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Introduction

Parenting a child with attention-deficit/hyperactivity disorder (ADHD) can be an exhausting, frustrating, bewildering, and overwhelming experience. In addition to managing day-to-day parenting challenges, parents may feel confused, stressed, and powerless when faced with the vast amount of information on ADHD. But as a parent, you can do a lot to help your child manage and control her symptoms, and to quiet the chaos that the disorder often imposes on families and marriages. It all begins with openness and patience, and a complete understanding of childhood ADHD.

Throughout this book you’ll find tips for remaining flexible, calm, and mindful while taking the necessary steps to create a better future for your child. It is critical for parents to have effective tools for taking care of themselves and working positively with their kids. These mindfulness practices will provide tools for both you and your child to build a healthier, happier family household together.

The Conscious Parent’s Guide to ADHD is a comprehensive resource for parents of children of all ages. It provides detailed information for recognizing and managing your child’s disorder from preschool through high school. This guide offers practical advice on the telltale signs and symptoms of childhood ADHD and information on getting a reliable diagnosis, evaluation, and treatment for your child.

By reading this book, you’ll glean the basic medical knowledge necessary to talk intelligently about your child’s condition to his doctor. You’ll also learn about the condition’s classic symptoms, diagnostic and evaluation techniques, and an increasingly sophisticated arsenal of high-tech treatment and medication modalities used to treat childhood ADHD.

Although almost all children have days when they don’t complete their homework, blurt out the wrong things in class, or forget where they put their backpacks, those days are the norm, rather than the exception, for children with ADHD. As you’ll learn by reading The Conscious Parent’s Guide to ADHD, not every child has the same ADHD symptoms, and a child’s symptoms may change over time. Some children with ADHD are hyperactive; others are quiet dreamers who stare into space, miles away from their teachers and homework at hand. Still others are so impulsive that they butt into every conversation, are overly blunt and tactless, or invade everyone’s space.

The Conscious Parent’s Guide to ADHD will also help remove any blame, shame, or guilt you may be harboring about having caused or contributed to your child’s disorder. You’ll learn that your child’s ADHD was not caused by bad parenting, by eating a poor diet, or by watching too much television, but that it is a neurobiological disorder caused by biochemical imbalances in the brain. Scientists now believe that childhood ADHD is not one single disorder, but a cluster of disorders that affect different parts of the brain. Researchers also know that childhood ADHD is a genetic disorder. That means if you or your spouse have ADHD, your children are at a higher risk of developing it, too.

Although there’s no cure to date for childhood ADHD, perhaps the best news about this disorder is that most of your child’s symptoms can be successfully managed and controlled through a combination of medication and therapy.

It’s not easy for parents or children to live with childhood ADHD. Early intervention won’t cure your child’s disorder, but it can dramatically improve his chances of managing his ADHD symptoms and doing well academically and emotionally. In fact, studies show that most children with ADHD can be successfully diagnosed and treated and go on to lead more productive lives.

Finally, The Conscious Parent’s Guide to ADHD will give you practical tools for coping with the challenges of parenting, while being present and mindful of the joyful moments with your child. Mindfulness practice, which is the art of being present in a nonjudgmental way, has been a hot topic in scientific research for a number of years. Evidence continues to mount demonstrating that mindfulness helps parents and children alike deal with stress and negative emotions, improve focus, enhance happiness, and improve cognitive and executive functioning skills. By learning, modeling, and teaching mindfulness practices in your family, both you and your child will have a new set of tools for success now and in the future.

The key to your child getting and staying well is parental knowledge and awareness. By picking up this book, you’ve made a commitment to learn as much as you can about childhood ADHD and taken the first step in your and your child’s journey to improved health and happiness.


Chapter 1

Conscious Parenting

Being a conscious parent is all about building strong, sustainable bonds with your children through mindful living and awareness. Traditional power-based parenting techniques that promote compliance and obedience can disconnect you from your children. Conscious parenting, on the other hand, helps you develop a positive emotional connection with your child. You acknowledge your child’s unique self and attempt to empathize with his way of viewing the world. Through empathetic understanding and tolerance you create a safe environment where your child feels his ideas and concerns are truly being heard. When you find yourself in a stressful situation with your child, rather than reacting with anger or sarcasm, conscious parenting reminds you to instead take a step back, reflect, and look for a peaceful solution—one that honors your child’s individuality and motivations. This approach benefits all children, especially those with ADHD.

When your child is diagnosed with ADHD, it can seem like you’re only hearing about your child’s “disabilities” rather than his abilities. The conscious parent knows how to temper this information to create a balanced perspective. Your child with ADHD has much to offer in the form of gifts and talents. Adopting the conscious parent philosophy can relieve your stress and improve your child’s self-image.

The Benefits of Conscious Parenting

It is important to note that conscious parenting is not a set of rules or regulations that you must follow, but rather it is a system of beliefs. Conscious parents engage and connect with their children, using mindful and positive discipline rather than punishment. They try to be present when they’re spending time with their children, avoiding distractions such as TV and social media. Conscious parents respect their children and accept them as they are. The most important part of conscious parenting is building an emotional connection with your child so you can understand the underlying reasons for his behavior.

Conscious parenting is about listening with full attention, and embracing a nonjudgmental acceptance of yourself and your child. As you engage in the act of becoming, you will discover a heightened sense of emotional awareness of yourself and your child, a clearer self-regulation in the parenting relationship, and a greater compassion for yourself and your child.


Conscious parenting brings with it a number of benefits including improved communication, stronger relationships, and the feeling of greater happiness and satisfaction in life. Some of these benefits appear quickly, whereas others take some time to emerge. The benefits of conscious parenting and mindfulness are a result of making them part of your daily life. With practice, conscious parenting becomes an integral part of who and how you are in the world, and will in turn become a central part of who your child is as well.

Awareness

One of the first benefits of conscious parenting that you (and your child) will see is a heightened awareness of yourself and your inner life, including your emotions, thoughts, and feelings. As you become more aware of these various forces moving within you, you can begin to watch them rise without being at their mercy. For example, when you are aware that you are becoming angry, you have a choice about whether to act from that anger or attend to that feeling directly.

Mindfulness is the practice of being attentive in every moment, and noticing what is taking place both inside and outside of you without judgment. It is the practice of purposefully seeing your thoughts, emotions, experiences, and surroundings as they arise. Simply put, mindfulness is the act of paying attention.


As you become more skilled at noticing the thoughts and feelings that arise, you will begin to notice them more quickly, maybe even before they start to affect your actions. This awareness is itself a powerful tool. It opens up the possibility to say, “Hey, I’m pretty mad right now . . . ” as opposed to yelling at somebody you care about because you were upset about something else. It can do exactly the same thing for your child, helping her to learn to communicate about her feelings rather than just reacting from that place of emotion. As with most things, children learn this best by seeing it modeled by the adults in their lives.

Well-Being

Conscious parents understand that all they do and say over the course of each day matters. Mindfulness is a sense of the now, being in the present, in the moment without regard or worry for the past or future. When you become more mindful, you may find that you become more accepting of the things in life that you can’t change and experience less stress. The net result is greater satisfaction and enjoyment of whatever each day has to offer. This sense of well-being offers a satisfaction and contentment in knowing that we are who we are intended to be, doing precisely what we are designed for in the moment.

Each human being possesses the tools for contributing something of value. Assess your gifts and talents—those personality traits and skills that make you unique—and determine how to employ them to enhance your parenting. If you take a full accounting of yourself—good, bad, and indifferent—and own the sum total of your individual experience, you are taking the first step toward conscious parenting.


Giving Your Child Full Attention

Conscious parenting can be an amazing antidote to counteract any negative projections and perceptions you or your child might experience. As a conscious parent, you can create a positive, nonjudgmental, and loving environment that your child can count on. With the emotional connections that you form with your child, you celebrate your child as an individual, with a unique personality. You let your child know that you understand his behavior as a reaction to the way that he exists in the world.

Negative thoughts and feelings should be shed in favor of positive perspectives. Your child is a child, first and foremost. A beautiful, entirely unique, magnificently gorgeous human being with faults and frailties as well as gifts and talents; the same is true of everyone.

In childhood, your son or daughter will rely upon you and your family to provide a solid foundation of self-esteem. Equipped with a strong sense of self-worth, your child will be better prepared to enter into a life that will likely present many challenges. Much of your time and energy will be expended in raising, counseling, and disciplining your child in ways that she will understand. It is important to try to equalize those occasions by reinforcing your love and appreciation of her gifts and talents.

Instead of feeling worn out by your child’s intense interests, take a moment to indulge him and listen carefully. Or, catch your child doing something amazingly gifted and praise him lavishly. Your outpouring of attention and genuine interest will come back to you tenfold.


Understanding Parent Training

An important part of treatment for a child with ADHD is parent training. Children with ADHD may not respond to the usual parenting practices, so experts recommend parent education. This approach has been successful in educating parents on how to help their children develop better organizational skills, problem-solving skills, and how to cope with their ADHD symptoms.

Parent training can be conducted in groups or with individual families and is offered by therapists or in special classes. The national organization CHADD (Children and Adults with Attention-Deficit/Hyperactivity Disorder) offers a unique education program to help parents and individuals navigate the challenges of ADHD across their lifespans. Find more information about CHADD’s “Parent to Parent” program by visiting CHADD’s website at www.chadd.org.

Mindfulness Practice for Parents

Recently, parenting groups have begun to incorporate “Mindfulness Practices” into their parent education and support groups. Parenting a child with ADHD can be very stressful, as traditional parenting tools do not always work, and you may sometimes feel a tinge of judgment from others (and from yourself!) about parenting skills. This is where conscious parenting can help.

The practice of mindfulness is being aware of the present moment—the thoughts, feelings, and sensations—and not judging them harshly or filtering them through a biased lens. This nonjudgmental awareness is then used as a tool to consider and make more conscious parenting decisions. Chapter 8 focuses on mindfulness tools for parents and children. A wealth of information about mindfulness and mindful parenting can also be found at www.mindful.org.

Understanding the Symptoms of ADHD

Trying to understand the symptoms of ADHD can be overwhelming. To get the whole picture, it’s best to start with the origins of ADHD. In 1980, psychiatrists decided to reclassify ADHD as two separate subsets. One was attention deficit disorder with hyperactivity, or ADD–H. The other was attention deficit disorder without hyperactivity, or ADD with no “H.” After further study, researchers realized hyperactivity/impulsivity was actually a larger problem than inattention, and decided to change the name of the disorder to reflect their findings.

The symptom of inattention in childhood ADHD actually refers to a whole galaxy of attention problems, not just a lack of attention. Your child could also be so focused on one thing that she can’t pay attention to anything else. Or she may not be able to decide what to focus on, how to maintain her attention, or how to shift her focus when necessary.


In 1987, the disorder was renamed attention-deficit/hyperactivity disorder, or ADHD, and reclassified as a disorder with not two, but three distinct subsets: inattentive, hyperactive/impulsive, and combined type (children who display both inattentive and hyperactive/impulsive symptoms). For the purpose of this book, the disorder will be called childhood ADHD to comply with current psychiatric terminology.

The “predominantly inattentive presentation” is for children with attention deficits but no problems with hyperactivity. The “predominantly hyperactive/impulsive presentation” diagnosis is used for hyperactive children, who may also be impulsive. The “combined presentation” is for children with both inattentive and hyperactive/impulsive behaviors.

Adolescents and adults may outgrow or overcome their symptoms. If so, they are diagnosed as being “in partial remission.” This reflects the new view that people do not outgrow the disorder, but may learn to compensate so that the symptoms are not disabling. There is also a catch-all diagnosis for children who don’t meet the standard criteria. If they don’t have enough symptoms or their symptoms aren’t severe enough, they can be diagnosed with a nonspecific form of ADHD.

What is the benefit of being diagnosed with ADHD? There are two reasons a diagnosis is helpful. First, a diagnosis can help you get a better handle on the nature of your child’s difficulties and help you understand the next steps based on the years of research on ADHD. Secondly, a diagnosis may open up doors to interventions, supports, and services that would otherwise be unavailable to you and your child.


Predominantly Inattentive Presentation

Many people used to refer to the “predominantly inattentive presentation” of attention-deficit/hyperactivity disorder simply as ADD. Symptoms include:


	Difficulty listening, even when being directly addressed

	Trouble continuing to pay attention to activities involving either work or play

	Difficulty paying attention to details and avoiding careless mistakes

	Problems completing tasks, chores, and assignments

	Difficulty organizing activities and tasks

	Trouble doing tasks that require sustained mental effort, such as required for schoolwork

	Difficulty keeping track of possessions and materials, such as toys, clothes, homework papers, and school supplies

	Being easily distracted

	Difficulty remembering things



In order for his symptoms to be considered bona fide, it should be clear that a child cannot sustain attention and cannot concentrate on mental tasks for extended periods. Problems stemming from boredom, disinterest, lack of motivation, and defiance are not supposed to be counted as ADHD symptoms—though they often are.

It is easy to see why attention deficits create problems in school. Students with short attention spans cannot concentrate on schoolwork for the long periods required to do their work. Being easily distracted poses a major problem in crowded classrooms, which are filled with continuous rustles and murmurs. If students’ attention wanders at unpredictable moments, they miss portions of lectures and don’t hear explanations about assignments and tests.

You may notice lapses of attention when you give your child directions and instructions, which can result in considerable frustration and upset at home. You might send your child to clean up his room and later discover him playing with baseball cards instead of doing his chore. If this happens, remind yourself to be calm, and simply begin a dialogue with your child regarding his actions. Ask him if he remembers what you asked him to do in his room, and follow his train of thought. If the child’s attention strayed while you were giving instructions, the youngster might have understood that he was to go to his room but missed what he was expected to do when he arrived. Or, after going to his room to clean it, he might have seen his box of baseball cards and spent an hour going through them without giving another thought to what he was supposed to do.

Poor organizational skills can cause a host of problems in school and at home. Many children get confused during projects and tasks to the point that they don’t know how to proceed.

Some youngsters become upset and cry over seemingly simple homework assignments and chores, claiming they don’t know how to do them. If parents and teachers are convinced that a youngster is bright enough and possesses the skills needed to do the work, they may conclude that the child is overly emotional.

Other youngsters don tough-guy masks and display an “I couldn’t care less” attitude, so it is hard for adults to recognize that poor organization is at the heart of many of their children’s problems. The solution may be to break long assignments and projects into a number of small steps and have students complete them one at a time. Whatever you choose, remember to respect your child’s process.

Predominantly Hyperactive Presentation

The second type of attention-deficit/hyperactivity disorder, which includes hyperactivity and impulsiveness, is technically known as the “predominantly hyperactive presentation.” Most people refer to it simply as ADHD.

For this type, children’s difficulties must stem from hyperactivity or from a combination of hyperactive and impulsive behaviors. The Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders, Fifth Edition (DSM-5) lists six symptoms of hyperactive behavior and three symptoms of impulsive behavior. A child must have six out of the nine symptoms to be diagnosed with the predominantly hyperactive type. Teens and adults (over age seventeen) must have five of the nine characteristics.

The Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders, Fifth Edition (DSM-5), which was published by the American Psychiatric Association in 2013, is a list of mental and behavior disorders recognized by doctors in the United States.


Symptoms of Hyperactivity

Hyperactive children have an energy level that their parents and teachers consider excessive. They may appear to be driven by a powerful motor, so that they continue to wiggle even when at rest. Symptoms include:


	Squirming and fidgeting even when seated

	Getting up when expected to remain seated

	Running excessively and climbing in inappropriate situations

	Difficulty playing quietly

	Being always on the go

	Talking excessively



Stay present with your child, and try to identify possible symptoms of hyperactivity in her daily routine. Some children squirm and fidget while sitting at their school desks, while watching television at home, and while listening to bedtime stories. Hyperactive adolescents may swing their legs, tap their feet, drum their fingers on their desk, pop their chewing gum, or chew their fingernails. They are likely to report that they feel restless much of the time. Some say that when they must remain seated for more than a few minutes, they feel as though they’re about to jump out of their skin.

Recent studies have shown that kids with ADHD did better on working memory tasks (such as solving a math problem) when they were allowed to move around, whereas kids without ADHD did poorer on such tasks.


Professionals believe that ADHD sufferers share a common problem: They require much more stimulation to remain attentive than the average youngster. As anyone who has sat through a long sermon or attempted to read a book she finds boring knows the mind must have enough stimulation to remain attentive.

Hyperfocus

Despite their short attention spans and inability to pay attention in school, children with ADHD can concentrate on a video game or television program so well that they don’t even notice when someone is standing two feet away, yelling for their attention. Most parents find this extremely irritating. They think their children are defiant, pointing out that they concentrate and sit still well enough “when they want to.”

When children diagnosed with ADHD are fully engaged in a highly stimulating activity such as a television program or interactive game, they become so attentive that they cannot readily shift their attention away from it. Do the minds of children diagnosed with ADHD move at the same speed as a fast-action video game or rock video? This seems to be a possibility.

Researchers have found that a sluggish reward circuit in the brains of children with ADHD makes otherwise interesting tasks seem mundane or boring. Children with ADHD need a higher level of reward or interest to sustain attention. Video games and other high-reward and stimulating activities seem to fit the bill, and this is why children with ADHD may have no problems focusing for hours on such activities.


Impulsivity

Many children with ADHD also have impulsivity. Impulsive children have difficulty inhibiting the urge to act or speak and often seem unable to contain themselves. Doctors look for three main signs:


	Blurting answers before the teacher or parent has finished asking the question

	Not waiting his turn

	Interrupting conversations or intruding into other’s activities



Impulsive children reach for fragile objects despite repeated reminders not to touch. They grab other children’s toys without asking permission. At school, they get up to sharpen their pencils the moment they determine the tips are dull or broken, without waiting to ask permission.

Peers dislike having other students disrupt the classroom, interrupt their conversations, and intrude in their games, so impulsive children often have social difficulties. Some impulsive children alienate others because they have hair-trigger tempers and are quick to take affront.


Primary and Secondary Symptoms

Although childhood ADHD is characterized by the three primary symptoms of hyperactivity, inattention, and impulsivity, your child may also exhibit many secondary symptoms. For many children, secondary symptoms are more problematic than the core symptoms of ADHD. As a conscious parent, it is best to talk to your child when you see these secondary symptoms pop up. Staying present with your child can help you identify when he is at risk for developing harmful symptoms, and can help you refocus his attention on bettering himself.

Here are just a few of the typical secondary symptoms suffered by children with ADHD:


	Anticipating failure. Because many children have a habit of repeated failures, whether it’s losing things, forgetting their homework, being late, or losing track of their thoughts, they suffer a great deal of anxiety over expecting to fail.

	Excessive worrying. Often accompanied by anxiety and restlessness, children with ADHD worry about anything and everything. The worry often makes them appear detached or disinterested.

	Boredom. Children with ADHD are easily bored and often need continual stimulation, change, and even conflict. Getting bored also makes them prone to high-risk behavior, such as smoking, drug abuse, and promiscuity.

	Frustration. Children with ADHD are easily frustrated and impatient with themselves and others, often over the smallest things. They also tend to have short, explosive tempers.

	Low self-esteem. Children with ADHD are frequently criticized and blamed for their shortcomings, at home, at school, or in social situations. Years of feeling as if they haven’t measured up erodes their self-esteem and confidence.

	Insomnia or sleep disturbances. Many children with ADHD have trouble falling asleep and/or staying asleep. Causes range from hyperactivity and restlessness to side effects from stimulant medications.

	Alcohol and substance abuse. Some adolescents and teens with ADHD use drugs and alcohol to numb their feelings of frustration and low self-esteem. Others use alcohol and drugs because they are drawn to daring or risky behavior.
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