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chapterone


Why I Wrote This Book


IF I HAVE the desire to create, does that mean I have talent?


With a lump in my throat and tears running down my face, I wrote this question at the top of my journal page in 1988. It’s hard to know which was worse that day: the grief that caused the lump in my throat, or the molasseslike confusion that filled my head.


Although still intent on living the professional life I’d led for thirty years, I had been sneaking writing, painting, sculpture, and creative thinking in whenever I could wangle a little time. I felt like a thief skulking around in dark alleys late at night. I hid many of my productions in file cabinets, unable to throw them away but equally unable to bring them out into the light.


Occasionally, I’d find someone with whom I thought it would be safe to share one of my illicit productions. With lowered voice and trembling heart, I’d murmur, “Would you please take a look at this?”


Then my head would start to roar with contradictory messages and desires. One voice would say, Soon I’ll be discovered—a great new playwright, painter, or poet People will tell the story over and over about how this previously unknown woman and her work were found in the jungles of the city, brought to light by whoever it was I’d picked that day to be exposed to my work. I could hear the Oohs and Aahs.


But I also heard a countering voice that said, She’ll think I’m foolish. She wont want to be my friend anymore, because shell think I’ve been presumptuous.


Then the litany of painful memories would begin. There was the time I had painted a picture for my mother for Christmas. I’d done it in oils and had worked for many days to get the colors and tones just right. Unwrapping it after a couple of glasses of wine, she’d laughed, pushed it away and said in a nonappreciative voice, “What is this thing?” I was ten then and never painted for her again.


Then there were the lessons I tried to take in art, music, and writing. I never really did very well. I didn’t seem to be able to do things the “right” way. My work was never complimented. It never won awards. And the classes always seemed difficult. Yet, on my own, I wrote, painted, sculpted, and constructed projects constantly throughout my life.


But always the question ran through my head, Am I talented? Am I creative?


Even in my professional life I saw things differently than the way I had been taught. Ideas would pop into my head spontaneously, based on my experiences, not on what I had read in a text book. For example, based on my work with preschoolers, I developed a theory of human behavior called the Core Components of Human Nature. Later, I began to apply those concepts in my work as a counselor for adults. Effortlessly, my whole approach to counseling and teaching changed as I applied what I knew, the theory that had simply come into my mind.


Yet external recognition, which would have validated the worth of my many “productions,” failed to come. No one thought I was particularly bright or smart, much less creative. And what I wanted to be seen as, more than anything else in the world, was creative.


I remember a time when I was a talk-radio host. The question of the day being asked by the host of the show immediately before mine was, What do you want written on your tombstone? What do you most want to be remembered for? Without a moment’s hesitation, I said, “Here lies a creative person.” The instant I’d heard the question, a visual image of a tombstone had appeared in my mind. And written on it was the coveted phrase.


That’s how my mind has always worked. Though I am not a visual learner in relation to the world around me, my mind has nevertheless always held a stage with a play or movie constantly playing. When I’m thinking about a particular question, I “see” the answer played out on the inner screen of my mind. And the plays that I watch on that screen reflect what I feel. I automatically categorize every experience—visual, auditory, kinesthetic, mental, emotional, and spiritual—in terms of how I feel in relation to that particular experience.


That’s just what happens inside of me. I never meant it to happen. I don’t mind it happening. It’s just me.


Over the years, my intellect has tried to sort out all of the things that happened to me relative to creativity, from my mother’s inability to appreciate my gift when I was ten to my continuing desire to be creative. Fve needed to understand all of this so I could feel at peace. I also hoped to find the key to fulfill my most deeply held desires.


Several years after writing the poignant question, “If I have the desire to create, does that mean I have talent?” I went back to that same piece of paper and wrote a simple answer—Yes.


The answer came only after I’d learned to validate my own work, irrespective of what outside sources thought or how they responded. My toughest audience proved to be myself. I needed to discover myself—and I did. As I wrote in the last lines of a poem I recently penned for a performing arts production at the Hyde Park Theater in Austin, Texas,


I am all that I dreamed and hoped for, you bet,


Now that I’m older, I see,


I can be what I like


Pleasing only myself


In command of my life out and in.


Because I am whole


After all of these years


The fairies and angels return.


I play with the little ones


Under the trees


And fly with the winged ones on high.


For now I am grown and happy with me.


Don’t you know!


DON’T YOU KNOW!


In addition to my lifelong inner desire to express my creativity, I have one other issue that has been with me from birth. And that is the fact that I am ADD—Attention Deficit Disorder. ADD is not really a disorder at all, although that is how it has been labeled by the health-care community. In reality it is simply a particular style of brain wiring—one that seems to go hand in hand with exceptional creativity. As I have learned over time about ADD—my own, my son’s, and that of all the people who had shared their lives with me in my role as a counselor—I have come face to face with more creativity per square inch than I had ever dreamed possible. I have never seen a more creative bunch of people.


I realize that the effects of having a creative spirit need to be sorted out from the effects of ADD. And I know that many others, like myself, have struggled, and are still struggling, to figure out how to live life with both ADD and creativity. In particular I am aware of the struggle to deal with sensitivity—an attribute of both ADD and creativity, and one of the most difficult to manage.


I’ve seen that creativity and ADD can cause enormous amounts of pain, but I don’t believe it has to be that way. I don’t believe that pain is necessary for growth or to make gains of any kind. I fully know from experience that pain can be eliminated, and healing and growth can gently take its place with results that are enduring.


I’ve learned a lot about my own creativity and my ADD. I’ve had hundreds of people share their stories with me about both. I’ve seen our common struggles. And I’ve come to realize that the question for us is not, How can I increase my creativity or get creative? but, How can I live with my creativity?


LIVING YOUR DREAM



I am writing this book because I want to share with you all that I’ve learned about creativity and the ways in which it interacts with ADD. I want you to know that, If you can dream it, you can do it. You can be the person you want to be. You wouldn’t have such a strong desire if you didn’t already have the potential. You are simply recognizing something that belongs to you.


To be sure, the form that your dreams take may vary over time. But you will find a way, if you persevere, to reach those dreams. No one and nothing can stop you permanently. We all get derailed on our journey from time to time, and that can deplete our hopes temporarily. But eventually, you will be able to use every scrap of your experience—even those experiences that seemed negative when they occurred—for the ultimate creation, your life.


Creativity is a core part of living. It’s fundamental. None of us can squelch our creativity without feeling less than whole, incomplete, and depressed. I want to help you reach your wholeness, your feelings of completeness, and your happiness. I know you can do it. But you are the one who must come to believe it. I believe in you, and I can share that belief with you. But you must take over the job of forming self-belief.


I’m also writing this book because I don’t want you to get discouraged. I know how easy it is to get discouraged. And I know that trying to make your ADD style of brain wiring mesh with the demands of a non-ADD culture can sometimes become very discouraging.


I don’t want you to become discouraged because giving up on something as important as your creativity is like saying you’re not going to breathe anymore because you can’t find the air quality you want. It goes against your very nature. Do something to preserve your creativity and yourself, even if it means hiding your creative desires temporarily. Then do something to improve the quality of the polluted air so you can freely enjoy the breath of life.


Do something to nurture yourself. Be with a friend who understands your creative desires. Go on vacation. Do something that will give you joy. Then when you feel re-energized, go about the job of finding a new or different way of exercising your creativity.


That’s what I’ve had to do—many times. For example, twenty-six years ago an animated cartoon played itself out in my mind. I put down on paper what I had seen in my mind. But when I tried to find an animator to work on the cartoon with me, I ran into a lot of roadblocks. So I put the project away for awhile. Ten years ago I pulled my beloved characters out of their file folder and wrote a story to go with the drawings. But again, I couldn’t figure out how to get the cartoon produced. Three months ago I talked with a musician who encouraged me to go back to the cartoon. And one month ago I met a man who has a computer-based business with animators on his staff. Now I’m working on the storyboard and script with renewed excitement.


I promise you I will continue to pursue this project to its completion. Twenty-six years after it came to me, I still like this cartoon, believe in it and know there is a role for it in the world.


There are other projects that I’ve set aside along the way for one reason or another. And I’ve done that purposely. I continue to support projects that I believe in and see a use for, even if they seem to be at a standstill. That doesn’t mean that I don’t get discouraged at times. But when that happens, I’ve learned to back off for awhile, take care of myself and watch for future opportunities. They do come.


All of us humans share common feelings. Sometimes you may feel like you’re the only one in the world who is running into creative obstacles. But I promise you that everyone has difficulties along the way just like you do. Sooner or later, however, you will find a new lead that puts you back on track.


The only people who fail are those who quit. Now there’s nothing wrong with quitting if you’re no longer interested in your creative endeavor or decide that the time has past for it to be useful to others. But don’t ever quit just because you’re afraid you won’t succeed.


I’m writing this book because I want you to honor your creative nature and learn how to manage it to your advantage. That means having some perspective on yourself and the way you’re wired, on your desires and how to get them harnessed, and on the necessary practical steps that will lead toward fulfillment. I want you to really appreciate, respect, and free your creativity. I want you to be able to answer the questions, What do I do with all this creativity? What do I do with all my creative energy?


Chances are you’ve asked yourself those questions many times. Many people with ADD feel so much creative energy bottled up inside that they hardly know what to do with it all. But I’m going to help you learn to direct and express that energy, so you will be able to use your creativity productively.


Our world needs to have creativity reintroduced into daily living. We need creative solutions to solve some of our chronic problems and to balance a world filled with numbers and technology. We need people to work together on heartfelt projects to come up with those creative solutions. After all, when people come together creatively, without competition and one-upmanship, the likelihood of violence and struggle is reduced. That’s because creativity brings such joyfulness that it makes it impossible for energy to be spent on hurting others. Instead energy is used to build new and wonderful outcomes that can make the world a better place.


People with ADD have a lot of creativity and can be a strong force for good in the world. Perhaps people who are ADD will be the forerunners who transform our world, changing it for the better. Our numbers are great, and our influence can be powerful.


Once people with ADD can form a positive relationship with their creativity, they can carry the results of that relationship out into the world as a positive force.


My final goal in writing this book is to broaden the definition of creativity to include not just specific talents, but to embrace a creative style of living that is available to many people. By considering this broader definition, you will come to recognize the creativity within yourself and others. Also, as we adults get in touch with our creativity, we will be able to recognize it in our children, cherishing and protecting it. Together we can make our social attitudes and the institutions within which we function, more humane and positive, creating an atmosphere that engenders growth, not conformity.


LOOKING BACK



I believe everyone is born creative. We have an innate drive to open ourselves up in a safe environment, to absorb the stimulation that is ever present around us. As we take in experiences of all kinds, our unique identities are molded and shaped into what will become our special style of living. For those of us with ADD, the attributes and difficulties of ADD greatly influence that style. To the degree that we are supported and surrounded by a healthty environment, we can retain our openness and express our uniqueness in everything we do.


During our preschool years we build feelings of competence and power, the ability to be in charge of ourselves and our expressions. By age six our emotional development culminates in the creation of a value system that, we hope, fits the uniqueness of our creativity and identity. With healthy outside influences that are supportive to our uniqueness, we establish a balance that keeps our creative channels open.


Sometimes, though, the people around us don’t know how to create growth-producing environments that honor our individuality. When this happens, our creativity and our expression of it become compromised.


That’s what happened to me. And I imagine that might be what happened to you.


Though I have few memories before the age of ten, my most pleasurable memory relates to a creative experience. That’s when I felt most alive and in touch with the real me.


I recall going downstairs to my landlady’s kitchen table several times when I was about five years old. The landlady, who was previously a kindergarten teacher, presented me with all kinds of circular-shaped objects: large and small plates, glasses of different sizes, jar lids, coins, and cups. She brought out a wonderful box of crayons that had more colors than I had ever seen, and told me I could trace around the circles then color them in. She also showed me how to trace parts of circles to make other geometric figures.


I will never forget how wonderful I felt working with those shapes and colors. Time stood still, and I hated it when I had to leave. I never left that table voluntarily. Throughout my childhood I painted and drew. It was my artwork that kept me alive. I loved colors and shapes and used them to create pictures and picture stories. I’ve never stopped doing that to this day.


I am told that when I was very young I danced a lot, all around the house. I can remember dancing for my parents and some of their friends, and it’s a memory that makes me feel happy. It’s as if I can hear some far-off music that propels my body through space. I like the way that makes me feel. Even now, I dance naturally and easily for myself or with others who also like to move their bodies gracefully and rhythmically.


My parents saw my enjoyment in dance and decided to give me dance lessons. But, in contrast to my wonderful memories of dancing around the house, when I recall the dance lessons the only feeling I remember is fear. I remember a constant fear that I wouldn’t get the steps right, so I stopped dancing. I must have been about four years old.


My parents gave me piano lessons for a couple of years starting when I was about five or six years old, and those lessons bring much the same fear to mind. I remember being afraid that my music teacher would disapprove of my playing. I sat in terror, fearing I would make a mistake. I remember feeling guilty about the fact that I didn’t practice very long each day. I wanted to practice, but because of my ADD, I just couldn’t sit still long enough to do it.


For years, though, I played the piano for myself. During my teen years, I developed a moderate level of proficiency. I also wanted to play the flute and drums, but my dad’s best friend in college played the saxophone, and my dad wanted me to play it, too. So I did.


I hated playing the saxophone. But I played for seven years because I was afraid to tell my dad how I felt. Consequently, I have a particularly sharp memory of trading instruments with the flute player in the band. I also secretly bought a pair of drum sticks and set up a board in my bedroom to use as a drum. Now I’m not sure how in the world I could have done that secretly, but I felt like I had to hide what I was doing. After all, that was what I really wanted to do, so it had to be wrong. That feeling—the assumption that what I really wanted in my heart was wrong—is one I have experienced many times throughout my life.


In junior high school I had an opportunity to conduct the band. I loved it. In fact, I loved it so much that I was afraid to show my feelings about it. Though I couldn’t hear pitch well, I felt the blending of the various instruments and experienced the overall flow of what I wanted the band to produce. Now, forty-five years later, I am enjoying the same creative role of pulling a production together. This time, it’s in the performing arts area, combining music, dance, drama, and my writings.


I remember daydreaming a lot as a child. Images, colors, and sounds would float through my mind. When I was about eleven, I saw Walt Disney’s Fantasia. I was ecstatic! The shapes, colors, and imaginary animals on the movie screen were the same images that had been playing in my mind for as long as I could remember. Seeing that movie gave me hope—hope that somewhere in the world other people like me existed. I didn’t quite conceptualize it that way at eleven, but that was the feeling, the feeling of hopefulness.


The first time I ever remember feeling hopeful about my creative desires was just the year before I saw Fantasia. That was the day I learned about the planets in science class. The solar system was displayed on a wonderful chart in vivid colors with circles and ellipses spinning in beautiful patterns all across the wall of my schoolroom. After school that day I sat on the steps in front of my home and looked up at the sky. I felt my heart move. And I knew there was something more out there than the world I had known until that time.


Circles, music, planets, and Fantasia were the lifelines to my future, and unbeknownst to me, they were integral to the very core of my identity. I just didn’t realize it then.



WHAT WENT WRONG



Many things happened in my childhood that turned off my creative juices. But perhaps the most unfortunate is that in the name of learning, I could not be creative. From my youngest years the formal educational process allowed me little opportunity to use my hands-on, exploratory, creative strengths for learning purposes. Although those of us with ADD learn best through a hands-on, exploratory approach, my childhood experiences taught me that I should not be creative, and I should not depend on my inner senses to give me solutions. The very process of traditional education guided me away from what was really my strongest teacher—my intuitive, inner guide.


Nevertheless, I did have a few opportunities to soar creatively in childhood. Maybe it’s because there were so few of those opportunities that I remember them so vividly.


For example, I remember clearly my fifth-grade language-arts teacher. Reading was hard for me, and I now know that I am dyslexic. Consequently, I had to spend a lot of time struggling to learn information that others breezed through. My teacher, who seemed to recognize that I needed some extra help, began to read aloud to me. And that opened the whole new world of language arts. I remember being very excited about it. But two months later, my family moved away from that school. And I never again experienced the joy of being read to.


That wonderful fifth-grade teacher also encouraged me to write poetry and short stories, which I enjoyed. But once I left her class, I never wrote again for pleasure as a child. My new language-arts teacher seemed to have a never-ending emphasis on punctuation, parts of speech, and diagramming of sentences. Does anyone really know what a past participle is? I haven’t a clue to this day. None of those endless exercises helped me learn to write at all, neither as a child nor as an adult.


With writing made into a chore, I only wrote what was required of me—and I didn’t do that particularly well. As an adult, I began to keep a secret journal, and that became the vehicle for my eventual emergence as a writer. But I didn’t write well until after I had worked as a talk-radio host for some time, and someone suggested that I write the way I speak. That someone was a very special teacher who became my first real book editor and, later, agent.


Ironically, I didn’t learn to enjoy reading until after I had begun to write. As my writing began to improve, I began to read spontaneously. Unfortunately, I was in my fifties before this comfort with language arts returned.


Even my art work went underground in school. I recall taking one art class in high school. At the time, I was taking classes in chemistry, analytical geometry, and other subjects that I did not enjoy, so I was very excited about the prospect of art class. But then I discovered that I wasn’t good at fashion design and I couldn’t draw people realistically. The exercises we were required to do in class were very boring to me, and I became discouraged. I also felt ashamed of my work, although I loved it. Like many people with ADD, I needed excitement, stimulation and validation to keep my interest. I didn’t get those, so that was the end of my interest in art class.


I still have a couple of drawings that I made in my high school years when I was allowed to do what I wanted. The teacher didn’t think they were great but I think they are some of the best work I have ever produced. They are a vivid, multicolored, fanciful tree with a snake wrapped around its trunk, a country scene with blue and orange trees, and an ad for Ivory soap that featured a swan with bubbles cascading from its back into infinity. I love these drawings. I keep them even now, though the paper has turned a bit yellow with age.


Based on my experiences in that high school art class, I figured that I probably wasn’t nearly as creative as I had thought I was. I certainly wasn’t talented like my classmates who could draw realistically.


For many reasons, including the fact that I had to work so hard to keep up in school because of my ADD, I had to stuff my creativity deep down inside. Granted, I still used my creativity in secret—dreaming up stories and improvising a drum set. But having to be secretive about my creativity as a child brought on feelings of guilt, guilt that surfaced for many, many years whenever I expressed myself creatively.


THE EFFECTS OF PARENTS



One of my long-term secrets was that I wanted to major in one of the creative arts in college. One day, as a high school senior, I found the courage to mention that to my parents. My father immediately assured me that I could never make a living with any of the arts and said I should become a professional. So, feeling guilty for wanting something so irresponsible, I did exactly what he told me to do.


My parents were not bad people. They just did not understand how I learned or what I needed. They held a culturally accepted model of learning that I also embraced because I didn’t know any better. Unfortunately, I didn’t realize until decades later that that model had little to do with the way in which I, and most people with ADD, learn.


I think my parents genuinely tried to support my creativity by giving me lessons. They never intruded, never told me to stop when I was painting or playing music or just thinking. But neither did they encourage me to talk with them about what I was doing. They never really seemed to appreciate my creative endeavors. And they certainly never encouraged me to pursue them in depth.


I realize now that some of my parents’ own emotional needs got in the way of their ability to support my creativity. I feared my father’s criticism, though, ironically, he didn’t criticize my productions. Rather, he criticized anyone who did art by referring to artists as, “Those punks who waste their time.” I was bright enough to understand that if I spent my time hanging out with “punks,” I’d be seen as one, too. I wasn’t strong enough then to stand up to that kind of criticism on my own two feet.


My mother was so frightened by life in general, so anxious, that she had no time to indulge in the development of her creativity or appreciate mine. I think she had a great deal of creativity, although it never evolved beyond limited needlework and interior decoration. She lacked the confidence to take her lovely work beyond the door of her own home. In another day and time, with confidence, she could have become an interior decorator or artisan. She had the talent, but she didn’t have any belief in herself.


AS A RESULT



Graduating from college led me to the workplace, for which I was totally unsuited. But I pounded the pavement, and I managed to get a civil service job in Arizona working with unemployment claims. I hated it. When my six-month probation was up, I asked for a transfer to the employment service. I wanted to work only half time, so that I could spend the rest of my time doing art work.


And that’s what I did. For four years I designed and produced silk-screened stationery, place mats and various other small items for sale. I also learned to do some stone carving and ceramic sculpture. But I was shy and afraid to try to market the items I made. Actually, I didn’t have a clue as to how to sell, market, or distribute my work. I just wanted to design and develop the pretty pictures in my head.


Going nowhere and making very little money, I moved to New York City on the advice of an older friend who took me under her wing. I told people I was going to study sculpture. But somewhere inside I knew that was not the direction for me. And I was right. I had neither the temperament to be a full-time artist, nor did I do the type of art that could make me a living. I also longed to help other people.


Soon I met a psychotherapist who encouraged me to go to graduate school. He said I was a natural therapist and a sensitive, creative person who would do well helping people. He was involved in the Jungian psychology movement, which respects and utilizes the arts in a more extensive way than most therapies. I resonated to his suggested combination of psychology and the arts, so I went to graduate school.


Over the next three decades I applied my creative skills to mental-health work. I found that the same mind that created pictures in my head also created new and different ways to look at human behavior. I liked following the lead of my inner senses and was able to birth both a theory of human behavior—now called the Core Components of Human Nature—and many books, articles, and programs that helped children and adults get in touch with their identity and the beauty of living. In particular I was able to help many people come to terms with their ADD and learn to see the many ways in which it enriched their lives, as well as find solutions for some of the ways in which it made their lives more difficult.


I felt good about my work. But as the years rolled by, I also felt pain because I lost touch with so much of my artistic creativity. There just wasn’t time to make a living as a psychotherapist and talk-show host, raise a family, take care of all the details that city living requires, and pursue creative endeavors.


Of course, looking back, I also realize I wasn’t ready to take a stand to honor my creativity. I wasn’t emotionally strong enough. I didn’t believe in myself enough. I didn’t know how to get my work beyond the first step of creation myself, nor how to network with others to help me.


So even though I looked like such a success to the outside world, inside I suffered—worrying that my creativity was withering away and fearing that many of my creations would end up as stillbirths, trapped in the folders of my file cabinet.


HOPE FOR THE FUTURE



Nature has a wonderful way of knocking us on the side of the head when we endlessly continue to do things that aren’t good for us. My “knock” came when I both burned out as a mental-health professional and was fired from my radio job within a twelve-month period. It took several years to recover from that burn-out and to emerge with a new life. But during those years I learned a lot.


I learned to listen to my heart—and when I listened carefully, I found a part of me that had been locked away for a long time—my creative self. I allowed myself the luxury of spending a lot of time writing in my journal. I found that my feelings wrote themselves in the form of poetry and short stories.


I learned that none of my interest in creativity nor my own creative talents had been permanently lost. In fact I found that my specific skills emerged at a higher level than when I had packed them away years earlier. I knew that my intense desire to create could no longer be ignored. I came to know the meaning of creative passion.


I discovered that a lot of the pain I had suppressed for years was rising up and forcing me to pay attention to its cause. As a result I noticed that I had a strong desire to create in all sorts of media. I wanted to write, make music, draw, paint, and design multimedia works. Most especially, I wanted to do performing arts. I wanted to replicate the stage that existed in my mind and turn it into a real-life stage with dance, music, lighting, and narrative drama.


I also wanted to finish some long-shelved projects. These included animation, teaching books, stories, and books of poetry. I also found a desire to share my experiences so that others could benefit.


I had never really had a teacher or mentor, so I wondered how I was going to accomplish all this. Then one day I symbolically stamped my foot on the ground and said, Okay, Universe. I don’t know how I can accomplish any of this, but I have to be able to create, and I have to create well by my standards. I must capture the essence of what is in my mind and heart.


As a result of this invocation the first real teacher of my life came along. I asked her to help me, and she said she would. She taught me to write in a manner that I could grasp—kinesthetically—using methods that my ADD allowed me to pick up quickly. In some ways it was almost as if we wrote together. She would edit my work and explain why changes were necessary. She helped me to simplify my work and she showed me a process of writing that I could follow.


This teacher gave me hope that I could gain some control over my writing, so that I could reflect the richness I felt inside. Slowly hope replaced pain. I found they couldn’t exist in the same space.


At the same time, I knew that I had to make a move out of the city into an environment that fit me better. I’d been wanting to make such a move for years. In 1987, I had a dream of a place that I had never seen but a place that was already familiar to me. It was a cliff, and I felt I belonged there. I began to look for it. But it wasn’t until the time of my burn-out, when I’d given up on finding it, that a circuitous set of circumstances led me to Central Texas one day.


I’m sure you can guess what I saw when I looked up at a For Sale sign perched on some land overlooking the Lower Colorado River—the cliff of my earlier dreams. The property was available and I could afford it. I bought it, built a cabin on it, and moved into the woods within a year.


A big part of my move included setting aside the time and opportunity to find out who I am—the old-new me, the me that had been lost. Since the move, I’ve become quite clear as to who I am. I realize that part of my growth is attributable to the fact that I have a new sense of freedom in my life, and the introspective time that comes with that. My children are grown now, my work schedule is flexible, and I am at a wonderful age that allows me the wisdom of many winters while still having vitality and health. At sixty I feel wonderful, am exuberant, and only do what I want to do—well, mostly. It’s a great time.


I’ve been learning that it’s never too late to tap into your creativity unless you think it is. I don’t think it’s too late. So for me, it isn’t. I am determined to create a life that reflects my desires. I choose to live a creative lifestyle as well as exercise any creative talents I have. So everything I do reflects my creative desires and wishes.


Looking back, I realize that everything I’ve done throughout my life has had a creative flair. No, I didn’t become a professional artist, writer, or performer, but I always saw things from a different angle or added something that was unique. Maybe my creativity showed in the fact that I colored baked potatoes blue for a family picnic when I was a child. Or in the fact that I came to think of ADD in a new way, a positive way. Maybe most important of all has been the way in which I taught, and related to, children—as individuals.


My current creative activities cover the areas of music, art, dancing, community theater, performing arts, writing, animation, and music video. Of course, I don’t do all of these activities at the same time. While I’m working on a few of them, the rest are lined up in my mind in a sequence of importance. I’m always mindful of opportunities to make progress when I meet someone with a skill I need or when a new idea comes to me.


I’m finding that the more I create, the happier I feel. The more involved I am with others, the more others speak of enjoying their creativity. We come together with our common interests and are fulfilled creatively.


I’ve come to believe that the benefits of creativity are even greater than I had previously realized. For example, when people are creating, they can’t be fighting. I’m realizing that young people who are involved in creative pursuits don’t have time to get into a lot of trouble. I also realize that people’s outlooks on life are a whole lot better when they are using their creativity in some way.


One thing I can promise you is that you need to go ahead and create, even though you don’t know whether or not you’ll ever be able to sell your creations.


Write your short stories, poems, novels, or plays because they are inside you, craving to come out. Paint your pictures. Design your projects. Sing, dance, and make music. Play out your dramas on stage, film, and video.


Live a creative lifestyle and you will find a place for your creative interests on down the line. You will be the better for having created. And the world will be a better place because you will feel better and glow more brightly as a fulfilled creative person.





chaptertwo


What Is ADD?


NEW INFORMATION is surfacing daily about ADD. I find myself constantly revising the way I think about it and the way I talk about it. Although Attention Deficit Disorder is still its official name, I no longer call this type of brain wiring a disorder, or even a deficit. I’m not even comfortable calling ADD a difference. After all, people who do not have ADD aren’t required by society to describe themselves as being “different”—even though they are different from those of us who are ADD.


So, as of the day I am writing this chapter, what I am willing and able to say about ADD is this: ADD is a neurobiochemical style of brain wiring.


This is just a statement of fact, not a judgment. It has no negative connotations.


It is not much different from my saying that I am a Caucasian female with blue eyes, an outgoing personality, and huge amounts of creativity. I am tall, have big feet, and am built more like an offensive lineman than a running back or receiver. I am very expressive but am also introspective and a dreamer. I come by all of these attributes via my genetic background. Both of my parents were probably ADD, and it’s very likely that both of my sons are ADD, too.


These are simply statements, not judgments.


This particular style of brain wiring called ADD affects the ways in which people learn best, manage time, organize projects and materials, respond to their environment, communicate, need physical activity, relate to others, process information, and create. People with ADD do not do these things in a wrong way. They just do them in ways that are not always compatible with the surrounding culture. They do them in ways that are natural for them.


Traditionally, scientists and clinicians thought that people outgrew their ADD at puberty. Not so! You are born with it, grow up with it, and die with it.


Traditionally, only one girl for every seven boys was thought to have ADD. Now it appears that there is no difference in the incidence of ADD between males and females.


Traditionally, people were thought to have ADD. Now I believe people are ADD. That’s just how we are wired. It affects how we see the world, how we do things, how we learn, and how we relate to other people. There are as many positive attributes to being ADD as there are negative, just as there are as many positive attributes to being non-ADD as there are negative.


But this is not to say that life is always as easy for people who are ADD as it is for those who are not. We live in a culture that is organized around non-ADD systems, and practices that favor non-ADD people. The educational system, business structures, cultural rules, laws, job expectations, and societal measures of success all favor a non-ADD style of being. In particular, the information age and the highly technical dehumanized nature of modern life have increased the discomfort level for many people who are ADD—people who are trying to live in a world full of details, paperwork, and numbers.


Once upon a time, before this age of electronic gadgetry, people learned their trades through apprenticeships, by watching and practicing the doing of their trade. And that is how people with ADD learn best, because they are kinesthetic learners. Today, lecturing, reading, and testing are the primary means of education. Due to this lack of hands-on experience, many people who are ADD do not fulfill their potential as students or employees.


Once upon a time when the seasons and the sun and moon served as people’s watches, those who were ADD did quite well with “time management.” They kept track of time by paying attention to how long it took to do a job. The content of what was being done determined how long people stayed on the job or in a conversation. Artificially segmenting time into minutes and hours is a different way of keeping track of time, and one that doesn’t fit ADD people very well.


Both ways of marking time allow people to keep track of time and get things done, but the modern style of being chained to a date book and inflexible schedule does not favor people who are ADD. We are not less responsible or intelligent because we measure time differently than non-ADD people. We simply operate by a different clock than they do—and they operate differently than we do.


Unfortunately, people who are ADD are labeled as having time-management problems, while people who are non-ADD are not similarly labeled because they don’t use nature to tell time.


Because we live in a world where most standards favor those who are non-ADD, we appear to be the ones who are different. We have been labeled disordered by those who are most like the cultural standards. Part of the problem stems from the fact that people with ADD usually don’t care about labeling others, nor are we the ones who tend to write the diagnostic and statistical manuals.


If we did write the manuals and make the rules, ADD would never have been identified, and it would never have existed. Instead, we might have created CDD, Creativity Deficit Disorder; IDD, Intuition Deficit Disorder; or GSD, Goal Surplus Disorder.


How does that sound?


DIAGNOSING ADD


Because I am a realist, I know that those of us who are ADD need help to function effectively and live up to our potential in a culture that doesn’t fit us. That’s why a determination to see how you are wired is in order, so you can understand why you are experiencing difficulties and learn to make the necessary adjustments. But if you are “diagnosed” with ADD, do not believe that there is something wrong with you. Simply go through the process of diagnosis and then determine how you can best use your wonderful talents, gifts, and style to advantage in a very linear culture.


Few people as yet know how to determine whether people are ADD in a simple way. If you believe that you or a family member might be ADD, you need to find someone who has made it his or her business to learn about ADD and keeps up with the developments in the field. You need to find someone who has an open, nonjudgmental perspective on ADD and won’t make you feel like there is something wrong with you—someone who values creative, innovative, and unusual ways of doing things.


Often the best diagnostician is someone who is ADD himself or has a child who is ADD. And that person is likely to be working in the field of mental-health or education, such as an educational diagnostician, counselor, psychotherapist, social worker, psychologist, or physician. Recently, teams of professionals have begun to come together to provide the well-rounded diagnostic services desired by people who are ADD.


An in-depth interview (about one to two hours) is usually adequate to determine whether or not you are ADD. Since ADD is present at birth and is genetically passed down through the family, the interview will cover your childhood as well as descriptions of relatives, including your parents and children. The diagnostician will ask about your experiences in school and the workplace, your interpersonal relationships, your behavior concerning everything from why you had certain accidents (was it from walking along the edge of the roof?) to your driving record. A brief physical history, including information about your use of addictive substances or tendency toward addictive behavior, is also important in determining whether or not you have an ADD brain-wiring style.


Testing really is not necessary. Some people prefer to use this method, though, and you may wish to be evaluated with psychological and educational tests. But if you are tested, be sure that an accurate history is also taken. Testing is a must, however, when there is evidence of an additional condition, such as a possible seizure disorder or other learning difference that the clinician wants to consider in making recommendations for medication and further intervention.


You may end up with a diagnosis of another condition as well as the determination that you are basically wired in an ADD way. ADD is not a diagnosis of exclusion. It can co-exist with conditions that are emotional and physical.


From your evaluation be sure to get not only a diagnosis but a written report that you can use to help you obtain reasonable accommodation in school and in your job. Finally, you need to be guided to what’s next for you. You will want to find out what kinds of training will help you cope with the negative aspects of your ADD. How can you learn to better use your strengths? Is medication something that might help you and that you want to try?


Above all, stay in charge of yourself while working in partnership with a professional. Once you have discovered you are ADD, it will become clear how your creativity or potential for success may have been compromised. You’ll find out how you can use ADD to your advantage, while factoring in the effects of ADD that you want to learn to control.


Let’s suppose you were diagnosed as a child so you have known about your ADD for a long time. If you were fortunate you were provided with good guidance that helped you learn how to utilize your ADD positively and how to overcome any problems that it produced. If this is the case, by now you are probably well on your way to being a successful person, ADD and all.


If you were diagnosed as a child but were not helped to overcome your difficulties, or if you learned to feel badly about being ADD, you would do well to be rediagnosed now. New information and advances in working with ADD in addition to the guidance of people who are ADD will help you gain control of your life. You don’t need to keep suffering because of ADD.


Once a determination of ADD is made, medication becomes an option. I’ve seen miracles with children and adults who suddenly can settle down, think one thought at a time, begin to act in ways that gain acceptance from those around them, and succeed in reaching goals. Unfortunately, I’ve also seen people who think medication for ADD means providing the “magic bullet” that will instantly cure every problem they’ve ever faced in life. They are in for a shock.


Medication provides a first step for many people diagnosed with ADD. But it is only one piece of a complex puzzle. Frequently, it buys time to learn management skills such as how to inhibit impulsivity, curb your temper, organize time and materials in ways that fit you, and find your own way of paying attention. Your job is to find your fit as an ADD-wired person in a culture that requires skills other than those that are natural for you. You will learn, given time, to adjust without losing your own identity. For some people, medication can help buy that time.


But under no conditions is medication to be used without training and education. I use the words training and education advisedly rather than counseling, which is not useful for ADD. Counseling is, of course, very helpful in dealing with the emotions and trauma that might result from your ADD issues. But to learn to manage the aspects of your ADD that cause you trouble, you will find training and education of greater benefit.


There are many kinds of help available to you. There are training programs that address specific ADD needs and books and workbooks that can help you learn to manage your ADD. And there are many, many support groups throughout the country to keep you updated on resources and provide camaraderie. On-line computer information is available if you are drawn to spend your time with your computer. You might also consider temporary coaching to assist you with the everyday steps and decisions you face. That kind of help can provide you with the opportunity to learn new ways of working and communicating, in order to get what you need out of life.


WHAT ADD IS NOT



I’ve been hearing and reading so much lately about ADD as an “excuse” that I want to start by saying, “ADD is not an excuse.” It is a fact that ADD exists. Much of the way you see and react to the world depends on your ADD. That is just the way you are made.


It’s kind of like being dealt a hand of cards. That’s what you have to work with. ADD is an explanation—not an excuse. You get to use your assets as well as compensate for your vulnerabilities in the game of life. That’s true whether or not you are ADD.


ADD does not mean you’re crazy, inadequate, or in any way inferior to anyone else. You are only different, just as someone who is not ADD is different from you.


You are not stupid. In fact, people who are ADD are often much brighter than they are initially able to demonstrate in the formal educational environment. Your intelligence may show itself in ways other than making top grades in school.


The current tragedy in relation to ADD is that some educators and clinicians immediately label ADD and seek medication, creating a problem where one need not exist. Further misguided training to help the person become something he is not begins. That pulls the person farther off track. Trying to teach a fish to fly, rather than returning it to the water where it can learn to swim effectively is too often the solution sought by people who think their way of being is the way.


And all too often, the secondary problems associated with being ADD go unrecognized for what they are. If you are that fish who had been sent to flying school—the one who lost connection with your sense of self or opposed what was happening to you—you are in danger of developing behaviors that hurt you or that others think are a natural part of you. These include depression, oppositional/defiant behavior, anxiety, low self-esteem, and self-medicating behavior (such as substance abuse). These are common problems for people who are ADD, brought about by the frustration and anger that comes from being forced to fit into a system that just doesn’t fit the needs or natural desires of someone who is ADD.


How sad! None of these reactions need happen. They are a result of mistreatment in an environment that doesn’t fit. No more, no less.


Your job, though, is to believe in yourself and do two things. First, acknowledge, respect, and pursue your own innate interests and talents, taking responsibility for seeing that you share them with the world at large. This may mean making your living by those talents or it may mean enjoying them in addition to the work that provides you with the income you need to live a responsible life. (More on this in chapter 12.)


Your second obligation is to learn about the society you live in: the expectations, attitudes, beliefs, and rules. You don’t need to agree with them. You don’t need to respect all of them. But you do need to understand them and find ways to play the game.


Our culture is probably not going to meet you halfway, understanding your needs and reaching out to make things more equitable for you. You are the one who is going to have to reach beyond the midpoint in order to give others, who don’t understand your talents and needs, what they think is appropriate. But you know the difference. Always be aware of the compromises you are making and why. That will save your neck and allow you to have a maximum amount of power in a situation that, though it doesn’t fit for you, is the majority’s way of doing things. Then you will gain in power yourself and can make your contribution to change cultural standards such as the educational system, legal system, or popular attitudes.



WHAT’S IN A NAME?


As I stated above, ADD is not a disorder. Historically, the people who researched, diagnosed, and created labels for people, putting them in little boxes on paper, were not ADD. That is simply not ADD behavior. Unfortunately, these labelers did not understand the meaning of what they were seeing or what they were doing. What they did understand was that children who did not do well in the current school system or in certain kinds of jobs could be diagnosed ADD.
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