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Helping a Child Who May Have 
Attention Deficit Hyperactivity 
Disorder 
If you are the parent of a school-age child, you may have heard a lot about 
Attention Deficit Disorder (ADD), a condition that makes it hard for many 
children to pay attention, sit still, or control their impulses. The official 
name for ADD is Attention Deficit Hyperactivity Disorder (ADHD). 

Attention Deficit Hyperactivity Disorder is not new, but recent studies have 
led to a greater understanding of the condition, which affects three to five 
percent of school-age children. If you suspect that your child has ADHD, 
it is important to have your child tested by professionals who have 
experience working with the disorder. Getting an accurate diagnosis is the 
first step toward providing the kind of loving and structured environment 
that a child with the condition needs to succeed in school and at home. 

What is ADHD? 
All children are occasionally impulsive or unable to sit still or pay attention. 
This is especially true of children in the early grades who have not yet gained 
the maturity to know how to act appropriately in a classroom or on a 
playground. But some children may seem to be inattentive, fidgety, or 
impulsive much more often than others their age. These children may have 
ADHD. Children with this condition will show a cluster of symptoms, which 
appear before age seven, occur in more than one setting, and last at least six 
months. 
 
No one knows the exact cause of ADHD. But scientific research suggests that 
the condition may result from a chemical imbalance in the brain, or from a lack 
of certain brain chemicals that affect behavior. Studies also suggest that 
ADHD has a genetic component and may be inherited. Many children with 
ADHD have relatives with the disorder. Here are some facts: 

• ADHD usually shows up in early childhood. Some children show signs of the 
condition in infancy, while others show few or no symptoms until they enter 
school. Although the disorder can affect people of any age, including many 
adults, children are most frequently diagnosed with the condition in 
kindergarten and first grade.  

• Most children with ADHD are not emotionally disturbed. Children who have 
ADHD do not usually show signs of severe emotional problems. But if these 
children are not correctly diagnosed and treated, they may develop behavioral 
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or emotional problems, such as depression, anxiety, and difficulty getting along 
with their peers.  

• Children with ADHD can lead normal and productive lives. Children with ADHD 
do best in a structured and predictable environment with clear and consistent 
rules. If they are provided with this kind of environment -- and loving support 
from adults who understand their needs -- they can develop the confidence 
they need to succeed in school and, later in life, at work. 
 
What are the different kinds of ADHD? 
The most common signs of ADHD are inattentiveness, impulsiveness, and 
hyperactivity (or overactivity), but not all children show all of these symptoms. 
For example, some children with the condition are inattentive but not 
hyperactive and impulsive. 
 
For this reason, experts on child development have identified three kinds of 
ADHD: 

• the Predominantly Inattentive type 

• the Predominantly Hyperactive-Impulsive type 

• the Combined type 
 
Children with the Predominantly Inattentive type of ADHD have difficulty 
concentrating and paying attention. Those with the Hyperactive-Impulsive 
type have trouble sitting still or playing quietly. Children with the Combined 
type are both inattentive and hyperactive or impulsive. These actions are 
typical of the different kinds of ADHD: 
 
Inattentiveness 
A child often 

• doesn’t pay attention to details 

• makes careless mistakes 

• seems not to be listening 

• has trouble following instructions 

• avoids tasks that require close attention 

• has trouble organizing simple tasks or activities 

• loses or forgets things needed in daily activities 

• fails to complete schoolwork or other projects 

• is easily distracted by external sounds or sights 
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Hyperactivity 
A child often 

• fidgets with hands or feet 

• squirms while seated (or leaves a seat at inappropriate times)  

• talks when expected to remain silent 

• has trouble playing quietly 

• seems to be continually restless or in motion 
 
Impulsiveness 
A child often 

• has trouble awaiting a turn 

• blurts out the answer before a question is finished 

• interrupts other people or “barges into” games and conversations 
 
What should you do if you suspect your child has ADHD? 
If you suspect that your child has ADHD, it is important to have the child 
evaluated promptly. Allowing the disorder to go untreated may cause a child to 
become frustrated or anxious, particularly in the two areas where children with 
ADHD most often have difficulty -- schoolwork and relating to other children. 
 
There is no simple test for the condition. Making an accurate diagnosis 
requires that well-trained professionals rule out other causes of difficulty. In 
order to know whether a child has ADHD, experts will need to gather 
information about how the child acts in more than one setting. This approach 
enables doctors and others to make sure that the child’s problems are not 
being caused by something other than ADHD -- for example, chronic ear 
infections causing hearing problems may make a child appear inattentive. 
 
A complete evaluation usually involves an assessment by well-trained 
professionals, including a pediatrician, a child psychologist or psychiatrist, or a 
pediatric neurologist. The evaluation consists of 

• a medical and family history 

• a physical examination, including vision and hearing tests 

• interviews with the child, the parents, and the child’s teacher(s) 

• the use of behavior rating scales, filled out by the parents and others 

• an observation of the child 
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• an evaluation of the child’s academic and other skills 

• psychological tests to determine whether other concerns might be causing (or 
contributing to) a problem  
 
You may be able to find an outside expert through your child’s pediatrician, a 
community mental health center, a hospital pediatrics department, or the local 
chapter of a national support organization such as CHADD (Children & 
Adults with Attention Deficit Disorders, 8181 Professional Place, Suite 150, 
Landover, MD 20785; 800-233-4050; www.chadd.org) or the Attention Deficit 
Disorder Association (P.O. Box 543, Pottstown, PA 19464; 484-945-2101; 
www.add.org).  
 
If your child hasn’t started school yet, you may want to get in touch with your 
child’s pediatrician or day care provider, who may be able to provide additional 
information about available resources or how to seek an assessment for 
ADHD. 
 
What kinds of treatments exist for ADHD? 
If tests show that your child has ADHD, the evaluation team will create a 
treatment plan and work with you to put it into effect. ADHD is a chronic 
condition that requires a long-term approach, so the plan will probably include 
strategies designed to be used over a period of months (though it will be re-
evaluated periodically). The plan also will focus on helping you and your child 
manage -- not “cure” -- the condition. The treatment plan may include four 
elements: 

• Behavior therapy. In behavior therapy, professionals (such as a child 
psychologist or family therapist) will help your child find ways to compensate 
for ADHD. These professionals may teach your child how to stop and think 
before acting or how to remember necessary information. Behavior therapists 
may also suggest reward systems or visual reminders that you can use at home 
to help your child with specific challenges, such as getting organized or 
finishing assignments. 

• Education. A treatment plan should suggest ways that you and your child’s 
teacher can help at home and in school. About 70 percent of all children 
diagnosed with ADHD can learn in a regular classroom when the curriculum is 
adjusted. These children do best with a teacher who has experience with the 
condition and will work with them on overcoming the difficulties they face. A 
treatment plan should include information on your child’s specific needs -- for 
example, written assignments, a seat near the front of the room, or extra help 
in a resource room. 
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• Medication. Many children with ADHD have been shown to benefit from drugs 
that work on the brain’s neurotransmitters, which regulate attention, impulses, 
and motor skills. But experts generally agree that medication should never be 
the only form of treatment a child receives for the condition. If a child 
psychiatrist or other professional recommends that your child take medication, 
it’s important to work with your pediatrician and others to make sure that your 
child receives the right kind of drug and in the right dose (which may need to 
be adjusted over time). 

• Emotional counseling. Emotional counseling alone is rarely advised for children 
with ADHD, who usually do best with a combination of approaches. But a 
child who has been struggling for a long time may have developed feelings of 
depression, anxiety, anger, or guilt about not doing better. If any of these signs 
exist, the evaluation team may recommend that your child get emotional 
counseling in addition to other help. 
 
Regardless of the specific recommendations in a treatment plan, your child’s 
doctors and teachers need your feedback on how well the plan is working. Be 
sure to stay in touch with the professionals who are working with your child 
and make sure they communicate with each other about your child’s progress. 
Let them know if certain parts of a plan are working better than others so they 
can make prompt and helpful adjustments when necessary. 
 
How can you help your child at school? 
Developing a good relationship with your child’s teacher can help your child 
succeed in school. It’s a good idea to meet with the teacher as soon as you have 
received a treatment plan from the evaluation team, and find out what the 
teacher thinks you can do to make the plan work for your child. Depending on 
the specific recommendations in the plan, you might ask the teacher to 

• seat your child at the front of the classroom 

• write out your child’s assignments, rules, and schedule 

• modify the curriculum to fit your child’s needs  

• reduce your child’s workload 

• break tasks down into small parts 

• build successes into your child’s school work 
 
After your initial meeting, stay in touch with the teacher. It’s a good idea to 

• Call or write notes if you have concerns. Speak up if you have questions about how 
the treatment plan is working or how you might help with it at home. The plan 
may need to be adjusted to suit your child’s needs.  
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• Make sure your child is completing required assignments. Children with ADHD 
may be forgetful and leave assignments at school even if the teacher writes 
them down. Let the teacher know if your child never seems to have homework 
even though other children in the same grade do. 

• Find out if your child needs special tools or supplies. An inattentive child might 
benefit from visual aids that can help to organize schoolwork -- for example, a 
big calendar or bulletin board or brightly colored notebooks for keeping track 
of assignments.  

• Volunteer in your child’s school. Volunteering in the school will give you a better 
sense of the resources available to your child. It will also help you develop a 
network of parent volunteers and school officials you can talk to if you have 
concerns. 

• Say “thank you.” A teacher may need to spend extra time with your child after a 
diagnosis of ADHD. Showing that you appreciate these efforts will encourage 
the teacher to keep providing the kind of attention your child needs to succeed 
in school. 
 
How can you help your child at home? 
Children with ADHD do best in a loving and structured environment. They 
need a clear understanding of what you expect from them -- and prompt 
feedback when they act inappropriately -- to have the best chance of success. 
Here are some ways to provide the kind of home life that will help your child 
to learn and grow: 

• Have clear and consistent “house rules.” Make sure your child knows what you 
expect when it comes to chores, homework, or television. Posting these rules 
on a refrigerator or bulletin board may make them easier to remember for a 
forgetful child. 

• Be patient. Remember that you may need to repeat your rules or expectations 
many times to be understood. A child who breaks a rule may not be 
intentionally disobedient but may simply not have been paying attention the 
first time you explained it. 

• Set consequences. Let your child know exactly what will happen if a firm rule is 
broken -- for example, if a restless child unbuckles a seat belt in the car -- and 
make sure that the child experiences the consequences as promptly as possible. 

• Praise your child often. Tasks or activities that are easy for other children may 
be much harder for someone with ADHD. Let your child know you 
understand and appreciate the effort that goes into both everyday activities and 
special projects. 

• Reward good behavior. Many parents find it helpful to let a child earn tokens 
(such as stickers or chips) for good behavior that can be exchanged for 



7  l   Helping a Child Who May Have Attention Deficit Hyperactivity Disorder 

  

rewards, such as a later bedtime or an extra hour of TV. You might also want 
to plan other kinds of rewards tailored to your child’s special needs or 
interests. 

• Use punishment sparingly. Punishment may be very discouraging to a child who 
has been trying hard to behave appropriately and hasn’t succeeded. Keep time-
outs short (preferably no more than five minutes for school-age children or 
one minute for preschoolers), just long enough to allow a child to cool off and 
calm down.  

• Build on successes. Identify the things your child does best and provide 
opportunities for success at these. Let your child participate in sports or take 
classes designed to bring out a special talent or skill. A child with a lot of extra 
energy might thrive at a fast-paced sport like soccer or basketball. A dreamy 
child, who has trouble following instructions, might excel at a creative activity 
such as writing or painting. 

• Create a structure. A predictable schedule at home helps a child with ADHD to 
plan for and feel confident about what comes next. Have a regular time for 
meals, homework, TV, waking up, and going to bed. Encourage your child’s 
teacher to stick to a schedule, too. 

• Get help from your spouse. It’s a good idea for both parents to attend school and 
medical appointments, so they will both understand and agree on a “game 
plan.” Facing the condition together helps to provide the consistency a child 
with ADHD needs and ensures that one parent won’t become worn out by the 
effort. 

• Talk to your other children. Siblings of a child with ADHD may resent the extra 
attention a brother or sister receives and become angry with the child who has 
the disorder. Try to make sure that your other children get the attention they 
need and understand why another child at times requires special help. If you 
sense that a sibling is feeling upset or neglected, you might plan a special 
outing with that child alone or find another way to show that you understand 
these feelings. 
 
How can you stay strong as a parent? 
Helping a child with ADHD takes patience, energy, and flexibility. Both you 
and your child will benefit if you stay optimistic and seek out new ideas and 
encouragement from other parents who are facing similar challenges. Here are 
some tips: 

• Have a positive approach. Focus on your child’s strengths, not weaknesses. 
Children with ADHD have many more options than they once did. Early 
intervention can help them find creative ways of coping with their challenges. 
If you set an example by taking a positive approach yourself, your child’s tasks 
will be that much easier. 
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• Join a support group for ADHD parents. Talking regularly with other parents 
gives you a safe place to explore your concerns -- whether they’re about a 
school district or your own ability to cope -- and fresh ideas on how to 
approach them. You may be able to find a group through a therapist or teacher 
who works with children with ADHD or through the local chapter of a 
national organization. If you have a computer, you may want to join an online 
support group or visit an Internet chat room for parents of children with 
ADHD. 

• Spend time with your spouse. Taking care of someone with ADHD may seem 
overwhelming if you don’t balance your child’s needs against your own and 
those of other people you love. Look for a caregiver -- a friend, relative, or 
babysitter -- who shows sensitivity to your child’s needs and will allow you and 
your spouse to go out for dinner or spend a weekend away from home when 
you need a break.  

• If you can’t find a group, consider forming your own. Put a notice on a community 
bulletin board or in a local newspaper that gives a brief description of the kind 
of group you’d like to form and how often you’d like to meet. For example: 
“Mother of an 8-year-old girl with Attention Deficit Hyperactivity Disorder 
would like to meet and talk once a month with other parents facing similar 
challenges. If you’d like to share ideas and offer support at informal get-
togethers, call Jane at 555–0000, nights and weekends.” Even if your notice 
doesn’t attract enough people to form a regular group, you may find one or 
two people who’d like to share ideas over the phone or at occasional lunches. 
You can also contact CHADD to set up a support group in your area. 

• Take care of yourself. Caring for a child with ADHD can be stressful. At times 
your son or daughter may seem to need continual help or supervision. Taking 
good care of yourself will help you find the energy you need to do your best as 
a parent. Get plenty of rest. Set up a regular exercise program (even if it’s only 
taking a long walk three or four times a week). Make time for activities that 
leave you feeling relaxed and refreshed -- having lunch with friends, listening 
to music, reading a new book by a favorite author. 

• Have a long-term perspective. You may go for weeks without seeing much 
progress, and then see your child make a big breakthrough when you don’t 
expect it. These ups-and-downs are a normal part of the process of raising a 
child with ADHD. If you can remain a calm and loving presence when 
stumbling blocks appear, you can help your child develop the patience and 
flexibility needed to overcome temporary setbacks. And you can help your 
child face the future with the energy and optimism needed to keep making 
progress at home and in school. 
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