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Attention Deficit and Hyperactivity Disorder (ADHD)
Advice for Parents from the Oxfordshire Educational Psychology Service
Some children are difficult to parent. When such a child is the first child in the family, it’s all too
easy for parents to feel that it is their fault, their inexperience, and feel bad as a consequence.
When the child is not the first child in the family, and other children have proved to be more
amenable to guidance, it may be easier to recognise that the child has specific difficulties. It can
happen that parents, family members or friends may see the child as deliberately wilful and
difficult. Whatever the child’s position in the family, there will have been a period of time when the
extent of the child’s difficult behaviour has become clear and some strategies have been tried and
been found to be unsuccessful, and the growing sense of feelings of guilt and failure lead to
parents seeking outside help. While an assessment and a diagnosis of ADHD can come initially as
a relief to parents, it is actually only a point in time where there stands a signpost indicating the
way forward.
As you begin to prepare for your journey, it is essential to be realistic about what has gone before.
Your child has been difficult to parent, you, your family and your friends, have had all kinds of ideas
about why that might be the case and these ideas have led to feelings about your child, about
yourselves as parents, and about the help you get from your network of support in your family and
community. It might help you to discuss these feelings with someone you trust, so you can be
clear that they are based on the difficulties you have had in the past and do not write a script for
the future. As a parent you will have tried a variety of strategies in the past and have felt moments
of despair when you have been quite sure that nothing has worked. Hard though it is, you need to
look at strategies again with a belief that you can be successful and while your child is difficult to
parent, she/he can be managed more effectively.
There is no ‘magic wand’ or one way to deal with children who are diagnosed as having ADHD.
Like all children, children with ADHD are first and foremost individuals. Each one is different.
Their difficult behaviour and the ways significant adults in their lives have sought to manage them,
have been incorporated in their self-image and are a complicating factor in their responses in the
future. The impact of those difficulties on parents, siblings, school friends, and local community,
form some of the hazards that lie ahead to be negotiated as you journey with your child and family,
to manage this special child in your midst. Advice can seem simplistic, but it can be a way for you
to develop your own path forward.

Structure
Before you make any changes to the way you manage your child, you need to reflect on the times
when the difficulties have been most pronounced. Often you will find that these are times in the
day or the week, when you are very busy, or tired, or the expectations placed on your child are
complex. For example, it could be getting ready for school, settling to go to bed, or when it is the
end of playtime and you want your child to shift from one activity to another. Think through these
difficult times looking at:
•
•
•
•
•

The sequence of events
Timing
The extent to which you were able to give undivided attention to the child
What else was happening at the time
How much of what you sought to achieve is essential and what you can put to one side

You may be able to restructure some parts of the day to support your efforts to manage your child.
For example, having a bedtime routine which has short achievable steps that can be consistently
followed by everyone who has to manage the child, is likely to lead to more successes. Children
with ADHD have had feelings of being out of control and seeing those around them fail to manage.
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Clear consistent structures will help them be in touch with what is being expected of them and will
be a basis on which they can develop self control.

Routine
Children need routines and children with ADHD need routines more than most. Children with
ADHD have difficulties with personal organisation and particularly with changes. What routine
does is bring stability and predictability into their lives, thereby reducing the extent to which they
are faced with complex demands. It’s helpful to plan routines with some thoughts about
encouraging the kind of behaviours that you want. For example, having a routine of expecting your
child to get dressed in the morning, eat breakfast, and pack his/her school bag before being
allowed to play or watch television, means your requests to get ready are more likely to be
successful because they are followed by the “reward” of play or television. Planning stable
routines makes demands on adults too. Continuing with this example, it could well be that you as
parents need to get up earlier to establish the steps of the routine and have time for some positive
consequences before you leave the home for school. Children with ADHD need routines with clear
instructions and adults with time to ensure that these are followed up.

Being Calm
The more you can use structure and routine to organise the expectations of your child, the more
likely you are to be successful. However, there will be times when your child is particularly difficult.
It could be when she/he is presented with facing changing demands, or when other family
members are having difficulties, when the child with ADHD can behave in ways which are
particularly challenging and difficult to manage. At these times, it’s important to remember that
success in managing your child is something that will come gradually and there will be days or
times when you feel that things are worse than ever. If your child is behaving in a way which is
particularly difficult, it’s important that you don’t overreact. The following can help:
•

Being still and calm yourself

•

Looking carefully at what your child is doing and the situation in which you find yourself so
that you are aware of the range of influences on your child and the options for you

•

Being clear with yourself if there is any intrinsic danger in the situation so that you will have to
act immediately. If there is no actual danger, and you are not clear what to do, quietly restate
an achievable expectation for your child, for example talk quietly now…be careful with your
toys…If you want a drink sit down

•

Sometimes a diversion can help for example, We could have a drink together when you’ve
picked up the Lego…Could I help you finish that so that we can…

•

Remember that most of us take time to calm down and your child will too. Going over what
has just happened only prolongs the situation. Far better to say, I like it when you’re calm…I
like it when you smile at me

Children with ADHD can be very loud, vigorous, and unpredictable. If we mirror this then we make
the situation worse.

Avoid confrontation
Confrontations are essentially sudden challenges where there is often no obvious way to go
forward by negotiation. If you think about it, confrontations are the opposite of the structure,
routine, and calm atmosphere that we have been talking about. There will be times when your
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child’s difficult and impulsive behaviour challenges you and catapults you both into a situation
which has the features of a confrontation.
As adults and parents we have high expectations of ourselves. We expect that we should know
what to do. Actually, confrontation is a situation where it is not obvious what to do next. One
golden rule in such a situation is that if you don’t know what to do, don’t do anything at all. This is
not you being weak, you are being strong to resist the temptation to ‘put your foot down’ and you
are modelling calm thoughtful behaviour. It can help to say out loud, This is very difficult. I am
going to think about what to do. You can make it clear that while the situation is ongoing, you are
unlikely to give in to demands for example, While you are kicking the chair, we will need to have
the television off”.
If you recognise patterns in the situations where there are confrontations between you and your
child, you can plan beforehand how to manage them. For example if it’s at the end of a playtime
when the expectation is that the child clears up, you could talk to your child before the toys come
out saying, It’s difficult to end playing with toys. I’m going to give you a 5 minute warning when it’s
time to tidy up and I’ll be there to help you do it. Then remembering to give the 5 minute warning
and being ready with your undivided attention to help the child manage the transition time from
playing to whatever is next.

Clear positive communications
Children with ADHD are difficult to manage, they tax our resources, and when we are busy or tired,
it’s all too easy to lapse into being quite negative and blaming the child. We have all caught
ourselves saying in a raised voice, Stop shouting! Children with ADHD need clear achievable
instructions and this means that we as adults and parents need to think about how we speak to
them. If we are to help them manage their own behaviour, then we need to be clear what it is that
we want them to do. We need to be in the habit of making it clear to them, particularly when they
are very young. We also need to recognise that they may only be able to manage what we ask of
them for a short period of time and that we as adults must plan to have other activities rather than
expecting too much of them, for example having sat down we can’t expect them to sit there too
long. It’s far better to say, Sit down to play with the farm animals, and then you can play with your
ball for a time.

Notice good behaviour
How often do we all as parents find that when our children are behaving themselves and occupied
in what they are doing, that we heave a sigh of relief and get on with things we need to do? It can
often be the case that it is difficult behaviour that draws us into intervening with our children. We
are then paying attention to inappropriate behaviour. This pattern is all the more likely for parents
with children who have ADHD. They can be so tiring and taxing to supervise and manage, that
when they do behave themselves, it’s hard for us to recognise the short period of appropriate
behaviour and reward it, albeit that it might be 5 or 10 minutes in a day which has felt like a
battleground.
As we talked about earlier, your child’s difficult behaviour and the ways adults have dealt with this
in the past will have undermined his or her self-esteem. Finding times in the day to recognise and
praise the child with ADHD for appropriate behaviour is vital to encouraging more of that behaviour
and building self esteem. Like any other child they need to feel good about themselves and they
need to feel that they can do well. So however insignificant or brief is the behaviour, it needs to be
noticed and the child needs to be praised. Most of the time, some clear acknowledgement of their
achievement is all that is needed, for example “I really like the way you played with your brother”.
It is important not to overdo using tangible rewards or you can get locked into a cycle of ‘payment’
for good behaviour. A smile or praise from a parent is powerful encouragement. When you do use
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rewards, it would be more manageable for you if you can incorporate them into part of your routine,
for example, You have played so nicely with your brother, perhaps you would like to come and help
me choose what we will have for pudding after tea. Don’t assume or expect a short period of
appropriate behaviour can continue for too long and don’t use it as a basis for you highlighting how
difficult your child can be. For example, saying things such as, You spoiled it all now you have
upturned the game… or, Why can’t you always be like this. Try to remember that paying attention
to good behaviour means it is all the more likely to happen again. It is a basis for building your
child’s self esteem, and it is an experience of positive interaction with an adult, all of which your
child needs.

When all else fails
No strategies for managing children with ADHD work all the time. Children with ADHD are difficult
to manage and we as parents are all human! For all of us there will be the time when your child’s
behaviour is out of control. Learning to recognise when a situation is escalating to a point where
control will be difficult, is a task for you. If you can see such a situation looming, then practising
what we talked about earlier with regard to looking, being calm and quiet, and stepping back, might
be useful. There will be times when you feel that all else has failed. It helps if you have thought
out strategies beforehand. Helpful strategies can include:
•

It can be that you can use ‘time out’ effectively, for example insisting that the child sit for 5
minutes on a stair in the hallway or counts to 20 (or more) out loud with you as a way of
breaking in to the outburst.

•

It’s a matter of judgement whether it would be useful to remind the child of the likely
consequences of the outburst. Sometimes this can only make the child more cross and
desperate. If you are going to do this, it can help to give the child some leeway. You can
make it clear there is an obvious gain to calming down, for example, If you could stop this
before I count to 10, then you won’t lose your pocket money or have to go to bed early or…

•

If the outburst is extreme but the child is in no danger, it may well help if you can just take
yourself out of the situation. This isn’t giving in, it’s recognising that your child is at a point
whereby self-control has gone. While you remain in the room the implication is that you as
the adult/parent are in control. Leaving the room, if it is safe to do so, means the message is
the child must control themselves and there is no one to fight with about that.

•

When you are not at home, outbursts are very difficult to deal with. Don’t feel pushed into
doing something to manage your child because of what you imagine other people might think.
More people than you realise will be remembering times when they have been in your
situation, understanding how you feel and wishing you well. Outbursts that happen outside
the home need to be dealt with then and there. Threats of consequences later when the child
is in a different situation are unlikely to be effective. You will have to use the experience to
plan strategies for when it happens next time and/or to avoid the circumstances/situation that
led to the outburst.

Look after yourself
Children with ADHD are difficult to manage. They tax our resources as parents, undermine our
self-esteem, and tire us out. Sometimes, your child may be hitting siblings and/or you. Perhaps
the most important suggestion anyone can make is that you look after yourself. You need to do
this in ways which increase the likelihood that you will manage your child successfully. Ideas for
doing this include:
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•

Make sure your partner, family, or friends, understand that you need some time to yourself
and a break from managing your child with ADHD. People want to help, be clear what would
be useful to you to give you some respite and a rest.

•

Try to meet up with other parents who have children who have been diagnosed as ADHD.
Nothing helps so much as knowing that you are not alone. Talk to your Health Visitor, G.P.,
staff at your local Family Centre, or ask at the library, where there might be a group support
where you could meet other parents in the same situation.

•

Your child with ADHD is difficult to manage and you need to avoid expecting too much of your
child, but also expecting too much of yourself. Looking for the things that have gone well in a
day is more likely to help you, than dwelling on the situations that have gone badly. Being
able to recognise the times when you have been able to take a good step forward with your
child, will refresh and encourage you to continue along the path from that signpost which was
at the start of your journey.

