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Welcome to “Understanding and Supporting 
my child’s ADHD,” a resource booklet 
for parents and carers. This booklet will 
be useful to you whether you are just 
considering if your child may have ADHD 
or if your child received their diagnosis 
years ago and you are looking for a 
few new ideas to support them. Being a 
parent or carer of a child with ADHD can 
be confusing at times as there are many 
misunderstandings and misconceptions 
about ADHD. One of the aims of this booklet 
is to dispel some of these enduring myths. 

In my work at the ADHD Foundation, I have 
delivered courses for hundreds of families  
at every stage of what I like to call the 
“ADHD journey.” 

Therefore, this booklet is based on my 
experience and knowledge to address 
common questions that parents and 
carers ask during these courses. I have 
also included throughout my “Top tips” 
or the most effective strategies that 
have supported many families to really 
understand both how ADHD impacts upon 
their child and how parents and carers 
can best offer support. Every parent wants 
their child to be happy, healthy, achieve in 
school and have the best future possible. 
Therefore, the overall aim of this booklet 
is to help you to learn how to ensure that 
your child thrives and lives successfully with 
ADHD. I hope that you enjoy reading this 
and find these suggestions useful.

Introduction
Lisa Rudge - Director of Parent Services 

ADHD Foundation Neurodiversity Charity

Welcome
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Top Tip Number One 
Be an informed parent

Let’s start by addressing the 
question: what exactly is ADHD?  

ADHD is a lifespan condition, that impacts 
upon people to varying degrees throughout 
their lives. The way in which ADHD impacts 
upon a person may change during their 
lifetime.  

The condition we now know as ADHD was 
first documented over 100 years ago. It has 
undergone several name changes over the 
years as scientists and clinicians have gained 
more knowledge of its characteristics and 
how this can appear in different ways in 
different children. Anyone with a diagnosis 
of ADHD can be described as being 
“neurodiverse”, meaning there is a difference 
in the way in which the brain functions. 

Learn everything you need to about ADHD so you can be the best parent 
you can be and, most importantly, so that you can be exactly the kind of 
parent your child needs you to be. 

An ADHD journey often begins  
with a lightbulb moment. 

For some families, this may be when a 
teacher explains the difficulties a child  
may be having in class.

For others, it may be when you become 
aware that your child may struggle and 
need assistance in ways that their peers 
don’t, especially in school. For others, it 
may be watching something on television, 
reading an article, a social media post or 
becoming aware of someone you know 
being diagnosed with ADHD, that prompts 
your lightbulb moment.   
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ADHD stands for Attention Deficit Hyperactivity Disorder and has  
three core characteristics: 

What does  
‘Inattention’ look like?   

(Inattentive type ADHD)

Seeming not to learn from mistakes, making 
careless mistakes, for example, in school. 

Appearing forgetful  
or often losing things. 

Being unable to stick to tasks that 
are boring or time-consuming.

Having difficulty  
organising tasks  

and time. 

Appearing to be unable to listen  
to or carry out instructions. 

Constantly changing from  
one activity to another.

Having a short attention 
span and being easily 

distracted. 

What does 
Hyperactivity and  

impulsivity look like?   
(Hyperactive/ Impulsive type ADHD)

Being unable  
to sit still.

Fidgeting

Excessive physical 
movement. 

Seeming to show  
little or no sense of 

hindsight or foresight. 

Excessive talking.

Interrupting conversations  
or calling out answers. 

Acting without thinking. 
Struggling in situations where there  

is an expectation to be calm or quiet.  

Being unable to wait 
their turn.

Being unable to  
concentrate on activities.

 Seeming to show little  
or no sense of danger.

“What is ADHD?”

Inattention Impulsivity Hyperactivity
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YES!

“Don’t all children seem hyperactive, impulsive and find it difficult to concentrate?”

“So, if all children display these characteristics – what makes a child have ‘ADHD’?”

For a child to be diagnosed with ADHD, these characteristics would significantly  
impact upon their daily functioning. 

How does my child’s brain function differently? 
Scientists have discovered that there 
are subtle developmental, structural and 
functional differences in the brains of 
people with ADHD.   

For those with ADHD, the development of 
the pre-frontal cortex and other parts of  
our brain are delayed. The prefrontal cortex 
of the brain plays an important role in our 
ability to concentrate, regulate our emotions 
and behaviours and make decisions. This 
delay may mean that children and young 
people with ADHD appear to be less mature 
for their age.                                 

The different parts of our brains are linked 
via neural pathways; these pathways 

carry information from one brain region to 
another. For this to work effectively, the 
brain needs neurotransmitters, for example, 
Dopamine. Dopamine helps the successful 
transmission of information around the brain 
which helps us to both learn and remember.

Dopamine is also associated with our 
motivation to learn and the sense of reward 
which comes from this. Dopamine does 
not seem to work as effectively in those 
with ADHD making learning more difficult 
and, at times, even stressful.  Exercise and 
movement are ways that the brain produces 
more dopamine, therefore, that is why 
children with ADHD are often hyperactive 
and move a lot. 



2

1

8

7 6

5

4

3

Working Memory
Keep key information
in mind while using it

Organisation
Keep track of 

things physically 
and mentally

Task Initiation
Take action to get
started on tasks

Flexible Thinking
Adjust behaviour to 
unexpected changes

Self Monitoring
Self-awareness about
how we are doing in

the moment

Impulse Control 
Think before acting

Planning and 
Prioritising

To set and meet goals

Emotional Control
Keep feelings

 in check
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“What else does ADHD have an impact upon?” 

No, ADHD is a spectrum of traits and there 
are many variables and complexities. Some 
people like to describe children with ADHD 
as having a “mild” or “moderate” or “severe” 
presentation. This is quite unhelpful and 
doesn’t explain the variety that we can see 
between different children with ADHD, for 
example, one child can be very inattentive 
and not listen to the teacher explaining a 
task and then cannot start, whereas another 
child may have listened and understood the 
task but then find it difficult to plan and 

organise their work and so not complete  
the task successfully.  

Therefore, every child is made up of different 
abilities, both strengths and challenges. We 
all have innate abilities and we all find some 
tasks and activities more difficult than others. 
Our abilities are the result of a combination 
of our genes, our experiences in childhood 
and what we have learned so far in our lives. 
Hence, every child is different. Our brain is as 
unique as our fingerprint.

Executive Functioning

ADHD can also have an impact upon your 
child’s Executive Functioning Skills. Our 
executive functions are the processes that 
happen in our brains that help us to plan 
and organise what we have to do. They help 
us to control our attention, our impulses and 
emotions so that we can focus upon what 
we have to do and sustain our focus so  
that we can complete tasks.  

Our executive functions also help us to 
retrieve information from our memory, 
organise this information so that we can 
use it and continually self-monitor ourselves 
and manage time effectively. Our executive 
functions also enable us to make changes 
or adjustments to what we are doing in real 
time if the demands of an activity change.

“Is every child with ADHD the same?” 
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“If you recognise any of the descriptions of ADHD that 
we have outlined so far, what should you do now?”

Top Tip Number Two 
Speak up and seek support
Talk to your child’s teacher or the Special Needs and Disability Coordinator (SENDCO). You 
will need their support if you want to seek a diagnosis later. Describe your experience of 
your child’s ADHD characteristics at home and ask if this is evident in school. It is important 
to ensure that the conversation at this stage is wide-ranging, for example, not just focused 
upon your child’s behaviour which is often their response to broader difficulties in different 
situations. For a comprehensive assessment of possible ADHD, the conversation must also 
include a discussion of your child’s ability to pay attention, their memory, resilience and 
executive functioning. Make a commitment to working in partnership with the school to  
begin the process of making a referral for a diagnosis. 

The exact process that this will take is unique to the specific area in which you live. Your 
child’s SENDCO or your GP will be able to inform you of this. Your child can only receive the 
final decisive diagnostic assessment from a paediatric clinician who specialises in ADHD. 

“How will the clinician decide upon the diagnosis?”
The clinician will refer to the diagnostic criteria explained in the earlier section entitled  
“What is ADHD?” However, doctors also consider emotional resilience and executive 
functioning skills as part of their assessment. 

To meet the diagnostic criteria for ADHD, children need to display six or more of the listed 
traits in two or more settings, for example, in both home and school. Older teenagers and 
adults must display five or more traits. These traits need to have been evident before the  
age of 12 and cannot be better explained by the result of another condition, for example, 
acute anxiety. 

The majority of clinicians in the UK will then diagnose your child with  
one of the following types of ADHD:

ADHD  
Inattentive 

type

ADHD 
Hyperactive / 

impulsive 
type

ADHD 
Combined 

type*

*This is the most common presentation and means that the child has met the criteria for both  
Inattentive type and Hyperactive/Impulsive type.
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ADHD is largely genetic. This means that, in the majority of cases, it is inherited. 
Environmental factors such as our parenting style, school and life events in childhood can 
influence how our genetics show themselves. 

Sometimes, the genetic potential for ADHD can be triggered by such things as difficult 
pregnancy, premature birth and difficult labour, increasing the chances of a child having 
ADHD. We also know that brain injury, including injury caused by seizures or epilepsy, can 
trigger the genetic potential for ADHD.

“What causes ADHD?”    
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Brain Development For Babies

“My child is under six years of age, how would I know  
if they have ADHD? And what can I do about it?”
In the Early Years, most children will have difficulty paying attention, following directions  
and taking turns, so how can we tell if the child is showing early signs of ADHD, or just  
being a young child?

Top Tip Number Three 
Love and nurture your child.
Early childhood is an important time in brain development. Did you know, 90% of a child’s 
brain development happens before they are 5 years of age? This is a critical time when they 
form attachments and relationships with their parents or carers and, consequently, learn 
positive behaviours. Children need attention from their primary care givers and thrive when 
they receive the attention they need. However, those with ADHD may not always behave in a 
way that attracts our positive attention. Many parents feel a great deal of pressure that their 
children need to behave like the ‘perfect child’. It can be challenging for any parent when 
their children are hyperactive and seem unable to understand what is expected of them in 
different situations. Learning is a trial-and-error process, children will make mistakes. It is our 
job as adults to help children ‘learn’ from their mistakes and to model the behaviour that we 
need them to learn.

How we help children learn to behave will impact on the child’s self-image, their ability to 
form friendships and to understand how their behaviour affects those around them. You can 
play a vital role in helping your child’s brain to develop skills in early infancy and through the 
Early Years.

All these simple things we do in our babies’ lives, teaches them more about the world they live in and 
stimulates their brain’s development.

Sing Together

Read Together
Discover the 

outdoors together

Teach cause and 
effect through play

Colourful visual 
stimulation

Educational toys

Play Games 
& Exercise
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“Now that my child has an ADHD diagnosis, what do  
I do now?”
One of the best supports that you can offer to your child when they have received their 
diagnosis is to reduce the stigma that is associated with ADHD. Support your child to 
understand their diagnosis and begin to develop strategies to self- manage the condition 
for themselves. This will be an ongoing process throughout their childhood and into early 
adulthood, expect difficulties along the way.

Top Tip Number Five 
When you feel that your child  
is ready, explain what ADHD is.  

Explaining ADHD can be complicated. After all, the very name “Attention 
Deficit Hyperactivity Disorder” is misleading!  

It is not actually a deficit in attention, but rather inconsistent attention and distractibility. 

ADHD does not always involve hyperactivity.

ADHD does not lead to difficulties in every environment. 

 
Instead, we might better explain ADHD as:  

Challenges regulating or sustaining attention (as opposed to a lack of attention).

Challenges regulating emotions and our emotional behaviour - especially in childhood.

Challenges with organising and planning our thoughts, emotions and aspects of our day 
to day lives.

Top Tip Number Four 
Don’t wait. Start the conversation.
Early intervention is the key to best possible outcomes for your child. Talking to the staff 
in your child’s Early Years setting will be important for you to be clear about what typical 
behaviour is for children of the same age and then exploring with the professionals, how your 
child’s behaviours may differ from that of other children the same age. 



“How do some people with  
ADHD describe themselves?”

“There are too many 
tabs open on my brain’s 
computer browser” “It feels like having a “Ferrari 

brain, with bicycle brakes”

“ADHD is like being in a room 
with 6 television sets – I can’t 
focus on one TV because there is 
too much distraction!”
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Remember to communicate to your child that ADHD is also characterised by lots of strengths 
and positives too. These positive traits are not despite of ADHD, they are because of it!  

These may include:
Ability to hyper-focus 				    Creativity 

Curiosity 						      Quick wit and humour 

Lateral thinking 					     Determination 

Visual memory and the ability to  
think in pictures and see patterns 
in complex information

Without ADHD brains, it is unlikely we would have many explorers,  
entertainers, pioneers, inventors, entrepreneurs, athletes, musicians,  
computer engineers and creatives.
 
You will find people with ADHD in EVERY walk of life and in EVERY profession.

ADHD does not mean low ability or low intelligence.

The way we talk to our child or teenager about ADHD will influence how they see themselves 
for the rest of their lives. The use of positive language and accurate explanation will help to 
empower them with confidence about how to manage their ADHD and how to play to their 
strengths and talents.



Impulsivity	         	   Curiosity, inquiring mind

Hyperactivity	   	   Drive, energy, enthusiasm and ambition

Inattention	         	   Eager for stimulation, drives imagination, creativity,  innovation and invention 

However, it is important to stress to your child that ADHD is a pattern of both strengths and 
challenges. This will make some environments easy to deal with and other environments 
more difficult. School can be one aspect of childhood that children with ADHD find more 
challenging than their peers. 

“Difficulties associated with ADHD”
•	 Difficulty making friends.

•	 Difficulty holding onto information such as simple instructions.

•	 Difficulty paying attention.

•	 Excessive climbing or fidgeting.

•	 Difficulty with ‘carpet time’ or other activities where they are expected to sit quietly.

•	 Sustaining frequent injuries whilst playing.

Always recognise that ADHD does not define your child; it is just one aspect of who they 
are and remember that all behaviour in children is a communication. It is our job as adults 
to understand what that behaviour is communicating. Children’s brains are driven by an 
emotional response to feel safe, protected and nurtured. Children live in the moment with 
little concern for what is happening tomorrow. We educate and socialise our children to 
become mindful of ‘time’ and to understand the consequences of their words and actions, 
particularly, the ability to employ hindsight and foresight. These skills are learned as our 
brains develop and as we respond to the instructions from our parents, teachers and friends.
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Top Tip Number Six 
Understanding the language  
and words used by professionals


