Raising Awareness of Attention Deficit Hyperactivity Disorder (ADHD) in Adolescents: Key Impacts for Parents and Educators

Introduction to ADHD 
ADHD is characterised as a neurodevelopmental disorder, distinguished by persistent inattention, hyperactivity, and impulsivity (de la Peña et al., 2020), impairing daily functioning across areas like academics, social interactions, and home life (APA, 2018; Posner et al., 2020).  
The (Diagnostic statistical manual) DSM-5 states that symptoms must cause considerable impairment in two or more places, such as the family or school, and be present for at least six months in order to be diagnosed (APA, 2013). 
 
ADHD affects approximately 3.6% of boys and 1% of girls aged 5-15 in the United Kingdom, with boys being 3-4 times more likely to be diagnosed, partly due to under-diagnosis in girls (English, 2022). Girls often display less obvious symptoms, like inattentiveness, which can be overlooked by parents and educators (Hinshaw et al., 2022; Young et al., 2021). Gender bias also plays a role, as girls are more often seen as "disorganised" or "shy" rather than evaluated for ADHD (Takalani, 2020). This underdiagnosis can lead to untreated ADHD in girls, resulting in higher rates of anxiety and academic struggles (Antoniou et al., 2021; Newlove-Delgado et al., 2021). 
Although ADHD often appears in childhood, difficulties can occur when a diagnosis is established throughout adolescence (Cabral et al., 2020) which presents obstacles as well as clarity (Bunford et al., 2018).
For adolescents, hormonal changes and increasing academic demands can worsen ADHD symptoms, making this stage of life particularly challenging (Clancy et al., 2020).

Emotional Impact of ADHD Diagnosis in adolescents 
Addressing ADHD in adolescence must consider the emotional impact, Adolescents may feel relieved to understand their challenges but also worry about the future and adopt negative views of themselves (Hendrix, 2024). Many treatment models, however, overlook these emotional complexities during this critical period of brain development (Nigg et al., 2020). Delayed development of the frontal lobe, particularly the prefrontal cortex, affects essential executive functions such as attention, impulse control, and decision-making (Nwe et al., 2021). This disruption significantly impacts emotional regulation. Hormonal changes during puberty, including fluctuations in estrogen, further alter the balance of neurotransmitters like dopamine and norepinephrine, which are already at lower levels in adolescents with ADHD (Hwang et al., 2020). These hormonal shifts exacerbate challenges with impulse control and emotional stability, leading to impulsive outbursts or prolonged mood swings (Leisman & Melillo, 2022; McQuade et al., 2021). This emotional volatility can be challenging to control, especially when their brain’s ability to inhibit impulsive reactions is still developingt (Dvorsky et al., 2019) this can result in a struggle to return to baseline, contributing to intense emotional reactions, making adolescents with ADHD more prone to increased anxiety and depression during this critical developmental phase (Payen et al., 2022; Damian et al., 2022). 
Comorbid conditions such as anxiety and depression can mask ADHD symptoms, (O’Connor & McNicholas, 2020), research shows that 40-60% of adolescents with ADHD experience co-occurring disorders further hindering both diagnosis and treatment efforts (Mattingly et al., 2021).
Bullying greatly intensifies the emotional struggles faced by adolescents with ADHD, worsening their difficulties with emotional regulation (Palamarchuk & Vaillancourt, 2022). These adolescents are particularly vulnerable to heightened feelings of distress, leading to an increased risk of self-harm and suicidal thoughts (Austgulen et al., 2024). Research indicates that emotional dysregulation is significantly worsened by bullying, making it more difficult for adolescents with ADHD to manage their emotions, often resulting in emotional withdrawal and increased impulsivity in response to negative emotions (Meza et al., 2021).
Impulsivity in adolescents with ADHD often exacerbates the risk of self-harm, as they may resort to it as a maladaptive coping strategy, frequently without fully understanding the consequences of their actions (Kpeno et al., 2024).
Research revealed approximately 19,000 self-harm incidents among UK adolescents aged 13–17, with 83% involving girls (NHS Digital, 2019; 2020). 
This underscores the urgent need for a comprehensive, developmentally informed approach to address emotional regulation and reduce the risks of self-harm in adolescents with ADHD (Ward et al., 2024).

Social Impacts of ADHD 
The social impact of ADHD during adolescence is one of the most challenging aspects (Owens, 2020). The extent to which educational institutions and social environments support inclusion for adolescents with ADHD remains crucial (Krtkova et al., 2023).
Adolescents with ADHD often struggle with social interactions due to impulsivity, difficulty in reading social cues, and hyperactivity, leading to misunderstandings and social isolation (Drechsler et al., 2020; Powell et al., 2020). These challenges are linked to deficits in Theory of Mind (ToM) (Imanipour et al., 2021) the ability to understand that others have different thoughts and feelings. Impaired social perception, including difficulty interpreting non-verbal cues like facial expressions and body language, exacerbates feelings of exclusion and hampers empathy (Kılınçel, 2021). Studies show that adolescents with ADHD typically perform worse on ToM tasks than their neurotypical peers, underscoring the impact on their social skills (Martinez et al., 2024).  
Research reveals that adolescents with ADHD are more prone to peer rejection and have fewer friendships compared to their peers (Drechsler et al., 2020; Powell et al., 2020). Despite similar levels of health and happiness to those with hyperactive or inattentive behaviours without a diagnosis (Dekkers et al., 2020), they face greater challenges, such as feeling less connected to school, lower academic self-esteem, and reduced self-efficacy, highlighting their social difficulties (Houghton et al., 2020; Kazda et al., 2022). A study found that negative perceptions and lowered expectations from teachers and peers often lead to a "self-fulfilling prophecy," where adolescents internalise these views, resulting in social withdrawal, lower academic performance, and reinforced negative self-beliefs (Chandrasegaran, 2018).
Knowing I have ADHD helps me understand why I struggle with friends, but it feels like my peers see me differently because of it, like they don’t expect me to fit in (Clancy et al., 2020).
Sometimes it feels like I don't belong. My brain works differently, and it's like no matter how hard I try, I just can't keep up with my friends (Titheradge et al., 2022).

“Have you noticed similar struggles in your child or student?” 
Adolescents with ADHD are at a higher risk of engaging in risky behaviours, such as substance abuse, due to impulsivity and impaired decision-making. Studies have shown that teenagers with ADHD are more likely to experiment with alcohol and drugs, often without considering the long-term consequences (Luderer et al., 2021). This impulsivity not only heightens their vulnerability to addiction but can also lead to academic decline, legal troubles like incarceration, and difficulties in personal relationships (Carucci et al., 2021). 
Over time, these behaviours may significantly affect their self-esteem, elevate stress levels, and increase the likelihood of developing mental health issues, further complicating their social and emotional well-being (Dekkers et al., 2020). 

The social impact is particularly severe, as these risky behaviours can alienate adolescents from their peers, strain family dynamics, and limit future opportunities, creating a cycle of social and emotional difficulties that compound the challenges associated with ADHD (Rokeach & Wiener, 2020).
Regular communication between parents and teachers is vital for providing the necessary support, helping adolescents with ADHD develop strong social skills (Krtkova et al., 2023; Jia et al., 2021).

The impact of Academic Performance 
Adolescents with ADHD often encounter significant academic challenges stemming from difficulties with focus, organisation, and time management (Wiener, 2020). These challenges notably increase their risk of lower grades, increased absenteeism, and higher dropout rates (Arnold et al., 2020). Research indicates that students with ADHD are about three times more likely to fail a grade compared to their neurotypical peers, with approximately 30% eventually dropping out of school (Baron-Steele, 2023).
  “When my son got diagnosed, people started treating him differently—like he wasn’t capable of doing things that other kids could, this impacted his academics” (Bjønness et al., 2020). 
Sleep disturbances, common among those with ADHD, further impairs memory by hindering the brain's ability to consolidate information. Insufficient sleep can heighten emotional reactivity, irritability, and attention problems, exacerbating ADHD-related cognitive challenges (Spruyt, 2021). For example, a lack of restorative sleep may cause a student to become easily frustrated during group work, affecting both their learning experience and that of their peers (Vallejo & Silvestre, 2023).
Hormonal changes during adolescence, including fluctuations in melatonin, can delay sleep onset, making it harder for adolescents to relax and get adequate rest (Murack, 2024).
Combined with hyperactivity and emotional regulation difficulties, sleep issues can intensify attention deficits and disorganisation, negatively affecting academic performance and daily life (Reynolds et al., 2023).
Research indicates that the education system often prioritises performance outcomes rather than addressing the executive functioning difficulties inherent in ADHD (Singh et al., 2022). This underscores the importance of collaboration between parents and teachers to better support these students in overcoming their academic challenges and ensuring they can reach their full potential (Lagacé-Leblanc et al., 2022).
Adolescents with ADHD are not seen to be failing because they lack intelligence. They’re seen to be failing because the traditional academic system is not always designed to accommodate their cognitive processing style (Smith et al., 2023). 


Academic struggles= 
- Poor time management 
- Difficulty with long-term projects 
- Lower academic self-esteem 
- Easily distracted in the classroom 
- Inconsistent performance 
- Memory issues (difficulty following multi-step instructions) 
- Impulsivity affecting task completion 
(Smith et al., 2020).

Beautiful ADHD
Video
ADHD in adolescents can be a beautiful trait, sparking creativity, spontaneity, and a unique way of seeing the world (DeWitt, 2020).

1. Emotional Impact:   
   How does emotional dysregulation in adolescents with ADHD often affect their mental health? 
   - A) Increases impulsivity and focus   
   - B) Reduces self-awareness   
   - C) Leads to anxiety and depression  
   - D) Improves coping skills 
  
2. Social Impact:  
   Adolescents with ADHD are more likely to experience social isolation due to: 
   - A) Stronger friendships   
   - B) Difficulties interpreting social cues**   
   - C) Better social interaction skills   
   - D) Reduced attention span 
  3. Academic Impact: 
   What is a common academic challenge faced by adolescents with ADHD? 
   - A) Over-preparing for exams   
   - B) Excellent time management   
   - C) Struggles with organising tasks and completing long-term projects**   
   - D) Consistent performance across subjects 
If you notice your child facing challenges, reach out. Parents and educators can work together to create a supportive learning environment that helps all adolescents thrive. 

Turning challenges into strengths.
With the right perspective, traits associated with ADHD can be transformed into strengths, particularly in emotional, social, and academic contexts. Creativity, often seen in individuals with ADHD, can lead to innovative thinking and problem-solving, fostering unique contributions in collaborative environments (Wagner et al., 2020).
Hyperfocus, a common characteristic, allows these individuals to engage deeply with tasks, enhancing their performance in areas they are passionate about (Ramji & Foster, 2023).
Impulsivity can also be advantageous; it encourages spontaneity and a willingness to take risks, which can lead to fresh ideas and creative solutions (Richard et al., 2021).
Additionally, the high energy typical of those with ADHD can be effectively channelled into sports or the arts, becoming a significant asset in both social and academic settings (Turner, 2023).
Embracing these positive traits not only boosts resilience and self-esteem but also empowers individuals to turn their challenges into opportunities for meaningful contributions. By recognising and nurturing these strengths, adolescents with ADHD can thrive academically and socially, fostering positive relationships and academic success (Sibley, 2020).
How can parents and educators recognise and encourage the positive traits of children and adolescents with ADHD?
Strengths of Adolescents with ADHD 
Creativity and Innovation 
  Excelling in thinking outside the box (Zaghi et al., 2023).
   - Hyperfocus 
  Intense concentration on tasks of interest, boosting productivity (Asherson et al., 2020). 
   - High Energy 
  A valuable asset when channelled into physical activities or dynamic environments (Hoy et al., 2024).
   - Spontaneity and Risk-taking  
  Leading to bold ideas and new experiences (Sibley, 2018). 
   - Resilience 
  Strong problem-solving and adaptability from overcoming challenges (Zaghi et al., 2023).

Success stories 
Michael Phelps, the most decorated Olympian, was diagnosed with ADHD as a child. He struggled with attention but found swimming as an outlet for his energy. Phelps has openly shared how his ADHD helped him recognise both his strengths and challenges, contributing to his success. 
Emma Watson, famous for playing Hermione Granger in Harry Potter, has openly discussed her ADHD struggles during adolescence. Despite these challenges, she excelled academically and attended Brown University. Watson now uses her platform to advocate for education and women's rights, inspiring others. 
Justin Timberlake has openly shared his ADHD experiences. Despite challenges in school, he went on to achieve success in music and acting, becoming one of the most influential entertainers in the industry. 
These individuals demonstrate that ADHD doesn't limit potential. With support and determination, adolescents with ADHD can succeed, inspiring others to embrace their unique traits and follow their passions (Verma & Bagchi, 2020).

“What strengths does your child/student have that could be nurtured?" 
In conclusion to this video, understanding ADHD impacts on adolescents requires a holistic approach, addressing neurological, hormonal, social, and emotional aspects. By increasing awareness and collaboration between parents and educators, we can reduce stigma, promote early diagnosis, and create supportive environments
  

For more information and support, visit The ADHD Foundation.   
Together, we can make a difference. 
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