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ADHD is a chronic condition that affects a person’s ability to 
control their actions, impulses and attention. It affects around 
5% of the population worldwide and impacts many areas of 
family life.

Around the time he turned one, I began to notice that my son 
Joe wasn’t behaving the way other children his age did: he 
was prone to fits of anger, was restless and defiant. Having 
no other frame of reference, I put this down to something I 
was doing; perhaps I hadn’t quite got the hang of this
parenting thing yet.

For seven years I believed my son’s erratic, disruptive and 
often violent behaviour was a product of my parenting. This 
book tells the story of those years and the often crippling 
self-doubt and guilt that accompanied them. I explore my 
multiple attempts to regain control in a situation where 
nothing I did made any difference; looking at the 
professionals who failed to notice, the people around me who 
dismissed my concerns and the people who, like me, thought 
I was to blame.

This book is for me seven years ago. It is for the parent who 
is struggling to keep going and who needs to know someone 
else out there understands. It is also to give healthcare and 
education professionals a personal insight into ADHD, in the 
hopes that it could help them recognise similar behaviours 
and struggles in other families.

adhd
Attention Defecit 
Hyperactivity 
Disorder 



Before you’re given the letters
there’s a lot of blame.
You search for reasons:
Is it the way I said it?
Did I wait too long?

It’s my fault of course.
Who else’s fault would it be?
I made him.
I grew him.
Who else’s fault could it be?
I don’t know how to fix it.
Shouldn’t I know how to fix it?

I must be the worst mother in the world.



One night, when he was very little,
maybe a few weeks old,
he wouldn’t stop crying.
Nothing was working.
I remember putting him in my bed,
his head on my pillow,
and I lay down next to him, my cheek 
touching his.
And he stopped crying.
Cheek to cheek.

That doesn’t work anymore.



When I’m searching for reasons why,
I often go back to that night.
‘Gemma, are you sitting down?’
I wasn’t sitting down
but I ended up on the floor.
Could that one moment of pure   
despair have travelled down to him?
Does grief pass through the
umbilical cord?



Every child has his or her own 
‘triggers’ that exacerbate their 
ADHD symptoms. Unfortunately, 
there are no hard and fast rules 
that can be applied when looking 
to understand why a particular
behaviour has occurred. As
parents, the best we can do is to 
arm ourselves with a best guess. 
By observing and recording the
situations and factors that affect 
our children we can compile a
personalised list of do’s and don’ts 
that will make life a little bit easier 
for everyone. Here are a few of 
Joe’s that I have compiled over the 
years.

1. Tiredness
    Lack of sleep can worsen ADHD
    symptoms, making it even more
    difficult for Joe to concentrate
    and process information. At least 
    8 hours sleep a night will make
    sure he has the best start
    to his day.

2. Busy environments
    Places and occasions where
    there are lots of people can be
    overwhelming for a child like Joe
    with ADHD. The noise and bustle
    of occasions like extended family
    gatherings or parties can cause
    him to become anxious, 
    manifesting in equally boisterous
    behaviour from him. I try to find a
    quiet area where Joe can go to
    get away from it all if things start
    getting too much for him.

but why?
In the years before Joe’s ADHD diagnosis, I wasted so much time 
and energy trying to figure out why an outburst had occurred - 
most of the time there seemed to be no logic or pattern to his
behaviour. With the benefit of hindsight, I now realise there were 
signals I could have picked up on and things I could have done to 
help me answer the but whys.

3. Excitement
    The prospect of a family holiday,
    Christmas or a birthday can
    be a combination of excitement
    and anxiety, which has a
    negative effect on Joe’s ability to
    control his behaviour. Taking
    the time to talk through what will
    happen on such occasions can
    help to alleviate any worries and
    gives him the chance to ask
    questions and prepare himself
    for what’s to come.

4. Lack of exercise
    If Joe has been sitting still for
    a long time, he is like a coiled
    spring ready to pop. If there is
    no opportunity for him to run
    around, that frustration can take
    the form of aggression. Exercise
    provides a positive outlet for
    hyperactive children to release
    their pent-up energy. 

5. Overstimulation
    Too much screen-time can affect
    Joe’s ability to switch-off, which
    in turn can lead to difficulties in
    getting to sleep (see point 1!)
    Limiting use of tablets and
    computers, especially in the
    evenings, can help to limit the 
    effects of a glaring screen on his
    concentration and inattention.



It wasn’t me.
You never believe me.

But I’ve learned not to trust him.
He lies to me so calmly, so expertly.
I cry for that lost trust.
For the fact that I don’t believe what 
he tells me.
I, who should be his first
and last supporter,
unable to believe the promises
he makes.



Sibling rivalry is putting it mildly.
How will he grow up 
if this is his experience of family?
His brother and his bully all rolled 
into one inescapable package.



family
When one member of your family has ADHD, it has an effect 
on everyone. Because of the nature of the condition it has 
been necessary for our family to adapt the way we live to 
manage the symptoms effectively. This can be something 
as simple as maintaining a set bedtime, but there are times 
when ADHD restricts the things we do and the way we are 
able to do them. Family outings and holidays can be 
challenging at the best of times but navigating them with 
ADHD adds an extra layer of pressure. When stress takes 
hold, tempers fray and arguments start - more often than not 
you end up wondering why you bothered at all. 

It is so important that families talk about ADHD and the 
feelings and frustrations that can arise because of it. Every 
person in the house should understand what causes the 
symptoms of ADHD to occur - younger children can have it 
explained to them in simpler terms - as this helps to separate 
the resulting behaviours from the child displaying them. For 
example, when someone snatches a toy, we know that is 
because it is difficult to wait our turn. When instructions are 
ignored it is because our brain hasn’t been able to process 
the information. When belongings are lost, it is because we 
don’t have the capability to organise ourselves properly. 
Without this insight, brothers and sisters can feel resentful 
towards a sibling who ‘gets away with’ things they would 
not - it is very easy for relationships to break down if children 
feel there is special treatment being unfairly given. Because 
of this, children with ADHD often feel like the black sheep of 
the family and are susceptible to depression in later life as a 
result of low self-esteem. 

There is no quick fix for a harmonious home when ADHD is 
involved, but communication and understanding go a long 
way to maintaining good relationships. 

ADHD affects 
the whole family 
and should be 
tackled together.



Someone’s crying.

We’re in softplay and someone’s crying.
I don’t have to look up from my cup to 
know what the cause of it is.

Whose kid is that?
I can feel them all scouring the room for 
the person to blame.

Those looks are the worst.
Hard to describe.
Impossible to ignore.
I imagine the thoughts fuelling them,
questionning me and the way I love him.

I see myself through those eyes.
They show me all my failings.

Why are you letting yours hurt mine?
What are you teaching him?
Don’t you care?

What kind of mother are you anyway?



he’s fine for me, there’s 
nothing wrong with him,
he’s overtired, just put 
him to bed earlier, it’s 
too much sugar, don’t 
let him have any sugar,  
he’s very intelligent, he’s 
probably bored, he’s 
just got a busy brain, not 
enough exercise, you 
should do more sport 
with him.

he needs really strict 
boundaries, have you 

tried the naughty step,
it’s attention seeking, 

you need to ignore him 
when he does that,  

he’ll grow out of it, you 
are worrying about 

nothing, you’re being 
way too sensitive,
if only she’d listen

to me.



opinions
I have been the recipient of a lot of ‘helpful’ advice over the 
years. It comes at me from all angles: in the park, toddler 
groups, in the playground and sometimes in my own home. 
I know it is well-meaning (most of the time) but that doesn’t 
make it any easier to swallow. Receiving unsolicited advice 
on how you should parent your child does one thing and one 
thing only: it makes you feel inadequate.

Before ADHD was even a consideration, I had tried everything 
to try and improve the chaotic mess of fidgeting, violence 
and conflict that followed us around. Having someone 
assume they know better and that you must just be winging it 
is at best, insensitive and at worst, conceited and extremely 
offensive. I try my best to block out these opinions whenever 
they come my way; I know I’m trying my best, even if no one 
else does.

What I find more difficult to ignore, and rightly so, is another 
sort of opinion. The opinion of parents whose children have 
been hurt by Joe. These opinions are justified and real and 
understandably hard to shift. Any parent will tell you, when 
your child is hurt or upset, you want to know why it happened 
and you want it to stop immediately. There are many (many) 
children who have been hurt by Joe. He has kicked, punched, 
pushed, stolen from, belittled and many other horrible things 
that it hurts me to even think about. If your child is on the 
receiving end of this, there is only one possible opinion to be 
had of the perpetrator. So, we don’t get invited to some
parties. Some children don’t want to come to our house for 
tea. Some games aren’t open for us to join in.

And I get it. I hate it, but I get it.
Understanding only goes so far.

It seems that 
everyone is an 
expert on my 
child. If only she 
would listen to 
me - I know what 
he needs...



Abnormally naughty.

Like he’s broken or something.

Abnormally naughty.

She, trying to understand what is going 
wrong, is explaining the problem to me.

Abnormally naughty.

What am I supposed to do with that?
Standing there by the rows
of tiny coats and wellies
I know she is waiting for me
to do something to fix it.

I don’t remember what I said back.



There’s been
an incident...



There has been an incident at lunch 
time involving Joe and one of the 
boys in Year 4. I am sure you
appreciate that we must take
matters of this kind very seriously
and ask that you reiterate to Joe 
that this is not acceptable. Thank
you for your support in this matter. 
We have been informed that there 
has been an incident in the boys’
toilets which resulted in property
of one of the girls in Year 4 being
vandalised. Joe was one of the boys 
involved and as a result will lose
his free time for the remainder of 
the week. Please can we ask you to 
stress to Joe the seriousness of
his behaviour. Thank you for
your support in this matter.

As you may be aware there have 
been an increasing number of

incidents involving Joe this term
hurting other children in school. 

Whilst I am very supportive of Joe 
and am aware of the difficulties he is 

currently having I need to reduce and 
eliminate such incidents from

happening. Thank you for your 
support in this matter. There has

been some name calling involving 
Joe which has been brought to my

attention today. I am sure you will
appreciate the implications name 

calling of this nature can have. We 
would appreciate you talking to Joe 

about how this is not acceptable
behaviour. Thank you for your

support in this matter.



When Joe was in Year 3, his class 
teacher went on maternity leave. 
Three weeks after she left, we were 
sitting in Parents’ Evening talking 
to his new teacher. I (once again) 
broached the subject of there 
possibly being something other 
than his age or his gender at the 
root cause of the behaviours we 
had so often been called in to
discuss. And she simply said, ‘Yes, 
I’ve seen children like Joe before.’ 
I, rather embarrassingly, started to 
cry right there in the classroom. 
The relief that another person 
could see it too, that it wasn’t in my 
imagination, was completely
overwhelming. She believed me. It 
still makes me cry now. 

And that was all it took; another 
voice alongside mine. That parents’ 
evening was the first step on our 
(very) long road to finally getting 
some help.

Looking back, I realise that I could 
have been more forthright when I 
spoke to his teachers. Maybe if I 
had been firmer a few years ago 
we might have had more support in 
place for him by now. But it is, I’m 
sure you can imagine, extremely
difficult to be firm when you’re 
wracked with self-doubt and guilt. 
Questioning the opinions of
professionals is not an easy job and 
there is a danger that it can seem 
as if you are looking for excuses; 
looking to explain your
shortcomings as a parent. 

It would be easy to point fingers at 
the teachers who didn’t recognise 
there was a problem. But is it really

school
Joe managed to get through 7 years of nursery, pre-school and 
school without any of the professionals involved considering there 
may be something other than ‘bad behaviour’ to be addressed.

their fault? Our teachers have 
limited (if any) training on how to 
deal with ADHD, and alongside the 
countless other demands on their 
time and resources, is it any
wonder that some children slip 
through the net?

Whose job is it to identify if a child 
has ADHD? Is it down to:

A) The exhausted, emotionally 
     drained parent
     or
B) The overburdened teacher?

In my opinion, neither. There needs 
to be an option C: someone who, 
like Joe’s cover teacher, knows 
what they are looking for. I would 
propose that an impartial observer, 
a trained professional, who can 
recognise the characteristics of 
ADHD could observe and interact 
with children in classrooms to
identify children they suspect may 
require further investigation. 

One professional observing one 
class for one day each year - would 
that be too much to ask?

If these observations happened
annually, that is seven 
opportunities throughout primary 
education for a child to be
identified as having potential 
ADHD-like traits and being referred 
for evaluation. Seven chances for 
parents to be heard. Seven
chances for teachers to get 
support. Seven chances for
children to get some help. 

Seems like a no-brainer to me.



You get a moment,
every now and again,
of pure pride.
And it takes you by surprise.
How you, your body and your time
could make this thing;
this perfect, beautiful person.
And it’s as if you’ve never seen them 
before until that exact moment.



When he’s asleep 
it’s as if the day never happened.
I get instant amnesia.
He’s so perfect.
My beautiful boy.
Strange how soon you forget the 
anger and the helplessness
and the tears.
His peace recharges me.

Tomorrow will be different.



What is it about babies and animals?
They morph him into a gentle giant:
soft and careful.
The anger leaves him, his movements 
are calmed.
The love inside him
falls out everywhere.

How can they switch it off?
What power do these little things have 
that I don’t?





positives
I recently read a statistic that said, children with ADHD will 
receive more than 20,000 criticisms before they reach the 
age of 10. ADHD can strip a child of their self-esteem and 
leave them feeling they are unwanted and unloved. I’ll never 
forget the day Joe said he was a bad person - I knew then 
that I needed to do some damage control if I was going to 
help him get past the symptoms of his condition and see him 
grow into a confident, happy adult.

Since receiving our ADHD diagnosis, I have learned through 
experience that positivity is vital. The days I look out for and 
comment on Joe’s ‘good’ behaviour are significantly
better days than those when I don’t. Noticing the little things 
he does that are kind help him to recognise that he is kind. 
Pointing out when he has been patient helps him to realise, 
he is patient. 

Although it sounds like a simple thing to do, it is often easier 
said than done, especially when I have just had a phone call 
from the head teacher or I am still furious after breaking up 
another fight between him and his brother. But it is so
important that Joe knows his ADHD is only one part of who 
he is, that I will continue to remind myself to look out for the 
positives every day.

ADHD may affect Joe in ways that make life more of a 
challenge, but with support from those around him that will 
hopefully only making him stronger.

Children with 
ADHD can suffer 
from low self-
esteem. Try and 
focus on the 
positives 
whenever you 
can.



things that don’t work:
losing your temper, 
leaving the house    
without something to 
play with, ignoring the 
warning signs, being 
too tired (him and me), saying 
sit still, being negative, 
blaming him for his
behaviour, blaming 
yourself for his 
behaviour, not asking 
for help, giving up.

things that do work:
exercise, sitting with 

him, looking for the 
positives, saying well 

done, staying calm, 
keeping activities as 

short as possible, 
being consistent, 

structuring your day,
always having a snack, 

a deck of cards and 
a (metaphorical) carrot

ready to go.



nipinthebud.org
A website with helpful articles and videos about children’s mental health

nhs.uk
The place to go for official NHS guidelines about ADHD symptoms,
treatment and advice on living with the condition

adhdfoundation.org.uk
The ADHD foundation - the best website I have found for links and
resources about ADHD. Highly recommend looking at this one.

addiss.co.uk
Website for ADDISS - The National Attention Deficit Disorder Information 
and Support Service. Useful information on ADHD plus a bookstore and 
information centre with downloadable resources.

lifeafterthetick.com
You can also follow me on Instagram @lifeafterthetick

help
Below are some resources I have found helpful over the years. 
There is also some information about my own website, Life After 
The Tick where you can follow my story as I continue to navigate 
the world after our ADHD diagnosis.






