  Since you are your child’s representative with teachers and other adults in the community, it’s important for you to be emotionally and physically healthy.  If you’re experiencing emotional or physical problems, you need to seek help and follow through with treatment.

You must accept the impact your child may have upon the family, and deal with the symptoms of ADHD and the problems they cause in a positive, preventative way.  Don’t allow yourself to become frustrated, angry and negative.

Your ability to be proud, patient and persistent and to provide an emotional anchor for your child is a powerful predictor of his or her future life success.

It is essential for you to nurture your relationship with your child.  Because of the demands on you, this relationship may become strained, so it’s important for you to take extra time to balance the scales and maintain a positive relationship with your child.  Find a mutually enjoyable activity and engage in it with him as often as possible, at least once or twice per week.

Guideline Seven:  Become an Informed Consumer

An informed consumer recognizes overstatements and exaggerated claims.  These are red flags for suggested treatments that are not likely to be helpful.

· You should be suspicious of any therapy that claims to treat a wide variety of problems.

· Do not rely on testimonials.  Legitimate medical, mental health and education professionals do not solicit testimonials from their patients.  Testimonials are not substitutes for evidence.

· You should also be skeptical of claims that a treatment is being suppressed or unfairly judged by the medical, mental health or education establishment.

Effective treatments for ADHD are those that have been scientifically validated, tested and proven to help the majority of children with this condition.  At this time, effective treatments for ADHD include medication, parent training, community support and educational intervention.  These treatments reduce the severity of ADHD symptoms and thereby reduce adverse consequences in your child’s current and future life.

Recent research completed by the National Institute of Mental Health** finds that although parent training and educational intervention are important, medications used to treat ADHD account for the majority of behavioral improvements reported in home and school settings.
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