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Introduction

You picked up this book because you crave more order, more predictability, or more organization in your life. You probably have tried many times to get more organized, and in your quest for a workable plan, you’ve probably already devoured a number of books on this subject. But somehow, the “answer” remains elusive. You just can’t seem to get a handle on what you’re doing wrong—and worse, you can’t zero in on a way to do better. The desire is in you, but you lack the right tools.

If there’s one thing you know for sure, it’s that your life doesn’t work in the way it does for your friends, your spouse, your parents, or even your coworkers. Perhaps they remind you (as if you needed a reminder) that you are most consistent in making plans that you don’t actualize, and promises that you break.

You have a history of being late for parties, dinners, and appointments, or missing them altogether. You overpromise and underdeliver. This bothers you, and it bothers the people who know you.

You disappoint not only other people, but also yourself. You forget things that are important to you, too. Your follow-through is terrible. You have inspiration that evaporates and energy that dissipates.

You get confused or overwhelmed by all that you see, so that you cannot pick out specific details, and can’t orient yourself in space or time. You cannot find a starting point or identify your final goal. Without a beginning or an end, you don’t have the structure to finish.


Been There, Done That

The authors of this book—both having attention deficit disorder (AD/HD) themselves—are no strangers to many of the scenarios described above. But that’s only part of what led to this collaboration.

Jeffrey Freed, a much sought-after educator, had been working for years helping students with the special learning issues of giftedness and attention deficit/hyperactivity disorder (AD/HD). Joan Shapiro, MD, an experienced psychiatrist, was looking for ways to enhance her adult AD/HD practice. Working in the same field, they decided to meet. Curious because of what she had heard from people who had worked with Jeffrey, and because of his book, Right-Brained Children in a Left-Brained World, Joan drove into the Rocky Mountain foothills to meet with Jeffrey. Jeffrey figured Joan might also be a good resource, and it wouldn’t hurt to see if she was a good psychiatrist.

It only took minutes to see eye to eye. Joan had been feeling that traditional psychiatry did not address some of the difficulties she saw in her patients. Many of the symptoms she observed did not seem to be the result of a mental illness, but rather of a mismatch between the way her patients made sense of the world and the way they were expected to make sense of it. Jeffrey did not like to see children with learning differences diagnosed with a psychiatric illness and treated with unnecessary medication. But he had begun to see the benefits that accurate psychiatric treatment provided in making it possible for many of his students to use his suggestions effectively.

As we talked about our work, we realized that, although coming from very different training and experiences, we saw the issues in much the same way. AD/HD, right-brain thinking, learning disabilities, hyperactivity, and hypersensitivity were related. We could see them on a continuum. We could see how they were misunderstood in both the educational and psychiatric communities, and we had a lot we wanted to understand and to share. In fact, we each had learned so many things that we hadn’t seen written about anywhere that we both wanted to write another book.

Joan was seeing the results of lifetimes of both missed and misdiagnoses. She was perplexed and frustrated by the horrible stigma still attached to AD/HD, a stigma that left many people without the proper help.

Jeffrey had similar frustrations, seeing children with visual learning styles treated as “broken left-brainers,” instead of as who they really are—right-brained, visual thinkers. He had developed more techniques and applications of his theories since his last book. But his literary agent had told him that his next book really should be written in collaboration with a psychiatrist.

Our combined experience was perfect. Could this be a team? As we sat across from each other at a library table, wondering if it could be this easy, the last piece fell into place: we shared the same literary agent! We each called Faith Hamlin. She said, “Do it!”

The left side of the brain, the logical, linear part, says this was a coincidental, but not remarkable, meeting of two people in the same field who live in the same part of the country. Our paths would eventually have crossed. There aren’t a huge number of literary agents who specialize in psychology and self-help.

We should listen to the left side of the brain. It’s what gets us to work on time, pays the bills, keeps our mouths shut when we’d rather say something nasty, and keeps things in order. It learns phonics and grammar. We like the left side of the brain.

But the right side is important, too. It’s the part that stands out in the rain to see the biggest, brightest rainbow ever, even if we have to go to dinner with wet hair. It dreams the big dreams, without worrying about the details. It loves the smell of cinnamon, cries for joy, and makes us fall in love.

The left side said we had the qualifications to write this book. The right side said we had come together to do something special. Both sides are correct, because we need logic, predictability, and safety, and we also need magic and rainbows. In this book we will be looking at both sides of the brain, and at the need to use all the strengths we have in order to make the most of who we are.


Finding Your Groove

The purpose of this book, then, is to share with you some simple, yet powerful techniques to develop and harness the strengths of your visual, right brain to help you organize your life. Along with that, we will help you see how to use treatment for AD/HD to maximize your success.

In order for this to make sense to you, we will first explain the basics of understanding AD/HD and right-brain thinking. We’ll show you why these brain differences lead to difficulties with focus and organization. We’ll then present a program to build your skill in an easy, gradual manner, while strengthening your brain and body to make the most of these skills.


Before You Leave the Starting Blocks . . .

We recognize that you may want to jump right into the program without reading the explanatory material. It’s not a complicated program, and it will work whether or not you understand why it works. But, since a right-brained thinker learns best by understanding the purpose and meaning, you might find it easier to stick to the program if you understand exactly why you are doing it.


Hoping and Dreaming

Remember how you used to feel in the first few weeks of each new school year? You were excited and motivated. “This year” you would keep up with your assignments. You had new notebooks, sharpened pencils, fresh book covers, and a clean desk. But when the newness and excitement wore off and the tedium set in, so did your old habits.

This often happens with your new organizational systems. Since they’ve been developed by and for left-brained thinkers, they have good linear strategies. And when their newness and your excitement about “finally getting your act together” wear off, so does their effectiveness.

Yet, here you are, again. We can thank the resilience of the human spirit, as well as the stubbornness of the AD/HD brain. You may call yourself “hopeless,” but we have to assume that you have not yet given up all hope. You need something new, however, because you don’t need more of what you have already tried. We won’t disappoint you.


Knowing What It’s Like to Have AD/HD

Not sure if you have AD/HD? Ask yourself how many of the following describe you and the way you live.


[image: images]Your papers are in stacks. You know (or think you know) what is in each stack, and nobody had better move them, or all is lost! You have heard people talk about “filing” their papers. But if you were to put your papers in a file, and then put that file in a drawer, they would be out of sight and, for all practical purposes, they would cease to exist.

[image: images]You are creative. Your ideas tumble from one to another. But all of this creativity easily ends up in chaos. You never know which it is going to be, chaos or creativity.

[image: images]You see lots of possibilities. This is great for creative problem-solving. However, this creates an insurmountable obstacle when it comes to getting organized, because it is so difficult to make decisions. It’s easier to choose between three than between thirty-one flavors! In practical terms, you don’t know what to keep and what to throw out, or what to do first and what to do later.

[image: images]You want to get organized. Unfortunately, when you try organizing methods that seem to work well for other people, you fail. So, that leads you to conclude the obvious, that you simply can’t “do” organization. In fact, you’re used to seeing the intangible concept of organization hanging out there in the air—a very appealing dream but one that’s impossible for you to achieve.



These are typical difficulties for people with AD/HD. Whether you have one of them or all of them, they interfere with daily life in innumerable ways. If your life doesn’t improve, people assume that you don’t care or that you don’t try. But the truth is that you do try, harder and harder, to fix your flaws. The problem is, if you are trying really hard at the wrong solution, nothing gets better.

There is no need to blame yourself if you are using the wrong solutions. You have been using the only ones that are available. And they are created by people who don’t have trouble being organized. No wonder their ideas don’t help you. They help people whose brains work entirely differently from yours.


AD/HD Is Not an Easy Ride

On a basic biological level, people without AD/HD have brains that naturally use efficient and direct processes to sustain attention, to focus, and to prioritize. People with AD/HD use entirely different brain pathways, which go about those tasks in indirect and inefficient ways. To put it bluntly, if you don’t have AD/HD, you do things because they are important. If you have AD/HD, you do things because they are interesting.

Organizational strategies that assume a natural ability to decide what is important and make that a priority, and then carry it out, will not work for people who don’t do either one of those things naturally. AD/HD people have difficulty deciding on which tasks have priority. And then they have difficulty finding the motivation to execute those tasks and sustaining the attention necessary to complete them.

But that is only part of the problem. There is another dramatic difference between people with and without AD/HD, an important one that is not usually highlighted in standard descriptions of AD/HD. That difference is the result of left-brain or right-brain dominance.


Right Brain, Left Brain

You use your entire brain, all the time. However, just as some of us are right- or left-handed, we each have a predominant mode of thinking, using mostly the right side of the brain or the left. Whichever mode we use affects how we process, store, and retrieve information.


[image: images]Right-brained thinkers are rapid-fire, nonsequential, visual thinkers. If you are a right-brained thinker, you see things from many angles, often at the same time. You are a holistic, big-picture thinker, who needs to know why you are learning something before you can absorb it. You are a dreamer, and you tend to be distracted easily by your own endlessly changing internal world, as well as by the external world.

[image: images]Left-brained thinkers are more sequential and linear in their thinking, learning in a step-by-step process. If you are left-brained, you think more in words than in pictures. You are logical and analytical. You keep track of time, and you tend to plan and prioritize. You are likely to finish one idea or task before starting on another.



Most people with AD/HD are right-brained thinkers, and most people without AD/HD are left-brained thinkers. This creates profound differences in how each group operates in the world and organizes information. Organization comes naturally to you if you are a left-brained, linear thinker. But it is very difficult if you are a right-brained, visual thinker.


Understanding Right-Brain Thinking

If you are right-brained, you don’t take things one at a time in a clear, obvious sequence. Your tendency to think of many things at once, or to see the same thing from many different perspectives, contributes both to your creativity and to your difficulty staying organized. And it makes left-brained, linear organizational strategies frustrating failures for you.

You may also notice that your life is not only overwhelming, but full of contradictions. You are quick at some things, and hopelessly slow at others. You are competent, but disorganized. You are creative, but do not meet your potential because you don’t finish your projects.

In working with children with this different learning style, Jeffrey has learned that standard teaching methods don’t work. He has found that using their visual learning style, however, has created virtual miracles. We don’t promise miracles, but we do know that approaches that don’t work for visual learners when they are children fail them when they are adults, as well.

Right-brained thinkers face the same frustrations time and again:


[image: images]You lose your sticky notes.

[image: images]You write lists, but forget to look at them.

[image: images]You refer to a list only to find you can’t read your own handwriting!

[image: images]You file something in a drawer, which for you is equivalent to burying it in a time capsule.




Why People Don’t “Get” You

If you have heard, “What’s wrong with you?” countless times throughout your life, it’s not surprising if you tend to put your energy into thinking about what you do wrong instead of what you do right. You may not think that you do anything right! But, in fact, you do.

You do need to play to your strengths. You can’t regroup and become a left-brained thinker, nor would you want to. But you definitely can use your own way of thinking as an asset rather than a drawback.

Yes, organization requires sequential processing. But you, the right-brained thinker, can find a different way to put things in sequence. You can use your visual skills to straighten up your life. You can use your visual skills to create a picture of a sequence, and this is a form of organization that will work for you.


Focusing on What’s Right about You

If you are right-brained, then your visual mind holds its information in pictures. But these are not ordinary pictures. These are extremely vivid images. You may not realize it, because you have lived your whole life with this kind of thinking. But you can use this ability to your advantage. Depending on your particular gifts, you might be able to call to mind a whole page of a book that you were studying, as if it were a photograph. You might be able to see a nonexistent thing in your mind’s eye as if it were as real as the book you now hold in your hands.

This is something that you can take for granted. Or it is something that you can understand, cultivate, and mine for its benefits. We think that the ability to create and hold vivid images in your mind is a gift that you can use to your benefit. And we are going to show you how.


Capitalizing on Visual Thinking

Before you can create anything, you must create a picture of it in your mind. The more vivid the image, the more useful it is. When you can make that image vivid and real, as real as the thing itself, then you have created the potential to bring your vision into creative reality.

This is actually the wisdom of the ages, the habit of highly successful people, the technique used to think and grow rich. It’s all the same, and it is something that great teachers have been saying in different ways for thousands of years: to get whatever it is that you want to have, you must first create a powerful image of it.

As a visual, right-brained thinker, this is where you will find your advantage. As we have said, most people with AD/HD are visual thinkers. That means that you think naturally in images. It is these images that have tremendous power, a power that usually is not available to left-brained thinkers. You already possess a skill that others have to struggle to attain. You just didn’t know it, you didn’t think about it in this way, and you never thought of the advantage this gives you.

Having the raw talent, however, is not enough. In order to capitalize on this gift, you must use this ability to visualize actively. This means that you must conjure up an image with such accuracy and vividness that the picture contains much of the clarity and detail of the thing itself. Learning to do this is what will turn this talent into a skill that is a very practical and powerful tool.



Part I

The Problem




1

What Is AD/HD, Anyway?


Telling the AD/HD Story

You witness a car accident, and the memory of it goes to one part of the brain. You learn how to make a chocolate soufflé, and that memory goes to a different location. Men are given a problem to consider, and they use one area of the brain. Women given the same problem use multiple areas. A child has one entire half of his brain removed to cure continuous seizures, and he can still learn to read, write, and speak, even though the normal brain uses both its halves to learn these skills. These examples show us that the brain is not a homogeneous mass, but an organ with specific functional areas.

Through the study of anatomy, research using electrodes to stimulate parts of the brain, patients with tumors, trauma, or surgeries removing certain sections of the brain, recent brain scan and other radiological techniques, and through ingenious psychological experiments, a variety of different brain functions have been found to have specific locations in the brain. Though not so long ago the specifics of how the brain fulfills its functions were only roughly understood, advances in technology have led to an explosion of detailed information about the brain.

Some of the most revealing new techniques are functional. This means that they show where activity is taking place in the brain while the person performs different tasks, thinks about different things, or is presented with different stimuli. These studies show clear differences between AD/HD and non-AD/HD brain function.


Confused and Overwhelmed

We think of AD/HD as causing problems in thinking and behavior. If you have AD/HD, you can’t remember what you were supposed to get at the supermarket, or where you put your keys or your checkbook. You get confused and overwhelmed when you have to do more than one thing at a time. You blurt things out that you later regret. You put things off even though you know very well that you may pay a heavy price for your procrastination.

It’s very likely you have been called irresponsible, thoughtless, or lazy. You and the people around you may see these as primarily character flaws. And yet, AD/HD is really a neurological condition that results from specific types of brain functioning. This particular type of functioning is strong in some areas, but weak in those areas requiring certain kinds of sequencing, prioritizing, inhibiting, and filtering. Now we have knowledge about brain function that helps us understand why AD/HD presents the problems for you that it does.

Many people, however, are quite skeptical that AD/HD truly exists at all as a real entity. Scientific studies don’t convince them. They don’t see the problems of AD/HD as anything special and think that some people just don’t force themselves to deal with their issues. Even with scientific evidence, they find it difficult to believe that other people cannot overcome the obstacles that they, themselves, have managed to master. Often, the most skeptical people are those who have AD/HD themselves and have managed to cope. They have had to drive themselves very hard to achieve what they have, and they can be quite unsympathetic toward others who haven’t been able to muster the same strength and stamina. You may be one of these people, and you may be working very hard to prove that you can do whatever you have to do, that nothing is “wrong” with you, and that saying you have AD/HD is just an excuse.

But AD/HD is real. In this chapter we give an overview of the neurology and the psychology of AD/HD. In this situation, knowledge truly is power. More understanding can help you problem-solve and troubleshoot your own organizational difficulties, because you may find that understanding why you behave and feel the way you do can help you create better strategies for yourself.

If you see parts of yourself in the stories we tell in this book, it’s because these stories are composites of real people. They illustrate the kinds of problems you very likely have. We don’t mean to say that you are not unique, as an individual. We do mean to say that there are certain patterns in people with AD/HD that are very, very common.


The Forest or the Trees

Jacqueline was forty-seven, and her husband, Jim, wondered if she would ever get her act together. Though she held a master’s degree in engineering, she never stayed at a job long enough to get promoted. There was often a reason for her to leave that, from her perspective, never had anything to do with her. Maybe the boss was a poor manager, the environment was bad, or the company was not up to her standards. Sometimes she left because she knew that her performance was not what it should be, and leaving on her own would preserve her clean record. Because of her qualifications, her enthusiastic presentation and her personal energy, she got hired easily, time after time. But her salary remained at an entry level, and she felt frustrated and unappreciated.

Her teenage sons ran circles around her, and her household was always on the edge of being out of control. Jim suggested that it might be better if she didn’t try to work for a while. He’d had a number of promotions, and they could manage to maintain their standard of living on his salary. But staying home was even more difficult for Jacqueline. It seemed that the more she was there, the more chaotic her home was. And the more chaotic her home, the more irritable Jacqueline was.

From Jacqueline’s perspective, she didn’t have any particular problems. There was simply a lot to do in running her household. In fact, she prided herself on being able to multitask, though this was often a natural outgrowth of her distractibility. She prided herself on being “high energy,” though those around her wished that she would occasionally just sit still.


Dedicated, but Discouraged

Jim loved Jacqueline, but he didn’t enjoy living with her. It wasn’t just the chaos. It was that Jacqueline was always on the edge of losing it and seemed to react more and more to minor frustrations. Often these reactions were aimed at Jim, whether or not he had anything to do with them.

Since both Jacqueline and Jim felt frustrated with their life together, they agreed that they needed some counseling. After a few sessions, their marital counselor observed a long history of frustration, irritability, and difficulty with follow-through on Jacqueline’s part. She suggested that Jacqueline’s problems could be related to AD/HD. This really hit a sore spot in Jacqueline, because she was tired of always being identified as the problem. After all, she worked her tail off all the time! And Jim might be calm and orderly, but he was demanding and particular, and not always a treat to live with, either. But she trusted her therapist and she loved her husband and children. She’d go see Dr. Joan Shapiro for an evaluation, get a clean bill of health, and then they could move on.

Papers sticking out of her purse, half her collar folded under, Jacqueline dropped into the chair in Joan’s office fifteen minutes late for her first appointment, and caught her breath. Gathering herself, she got down to business and launched right into her story. She knew that, at times, she could be difficult to get along with. That was because she always expected the best of herself, and she had the same standards for other people. But she knew she didn’t have AD/HD. She’d always been well behaved as a child. And she’d gotten good grades. In fact, she’d often been teacher’s pet.

But the symptom checklists she’d completed for the evaluation revealed another side of her. She was always restless. She started lots of projects that she never finished. And there were some important tasks and projects she couldn’t seem to start, even if they were important. She interrupted others when they were speaking. She spent a lot of time looking for things that she had lost. When she left the house, she found herself making several trips to the car to retrieve items that she just realized she had forgotten. And she was sensitive and irritable. Despite her many accomplishments, these problems had been present for as long as she could remember.

She agreed that these descriptions of her were accurate. True, she was driven and on the go all the time. She had a lot of different things that interested her. Nobody could remember everything all the time. Yes, she interrupted people. But she only did that when she had something really important to say. The behaviors highlighted on her checklist and confirmed in the interview were true. But they were just part of her personality. She had learned to live with them. Everybody had strengths and weaknesses that they had to manage.
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