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ADHD
Attention Deficit Hyperactivity Disorder

Inclusive Practice
Early Years settings can support children with ADHD by fostering inclusive environments that promote a sense of belonging. This involves adapting routines, minimising distractions, and offering clear, structured guidance to help children understand expectations and reduce anxiety (Welsh Government, 2019). The Additional Learning Needs Code for Wales ensures early identification and personalised support for children with ADHD, facilitating tailored interventions that address their unique needs (Welsh Government, 2021). Inclusive practice also involves close collaboration between staff, families, and specialists to ensure that the child’s needs are fully understood and supported in all aspects of their development (Estyn, 2022). A whole-setting approach, as outlined in Inclusion and Pupil Support (Welsh Government, 2018), promotes a culture where every child feels valued and supported to reach their potential, with an emphasis on building a positive, inclusive classroom environment that benefits all children, not just those with ADHD.
Barriers and Impacts
Children with ADHD and their families face several significant barriers, both in terms of diagnosis and ongoing support. One major barrier is the delay in diagnosis, as ADHD symptoms—such as inattention, hyperactivity, and impulsivity—are often mistaken for other behavioural issues or overlooked entirely, particularly in younger children who may still be developing (Welsh Government, 2021). This delay in identification can result in children missing out on early interventions, which are crucial for academic progress and emotional development. Without appropriate support, children may struggle with schoolwork, social interactions, and emotional regulation, further exacerbating their difficulties. This can also affect their self-esteem and motivation.
Additionally, families often experience challenges navigating the complex healthcare and educational systems to access necessary support services. This can lead to frustration, stress, and a sense of helplessness (Estyn, 2022). The impact on families is also financial, as parents may need to pay for private assessments, therapies, or extra support at school. Moreover, the emotional toll of managing ADHD at home can contribute to social isolation, with families finding it hard to access supportive networks and feeling overwhelmed by daily challenges (NHS, 2022).

What is ADHD?
Attention Deficit Hyperactivity Disorder (ADHD) is a neurodevelopmental condition characterised by persistent patterns of inattention, hyperactivity, and impulsivity that are inconsistent with a child’s developmental stage (American Psychiatric Association, 2022). Symptoms typically appear before age 12 and must occur in multiple settings, such as both home and school, for a diagnosis to be made (National Institute of Mental Health, 2024). ADHD has a significant genetic component, with heritability estimates ranging from 70–80%, while environmental factors, such as prenatal exposure to tobacco or alcohol, also contribute to its development (Faraone et al., 2021; Thapar et al., 2016). Co-occurring conditions, including anxiety, depression, and learning difficulties, are common in children with ADHD, complicating diagnosis and often delaying intervention (Sayal et al., 2023). These overlapping conditions often require more complex, integrated treatment plans. Treatment generally includes stimulant medications and behavioural therapies, with modern approaches emphasising individualised care plans, providing holistic support tailored to each child’s unique needs, and considering the child’s emotional, social, and academic development (Russell et al., 2024).
Signs and Symptoms
In Early Years children, ADHD often presents through persistent patterns of inattention, hyperactivity, and impulsivity that exceed typical developmental behaviours. Common signs include difficulty focusing on tasks, frequent fidgeting, excessive talking, and impulsive actions like interrupting or climbing in unsafe areas (NHS, n.d.). Emotional dysregulation is also common, marked by intense tantrums and difficulty calming down (The Sun, 2024). These behaviours are more frequent and severe than in peers of the same age. Early identification of ADHD is crucial, as it allows for timely support, which can significantly enhance long-term outcomes (ADHD Foundation, Weaver, 2022). Recognising these signs enables professionals and caregivers to provide targeted interventions during this critical developmental phase, improving the child’s ability to succeed academically and socially. This proactive approach ensures that children with ADHD can access the resources they need to thrive in their early years, setting the foundation for future success.
Diagnosing ADHD in Early Years
In Wales, diagnosing ADHD in Early Years children follows a structured multi-step process, beginning with careful observations by parents, carers, and educators. When concerns arise about a child’s behaviour, such as inattention, hyperactivity, or impulsivity, these are initially discussed with a health professional or within the educational setting. Early identification and intervention are emphasised under the Additional Learning Needs (ALN) framework, as outlined by the Welsh Government (2021). A comprehensive assessment is then carried out, involving consultations with paediatricians, psychologists, and other relevant specialists to rule out any alternative conditions. Throughout this process, observations and feedback from parents, teachers, and professionals are crucial in contributing to the diagnosis. Once ADHD is diagnosed, personalised support plans are created to meet the child’s individual needs. These plans are in line with the ALN Code for Wales, ensuring that the child receives the necessary support to thrive academically and socially (Welsh Government, 2021).
This multi-disciplinary approach is essential in ensuring that ADHD is diagnosed accurately, and children receive the appropriate interventions and support at an early stage. Effective early intervention can significantly enhance their educational, social, and emotional development, helping to improve long-term outcomes for these children.
Importance of Routine (strategy)
Routine is crucial for children with ADHD in Early Years settings as it provides structure and predictability, helping to reduce anxiety and improve focus. Children with ADHD often struggle with impulse control and attention, so a consistent routine helps them understand what is expected and what comes next, reducing uncertainty and enhancing their ability to stay engaged. A structured environment also allows for clear transitions between activities, which can prevent disruptive behaviours. By incorporating routine into daily activities, children with ADHD can develop better self-regulation, feel more secure, and have a stronger sense of control over their environment. This stability allows for smoother transitions, reduces stress, and promotes a positive learning atmosphere, ultimately improving their overall learning, emotional regulation, and social experiences (Welsh Government, 2021; Estyn, 2022). Furthermore, routines provide opportunities for children to practice skills like following instructions and managing time, which are essential for their development.

