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CONDITION

Pediatric ADHD

Pediatric ADHD is a condition that affects a child's attention, activity level, and impulse

control.

WHAT IT IS

Ongoing difficulty with attention, activity, or impulse control

BODY SYSTEM

Nervous system

MAIN SYMPTOMS

Distractibility, forgetfulness, restlessness, impulsive behaviour

WHAT CAUSES IT

Mostly inherited and developmental factors

HOW IT IS DIAGNOSED

Clinical assessment using reports from multiple settings

MAIN TREATMENT

Behaviour support, school accommodations, and medication

CAN IT BE CURED?

No - symptoms can be managed

IS IT AN EMERGENCY?

Sometimes - when there is immediate danger

LONG-TERM OUTLOOK

Often improves, but symptoms may continue into adulthood

Overview

Attention-deficit/hyperactivity disorder, or ADHD, is a condition that affects how a child

manages attention, activity, and impulses. It begins in childhood, although it may not be

recognized until schoolwork and routines become more demanding.

Children with ADHD do not all behave in the same way. Some are mainly inattentive. They may

seem dreamy, forget instructions, or struggle to finish tasks. Others are mainly hyperactive

and impulsive. Many have a combination of both patterns.

ADHD is more than occasional distraction or high energy. The symptoms are ongoing, occur in

more than one part of life, and interfere with learning, relationships, safety, or daily routines. A

child may focus very well on an activity they find highly rewarding while struggling with tasks

that require sustained mental effort. This does not mean they are choosing when to have
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symptoms.

ADHD can affect confidence, school progress, friendships, and family life. With suitable

support, many children learn effective ways to manage it. Treatment does not aim to change a

child's personality. It aims to reduce difficulties and help the child function more comfortably

and safely.

Symptoms

ADHD symptoms are grouped into inattention and hyperactivity-impulsivity. The balance may

change as a child grows.

Signs of inattention can include:

Signs of hyperactivity or impulsivity can include:

Young children are naturally active and may have short attention spans. ADHD becomes a

concern when behaviour is clearly more frequent or severe than expected for the child's

developmental level and causes meaningful problems.

Symptoms may look different in different settings. A highly structured classroom may reveal

difficulties that are less noticeable during one-to-one activities. Some children, especially

those with mainly inattentive symptoms, do not cause disruption and may go unrecognized for

longer.

- Losing school supplies, clothing, or other needed items

- Missing details or making frequent careless mistakes

- Struggling to follow multi-step instructions

- Forgetting routines, homework, or appointments

- Becoming distracted by sounds, activity, or unrelated thoughts

- Avoiding tasks that need long periods of mental effort

- Fidgeting or leaving a seat when expected to remain seated

- Running, climbing, or feeling restless in unsuitable situations

- Talking frequently or finding quiet activities difficult

- Calling out answers or interrupting conversations

- Struggling to wait for a turn

- Acting before considering the result
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Causes and risk factors

ADHD does not have one single cause. Research indicates that inherited differences and brain

development play major roles. ADHD often runs in families, but having a relative with ADHD

does not mean a child will definitely develop it.

Certain factors are associated with a higher chance of ADHD. These include premature birth,

some pregnancy or birth complications, and exposure to lead or certain substances during

pregnancy. An association does not prove that one factor caused ADHD in an individual child.

ADHD is not caused by poor parenting, lack of discipline, eating sugar, or vaccines. Digital

media does not by itself explain ADHD, although excessive or poorly timed screen use can

worsen sleep, routines, and attention in any child.

Stressful environments can make symptoms harder to manage, but they are not usually the

underlying cause. Clear routines and supportive parenting may reduce difficulties without

removing the condition itself.

Diagnosis

There is no blood test, brain scan, or computer task that can confirm ADHD on its own.

Diagnosis is based on a detailed assessment by a qualified health professional.

The assessment usually includes information from the child, parents or caregivers, and school

staff. Rating scales can help collect observations in a consistent way, but they are only one part

of the process.

For an ADHD diagnosis, symptoms must have begun before age 12, continued for at least six

months, and caused difficulties in more than one setting, such as home and school. The

symptoms must be inconsistent with the child's developmental level and cannot be better

explained by another condition.[1][2]

The assessment may review:

Sleep disorders, anxiety, depression, hearing problems, learning disabilities, autism, seizures,

and some medical conditions can resemble or occur alongside ADHD. A careful assessment

helps separate these possibilities. Formal educational or psychological testing may be useful

when learning or intellectual concerns are present, but not every child needs it.

- Development, learning, behaviour, sleep, and medical history

- School reports and examples of classroom functioning
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- Hearing and vision when problems are suspected

- Mood, anxiety, trauma, and family circumstances

- Possible learning, language, or developmental conditions

Treatment and management

Treatment is matched to the child's age, symptoms, strengths, and daily needs. It may combine

behaviour-based support, changes at school, and medication.[1][3]

Parent training in behaviour management teaches caregivers practical ways to encourage

useful skills. Approaches may include clear instructions, predictable routines, immediate

praise, and consistent consequences. This is not based on blaming parents. It gives families

tools suited to the way ADHD affects self-control and motivation.

School support may include seating that limits distraction, shorter task sections, written

instructions, movement breaks, organizational help, or extra time when appropriate. Formal

accommodations depend on the child's assessed needs and local education system.

For preschool-aged children, behaviour therapy is generally used before medication when

suitable services are available. For school-aged children and adolescents, medication may be

considered alongside behavioural and educational support.[1][3]

Stimulant medicines include methylphenidate-based and amphetamine-based products. They

often reduce core ADHD symptoms while active in the body. Non-stimulant options include

atomoxetine and certain extended-release medicines related to guanfacine or clonidine. The

choice depends on factors such as symptom pattern, duration of coverage needed, other

health conditions, side effects, and family preferences.

Possible medication effects include reduced appetite, sleep difficulty, stomach discomfort,

headache, irritability, or changes in heart rate and blood pressure. Some effects improve after

an adjustment, while others require a different plan. Growth, appetite, sleep, blood pressure,

pulse, symptoms, and functioning should be monitored during medication treatment.[3][4]

Treatment should be reviewed over time. A medicine that helps attention but causes

unacceptable effects is not an ideal outcome. The goal is meaningful improvement in daily life,

not simply a quieter classroom.

Healthy sleep routines, regular physical activity, and dependable meal patterns can support

overall functioning. They are helpful parts of care, but they do not replace evidence-based

ADHD treatment when that treatment is needed.
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Complications

ADHD can make schoolwork, friendships, family routines, and safety more difficult. Impulsive

behaviour may increase the chance of accidental injury. As children grow older, untreated or

poorly controlled symptoms may contribute to driving risks, substance misuse, school failure,

or conflict with others. These outcomes are possible, not inevitable.

Repeated criticism or academic struggles can affect self-esteem. A child may begin to believe

they are lazy or incapable when the real problem involves attention and self-management.

ADHD commonly occurs with other conditions, including learning disabilities, anxiety,

depression, sleep disorders, oppositional behaviour, tic disorders, and autism. These are

associated conditions rather than direct complications in every child. Recognizing them

matters because each may need its own support.

Prevention

ADHD usually cannot be prevented. Its strong inherited and developmental basis means there

is no proven parenting method, diet, supplement, or activity that guarantees prevention.

General steps during pregnancy and childhood, such as avoiding tobacco and other harmful

substance exposure, reducing lead exposure, and obtaining appropriate prenatal care, support

health overall. They cannot guarantee that a child will not develop ADHD.

Early recognition does not prevent ADHD, but it may reduce its effect on learning,

relationships, confidence, and safety. Support can begin even while a full assessment is being

arranged.

Living with it and what to expect

ADHD is usually a long-term condition, but its effects may change over months and years.

Hyperactive behaviour often becomes less obvious with age. Restlessness may replace

running or climbing. Difficulties with organization, attention, and impulse control can continue

into adolescence or adulthood.[2][5]

Progress is rarely perfectly steady. Symptoms may become more noticeable when demands

increase, such as when a child changes schools, receives more homework, or begins managing

their own schedule. Sleep loss, stress, and changes in routine can also make symptoms harder

to manage temporarily.
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Some children eventually have fewer symptoms and need less support. Others continue to

benefit from medication, coaching, therapy, educational accommodations, or workplace

adjustments as adults. Follow-up helps ensure that support changes as the child's needs

change.

Practical systems often become increasingly important. Calendars, visual schedules,

reminders, organized storage, and breaking large tasks into smaller steps can reduce the

mental effort needed to stay on track.

ADHD does not determine intelligence or future success. Children with ADHD have a wide

range of abilities and interests. Their outcomes are shaped by symptom severity, other health

or learning needs, access to support, and the fit between their environment and skills.

Consistent care can help them build independence without expecting symptoms to disappear

completely.

When to get medical help

Arrange a routine appointment if attention, activity, or impulsive behaviour is persistent and is

affecting school, friendships, family life, sleep, or safety. It is also reasonable to seek help if a

teacher raises repeated concerns or a child is becoming distressed about their performance.

Children already receiving treatment need routine follow-up to review symptoms, school and

home functioning, growth, sleep, appetite, blood pressure, and possible side effects. Contact

the prescribing professional sooner if side effects are troubling, symptoms suddenly worsen,

or a medicine does not seem to be helping.

Seek urgent medical help if a child develops severe agitation, hallucinations, fainting, chest

pain, or a very fast or irregular heartbeat, particularly while taking medication.

Seek emergency help immediately if the child:

Suspected medication poisoning requires immediate advice from emergency services or a

local poison centre. Do not wait for symptoms to appear.

- Is at immediate risk of harming themselves or another person

- Has taken an unknown or excessive amount of medication

- Has severe breathing difficulty, collapses, or cannot be awakened

- Expresses suicidal intent with an immediate plan or access to means

Common questions
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Is ADHD just bad behaviour?

No. ADHD affects attention and self-control. Behaviour may still need limits and

consequences, but punishment alone does not correct the underlying difficulty. Clear

expectations, skill-building, and appropriate treatment are usually more useful.

Can a child have ADHD and still focus on video games?

Yes. ADHD does not mean a child can never focus. Attention is often easier to sustain when an

activity is highly interesting, immediately rewarding, or constantly changing. The main difficulty

is regulating attention according to what the situation requires.

Will my child grow out of ADHD?

Some children have fewer symptoms as they mature, especially visible hyperactivity. Others

continue to have problems with attention, organization, restlessness, or impulsivity into

adulthood. Childhood progress cannot predict one exact course.

Does ADHD medication change a child's personality?

Appropriate treatment should not remove a child's personality or emotions. If a child seems

unusually withdrawn, flat, irritable, or unlike themselves, the treatment needs review. This does

not necessarily mean that all ADHD medication is unsuitable.

Do food dyes or sugar cause ADHD?

They are not established causes of ADHD. Some children may have individual reactions to

certain foods, but restrictive diets are not a routine cure. Major diet changes should be

discussed with a qualified professional so the child continues to receive adequate nutrition.

Can ADHD occur without hyperactivity?

Yes. A child can have a mainly inattentive presentation, with forgetfulness, disorganization, and

difficulty sustaining attention but little obvious hyperactivity. This pattern may be easier to

miss because it is often less disruptive.
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