Title: Children’s Experiences of ADHD and Its Impact on Daily Life
Aim:
To explore how children with ADHD understand and experience the impact of ADHD in their everyday lives — socially, emotionally, and academically.
Participants:
Six children aged 9–13 with a formal ADHD diagnosis, interviewed individually using semi-structured questions.
Below are short extracts from interviews 
	Participant
	Extract

	Tom (age 10)
	“Sometimes my brain feels like a race car — I want to stop but it keeps going. Then I get in trouble because I shout out or move around too much.”

	Ella (age 11)
	“I try to listen in class but it’s like my thoughts jump all over. I miss stuff, then I feel stupid when everyone else already knows what to do.”

	Jake (age 9)
	“People think I’m naughty, but I’m not trying to be. I just forget things, or I start talking before I think. Then teachers tell me off.”

	Sophie (age 12)
	“My friends get annoyed when I interrupt. I don’t mean to — it just happens. Then I feel bad and want to hide.”

	Liam (age 13)
	“When I take my medicine, I can focus better, but it makes me feel weird and quiet — like I’m not me anymore.”

	Maya (age 10)
	“I’m really good at art and ideas come fast. But teachers say I don’t finish my work. It’s hard to keep still long enough.”



Coding data
Below are initial descriptive codes (short, concise labels that capture meaning):
	Transcript
	Initial Codes

	Tom
	Feeling out of control; restless energy; punished for hyperactivity

	Ella
	Difficulty sustaining attention; self-blame; comparison to peers

	Jake
	Misunderstood behaviour; frustration with others’ perceptions; impulsivity

	Sophie
	Social rejection; emotional guilt; awareness of impulsivity

	Liam
	Medication helps focus; altered sense of identity; emotional ambivalence

	Maya
	Creative strengths; struggle with task completion; mismatch with teacher expectations




Generating themes

After collating and grouping codes with shared meanings, the following themes and sub-themes emerged:
	Themes
	Sub-themes
	Example Codes Feeding In

	1. A Racing Mind and a Body That Won’t Stop
	- Feeling “out of control”
- Physical restlessness

	Restless energy, punished for hyperactivity, difficulty sustaining attention

	2. Struggling to Be Understood
	- Being seen as “naughty”
- Teachers’ and peers’ misunderstandings
- Emotional frustration
	Misunderstood behaviour, self-blame, frustration with others’ perceptions

	3. Emotional Consequences and Self-Perception
	- Guilt and shame
- Feeling “different” or “stupid”

	Self-blame, emotional guilt, altered sense of identity

	4. Hidden Strengths and Creativity
	- Fast-thinking creativity
- Strengths unrecognised by school

	Creative strengths, mismatch with teacher expectations




Results
This section integrates themes, narrative, and participant quotes, showing the interpretative work of Thematic Analysis.

Analysis of the interviews identified four overarching themes that capture how children experience the impact of ADHD in their daily lives:
(1) A Racing Mind and a Body That Won’t Stop,
(2) Struggling to Be Understood,
(3) Emotional Consequences and Self-Perception, and
(4) Hidden Strengths and Creativity.
Together, these themes reveal the tension between feeling “different” and wanting to fit in, as well as the need for understanding and recognition of children’s strengths.
Theme 1: A Racing Mind and a Body That Won’t Stop
Children frequently described their ADHD as an uncontrollable energy that affected both body and mind. Many used vivid metaphors to convey this sense of inner restlessness.
“Sometimes my brain feels like a race car, I want to stop but it keeps going,” (Tom, age 10).
For several, this uncontrollable energy led to frustration and punishment in structured settings like school. Movement and impulsivity were described as automatic, not deliberate, suggesting an embodied experience of ADHD that children struggled to regulate. As Ella explained:
“I try to listen in class but it’s like my thoughts jump all over. I miss stuff, then I feel stupid.”
This theme highlights the mismatch between children’s internal experience and external behavioural expectations.

Theme 2: Struggling to Be Understood
A strong sense of misunderstanding ran across the accounts. Children often felt that teachers and peers interpreted their behaviour as “naughty” rather than symptomatic of ADHD.
“People think I’m naughty, but I’m not trying to be. I just forget things, or I start talking before I think,” (Jake, age 9).
This lack of understanding from adults and classmates appeared to reinforce frustration and low self-esteem. Sophie described feeling socially excluded:
“My friends get annoyed when I interrupt. I don’t mean to, it just happens. Then I feel bad and want to hide.”
Children wanted empathy rather than discipline, to be recognised as trying their best rather than failing to conform.
Theme 3: Emotional Consequences and Self-Perception
Feelings of guilt, shame, and difference were common. Several participants internalised negative messages about their behaviour, leading to lowered self-worth.
“I feel stupid when everyone else already knows what to do,” (Ella, age 11).
Liam also described a complex emotional relationship with his medication, reflecting a struggle between control and authenticity:
“When I take my medicine, I can focus better, but it makes me feel weird and quiet — like I’m not me anymore.”
This theme illustrates how attempts to manage ADHD can influence children’s sense of identity, producing ambivalence about who they are “with” and “without” ADHD.

Theme 4: Hidden Strengths and Creativity
Despite difficulties, several children expressed pride in their creative abilities and “fast-thinking” ideas. These strengths were often overshadowed by school expectations focused on compliance and task completion.
“I’m really good at art and ideas come fast. But teachers say I don’t finish my work,” (Maya, age 10).
This theme underscores the importance of recognising neurodivergent strengths within educational contexts, rather than solely focusing on deficits.
Summary
Across the interviews, ADHD was described as both disruptive and defining. Children struggled with control and misunderstanding but also expressed creativity, energy, and imagination. The findings suggest that interventions and educational practices should focus not only on behaviour management but also on fostering self-understanding, emotional support, and recognition of strengths.

