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What is ADHD?

Attention-deficit/hyperactivity disorder (ADHD) is a group of chronic disorders that begin in childhood and sometimes last into adult life.

Problems generally associated with ADHD include inattention, hyperactivity and impulsive behavior. They can affect nearly every aspect of life. Children and adults with ADHD often struggle with low self-esteem, troubled personal relationships and poor performance in school or at work.

The best treatment for ADHD is a matter of debate. Currently, psychostimulant drugs are the most common treatment. But although these drugs can relieve many symptoms, they don't cure ADHD. Counseling, special accommodations in the classroom, and family and community support are other key parts of treatment.

Signs and symptoms

At various times, ADHD has been called attention-deficit disorder (ADD), hyperactivity, and even minimal brain dysfunction. But ADHD is the preferred term because it more accurately describes all aspects of the condition. Yet changing the name hasn't made ADHD less controversial.

For some time, experts disagreed on how ADHD should be diagnosed — and even on whether it was a real disorder. But in 1998, the National Institute of Mental Health decided that ADHD is a legitimate condition. In addition, most doctors believe that a child shouldn't receive a diagnosis of ADHD unless the core symptoms of ADHD appear early in life — before age 7 — and create significant problems at home and at school on an ongoing basis.

The symptoms of ADHD fall into two broad categories:

· Inattention 

· Hyperactivity-impulsive behavior 

In general, children are said to have ADHD if they show six or more symptoms from each category for at least six months. These symptoms must significantly affect a child's ability to function in at least two areas of life — typically at home and at school. This helps ensure that the problem isn't with a particular teacher or only with parents. Children who have problems in school but get along well at home are not considered to have ADHD. The same is true of children who are hyperactive or inattentive but whose schoolwork and friendships aren't affected by their behavior.

In most children diagnosed with ADHD, signs and symptoms appear between 4 and 6 years of age, although they sometimes may occur even earlier. They include the following:

Inattention
· Often fails to pay close attention to details or makes careless mistakes in schoolwork or other activities 

· Often has trouble sustaining attention during tasks or play 

· Often doesn't seem to listen when spoken to directly 

· Often doesn't follow through on instructions and fails to finish schoolwork, chores or other tasks 

· Often has difficulty organizing tasks or activities 

· Often avoids or dislikes tasks that require sustained mental effort, such as schoolwork or homework 

· Often loses things needed for tasks or activities, such as books, pencils, toys or tools 

· Is often easily distracted 

· Is often forgetful 

Hyperactivity-impulsive behavior
· Often fidgets with hands or feet or squirms in seat 

· Often leaves seat in the classroom or in other situations where remaining seated is expected 

· Often runs or climbs excessively when it's not appropriate, or, if an adolescent might constantly feel restless 

· Often has difficulty playing quietly 

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

· Often talks excessively 

· Often blurts out the answers before questions have been completely asked 

· Often has difficulty waiting his or her turn 

· Often interrupts or intrudes on others by butting into conversations or games 

Most healthy children exhibit many of these behaviors at one time or another. For instance, parents may worry that a 3-year-old who can't listen to a story from beginning to end or finish a drawing may have ADHD. But preschoolers normally have a short attention span and aren't able to stick with one activity for long. This doesn't mean they're inattentive — it simply means they're normal preschoolers.

Even in older children and adolescents, attention span often depends on the level of interest in a particular activity. Most teenagers can listen to music or talk to their friends for hours but may be a lot less focused about homework.

Being different isn't ADHD
The same is true of hyperactivity. Young children are naturally energetic — they often wear their parents out long before they're worn out themselves. And they may become even more active when they're tired, hungry, anxious or in a new environment. In addition, some children just naturally have a higher activity level than others. Every child is unique, with a distinct personality and temperament. Children should never be classified as having ADHD just because they're different from their friends or siblings.

Most children with ADHD don't have all the signs and symptoms of the disorder. Furthermore, symptoms may be different in boys and girls. Boys are more likely to be hyperactive, and girls tend to be inattentive. In addition, girls who have trouble paying attention often daydream, but inattentive boys are more likely to play or fiddle aimlessly. Boys also tend to be less compliant with teachers and other adults, so their behavior is often more conspicuous.

At the same time, children diagnosed with ADHD may have some things in common. They tend to be especially sensitive to stimuli such as sights, sounds and touch, for instance. And when overstimulated, they can quickly get out of control, becoming giddy and sometimes aggressive or even physically or verbally abusive. Children with the inattentive form of ADHD may seem to drift away into their own thoughts or lose track of what's going on around them.

Symptoms of ADHD in adults
ADHD always begins in childhood, but it may persist into adult life. The core symptoms of distractibility, hyperactivity and impulsive behavior are the same for adults as for children, but they often manifest differently and far more subtly in adults. Hyperactivity, in particular, is generally less overt in adults. Children may race around madly; adults are more likely to be restless and to have trouble relaxing.

On the other hand, problems with organization and concentration often increase as people get older and their lives become more complicated and demanding. Adults diagnosed with ADHD often say that their biggest frustration is their inability to focus and to prioritize, leading not only to missed deadlines but also to forgotten meetings and social engagements.

As difficult as this is, the impulsive behavior of some adults with ADHD can be even more problematic. The inability to control impulses, which some experts say may be the defining characteristic of ADHD, can range from impatience waiting in line or driving in heavy traffic to mood swings, intense outbursts of anger and troubled relationships.

One set of guidelines used to diagnose adult ADHD, called the Utah criteria, lists the following as characteristic of adults with the disorder:

· A childhood history of ADHD 

· Hyperactivity and poor concentration 

· Inability to complete tasks 

· Mood swings 

· Hot temper 

· Inability to deal with stress 

· Impulsivity 

Causes

Parents often blame themselves when a child has been diagnosed with ADHD, but scientists increasingly believe that structural changes in the brain, not parenting, may be a leading cause of the disorder. At the same time, certain environmental factors may contribute to or worsen a child's symptoms. Although much still isn't understood about ADHD, researchers have identified several factors that may play a role:

· Altered brain function. Scientists once thought that a chemical imbalance was involved in many cases of ADHD because adults and children diagnosed with ADHD appear to have low levels of dopamine (dopa decarboxylase), a chemical that sends messages to the part of the brain involved in attention, movement and motivation. But brain scans of children with ADHD also show changes in the neural pathways along which these messages move. It's possible that this may interfere with communication between the parts of the brain that regulate attention, planning, impulsive behavior and motor control — all areas of difficulty for people with ADHD. 
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· Heredity. ADHD tends to run in families. About one in four children with ADHD have at least one relative with the disorder, and when one identical twin has ADHD, the other twin almost always has it as well. 

· Maternal smoking, drug use and exposure to toxins. Pregnant women who smoke are at increased risk of having children with ADHD. And alcohol or drug abuse during pregnancy may reduce activity of the nerve cells (neurons) that produce dopamine. Pregnant women who are exposed to environmental poisons such as polychlorinated biphenyls (PCBs), also may be more likely to have children with symptoms of ADHD. PCBs are industrial chemicals that were widely used until they were finally banned in 1976. But PCBs are slow to degrade and high levels remain in the environment, in animal and human tissue and in breast milk, which tends to attract contaminants because of its high fat content. 

· Childhood exposure to environmental toxins. Preschool children exposed to certain environmental toxins, particularly lead and PCBs, are at increased risk of developmental and behavioral problems, many of which are similar to those found in children diagnosed with ADHD. Exposure to lead, which is found mainly in paint and pipes in older buildings, has been linked to disruptive and even violent behavior and to a short attention span. And high levels of PCBs are known to interfere with many aspects of a child's development, in addition to being human carcinogens. Children may be exposed to PCBs in the womb as well as after birth — both breast milk and certain fish are high in these toxins. 

	· 


Websites

Mayoclinic.com

PAGE  
1

