
 

 

  What are the symptoms of ADHD in children?  

  Inattention, hyperactivity, and impulsivity are the key behaviors of 
ADHD. It is normal for all children to be inattentive, hyperactive, or 
impulsive sometimes, but for children with ADHD, these behaviors are 
more severe and occur more often. To be diagnosed with the disorder, a 

child must have symptoms for 6 or more months and to a degree that is greater than other 
children of the same age. 

Children who have symptoms of inattention may: 

 Be easily distracted, miss details, forget things, and frequently switch from one activity 
to another 

 Have difficulty focusing on one thing 
 Become bored with a task after only a few minutes, unless they are doing something 

enjoyable 
 Have difficulty focusing attention on organizing and completing a task or learning 

something new 
 Have trouble completing or turning in homework assignments, often losing things (e.g., 

pencils, toys, assignments) needed to complete tasks or activities 
 Not seem to listen when spoken to 
 Daydream, become easily confused, and move slowly 
 Have difficulty processing information as quickly and accurately as others 
 Struggle to follow instructions. 

Children who have symptoms of hyperactivity may: 

 Fidget and squirm in their seats 
 Talk nonstop 
 Dash around, touching or playing with anything and everything in sight 
 Have trouble sitting still during dinner, school, and story time 
 Be constantly in motion 
 Have difficulty doing quiet tasks or activities. 

Children who have symptoms of impulsivity may: 

 Be very impatient 
 Blurt out inappropriate comments, show their emotions without restraint, and act 

without regard for consequences 
 Have difficulty waiting for things they want or waiting their turns in games 
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 Often interrupt conversations or others' activities. 

How is ADHD diagnosed? 

Children mature at different rates and have different personalities, temperaments, and energy 
levels. Most children get distracted, act impulsively, and struggle to concentrate at one time or 
another. Sometimes, these normal factors may be mistaken for ADHD. ADHD symptoms usually 
appear early in life, often between the ages of 3 and 6, and because symptoms vary from 
person to person, the disorder can be hard to diagnose. Parents may first notice that their child 
loses interest in things sooner than other children, or seems constantly "out of control." Often, 
teachers notice the symptoms first, when a child has trouble following rules, or frequently 
"spaces out" in the classroom or on the playground. 

No single test can diagnose a child as having ADHD. Instead, a licensed health professional 
needs to gather information about the child, and his or her behavior and environment. A family 
may want to first talk with the child's pediatrician. Some pediatricians can assess the child 
themselves, but many will refer the family to a mental health specialist with experience in 
childhood mental disorders such as ADHD. The pediatrician or mental health specialist will first 
try to rule out other possibilities for the symptoms. For example, certain situations, events, or 
health conditions may cause temporary behaviors in a child that seem like ADHD. 

Between them, the referring pediatrician and specialist will determine if a child: 

 Is experiencing undetected seizures that could be associated with other medical 
conditions 

 Has a middle ear infection that is causing hearing problems 
 Has any undetected hearing or vision problems 
 Has any medical problems that affect thinking and behavior 
 Has any learning disabilities 
 Has anxiety or depression, or other psychiatric problems that might cause ADHD-like 

symptoms 
 Has been affected by a significant and sudden change, such as the death of a family 

member, a divorce, or parent's job loss. 

A specialist will also check school and medical records for clues, to see if the child's home or 
school settings appear unusually stressful or disrupted, and gather information from the child's 
parents and teachers. Coaches, babysitters, and other adults who know the child well also may 
be consulted. 

The specialist also will ask: 

 Are the behaviors excessive and long-term, and do they affect all aspects of the child's 
life? 

 Do they happen more often in this child compared with the child's peers? 



 Are the behaviors a continuous problem or a response to a temporary situation? 
 Do the behaviors occur in several settings or only in one place, such as the playground, 

classroom, or home? 

The specialist pays close attention to the child's behavior during different situations. Some 
situations are highly structured, some have less structure. Others would require the child to 
keep paying attention. Most children with ADHD are better able to control their behaviors in 
situations where they are getting individual attention and when they are free to focus on 
enjoyable activities. These types of situations are less important in the assessment. A child also 
may be evaluated to see how he or she acts in social situations, and may be given tests of 
intellectual ability and academic achievement to see if he or she has a learning disability. 

Finally, if after gathering all this information the child meets the criteria for ADHD, he or she will 
be diagnosed with the disorder. 

How is ADHD treated? 

Currently available treatments focus on reducing the symptoms of ADHD and improving 
functioning. Treatments include medication, various types of psychotherapy, education or 
training, or a combination of treatments. 

Medications 

The most common type of medication used for treating ADHD is called a "stimulant." Although 
it may seem unusual to treat ADHD with a medication considered a stimulant, it actually has a 
calming effect on children with ADHD. Many types of stimulant medications are available. A few 
other ADHD medications are non-stimulants and work differently than stimulants. For many 
children, ADHD medications reduce hyperactivity and impulsivity and improve their ability to 
focus, work, and learn. Medication also may improve physical coordination. 

Medication is a decision a family makes in consultation with a physician.  Research funded by 
the National Institute of Mental Health (NIMH) has shown that medication works best when 
treatment is regularly monitored by the prescribing doctor and the dose is adjusted based on 
the child's needs. 

Psychotherapy 

Different types of psychotherapy are used for ADHD. Behavioral therapy aims to help a child 
change his or her behavior. It might involve practical assistance, such as help organizing tasks or 
completing schoolwork, or working through emotionally difficult events. Behavioral therapy 
also teaches a child how to monitor his or her own behavior. Learning to give oneself praise or 
rewards for acting in a desired way, such as controlling anger or thinking before acting, is 
another goal of behavioral therapy. Parents and teachers also can give positive or negative 



feedback for certain behaviors. In addition, clear rules, chore lists, and other structured 
routines can help a child control his or her behavior. 

Therapists may teach children social skills, such as how to wait their turn, share toys, ask for 
help, or respond to teasing. Learning to read facial expressions and the tone of voice in others, 
and how to respond appropriately can also be part of social skills training. 

How can parents help? 

Children with ADHD need guidance and understanding from their parents and teachers to reach 
their full potential and to succeed in school. Before a child is diagnosed, frustration, blame, and 
anger may have built up within a family. Parents and children may need special help to 
overcome bad feelings. Mental health professionals can educate parents about ADHD and how 
it impacts a family. They also will help the child and his or her parents develop new skills, 
attitudes, and ways of relating to each other. 

Parenting skills training helps parents learn how to use a system of rewards and consequences 
to change a child's behavior. Parents are taught to give immediate and positive feedback for 
behaviors they want to encourage, and ignore or redirect behaviors they want to discourage. In 
some cases, the use of "time-outs" may be used when the child's behavior gets out of control. 
In a time-out, the child is removed from the upsetting situation and sits alone for a short time 
to calm down. 

Parents are also encouraged to share a pleasant or relaxing activity with the child, to notice and 
point out what the child does well, and to praise the child's strengths and abilities. They may 
also learn to structure situations in more positive ways. For example, they may restrict the 
number of playmates to one or two, so that their child does not become overstimulated. Or, if 
the child has trouble completing tasks, parents can help their child divide large tasks into 
smaller, more manageable steps. Also, parents may benefit from learning stress-management 
techniques to increase their own ability to deal with frustration, so that they can respond 
calmly to their child's behavior. 

Sometimes, the whole family may need therapy. Therapists can help family members find 
better ways to handle disruptive behaviors and to encourage behavior changes. Finally, support 
groups help parents and families connect with others who have similar problems and concerns. 
Groups often meet regularly to share frustrations and successes, to exchange information 
about recommended specialists and strategies, and to talk with experts. 

Tips to help kids stay organized and follow directions 

Schedule. Keep the same routine every day, from wake-up time to bedtime. Include time for 
homework, outdoor play, and indoor activities. Keep the schedule on the refrigerator or on a 
bulletin board in the kitchen. Write changes on the schedule as far in advance as possible. 



Organize everyday items. Have a place for everything, and keep everything in its place. This 
includes clothing, backpacks, and toys. 

Use homework and notebook organizers. Use organizers for school material and supplies. 
Stress to your child the importance of writing down assignments and bringing home the 
necessary books. 

Be clear and consistent. Children with ADHD need consistent rules they can understand and 
follow. 

Give praise or rewards when rules are followed. Children with ADHD often receive and expect 
criticism. Look for good behavior, and praise it. 

Source:  National Institute of Mental Health.  For more information visit:  
http://www.nimh.nih.gov 
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