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Attention Deficit Hyperactivity Disorder

Attention deficit hyperactivity disorder is one of the most commonly diagnosed disorders in children.  It not only affects children, though.  It can continue on through teenage and adult years, causing the patient to have a hard time sitting still, concentrating, and controlling his or her behavior.  There is no cure for attention deficit hyperactivity (or ADHD), but through a combination of prescribed medication, behavioral modification, diet, and exercise, the symptoms of ADHD can be controlled so the person can lead a fulfilling, normal, healthy life.

There are three types of ADHD: inattentive, hyperactive-impulsive, and combined.  Inattentive ADHD patients have a hard time focusing on activities, following through with directions, and staying organized (Bren).  They are often the most overlooked and harder to diagnose, because even though they may be sitting still in class, their minds are wandering and they’re not paying attention (Attention).  Those who are hyperactive-impulsive are always on the go and can’t sit still.  They have a hard time taking turns, keeping their hands to themselves, and thinking before they speak or act.  Those with the combined type show characteristics of both inattentive and hyperactive-impulsive ADHD (Bren).  Combined hyperactive-impulsive and inattentive is the most commonly diagnosed kind (Attention).  According to the National Institute of Mental Health (NIMH), three to five percent of American children have ADHD.  Boys are more likely to be diagnosed, but that doesn’t necessarily mean that girls don’t have the disorder.  Nora Gailil, M.D., said that “…girls are getting diagnosed more and more.  You can often identify it in a short period of time because [boys] are so disruptive.  Girls may be the ones who daydream and are not disruptive, so it’s not picked up nearly as much” (Bren). Studies have shown that symptoms of ADHD decline as people age, which makes it hard to really know what percentage of adults carry the disorder into adulthood (Bren).

Most scientists will agree that ADHD is a “biological disorder of the nervous system” (Bren).  MRI’s have shown differences in the brains of children with and without ADHD, but they can’t exactly pinpoint what brain functions are different.  For this reason, MRI’s can’t be used to diagnose ADHD (Bren).  Even though scientists don’t know for sure what causes ADHD, there are some studies that genes, environmental factors, food allergies, food additives and sugar may play a role (Attention).  Some research suggests that ADHD runs in families, and that a person diagnosed will often have at least one close relative who’s also been diagnosed.  Other studies have shown that ADHD can be linked to the use of cigarettes and alcohol use in utero, so pregnant mothers are strongly urged not to smoke or drink during pregnancy (Bren).  Some believe that food allergies may be to blame, and that an elimination diet may help reduce symptoms of the disorder.  Other studies have shown that artificial food colors may be linked to ADHD.  In one study by New York psychiatrist Dr. David Schab, children who were already diagnosed with ADHD and were exposed to artificial food colors had an increased level of hyperactive sensitivity, and children previously undiagnosed also experienced hyperactivity (Fulmer).  Multiple studies have been done on the effects of sugar in patients with ADHD.  Some show that sugar encourages hyperactivity, while most studies show that sugar has no effect on a child’s behavior (Attention).  In fact, most researchers believe that meals that contain a lot of carbohydrates can actually cause a person to feel sleepy and calm.  They argue that if a link between sugars and hyperactive behavior exist, it is usually because kids are being fed those sugars during exciting events like birthday and holiday parties (Wardlaw and Smith 145). 

Unfortunately, there is no known way to completely prevent or cure attention deficit hyperactivity disorder.  But there are ways to successfully treat the symptoms.  These include prescription stimulant medications, behavioral therapy, diet, and exercise.  
Stimulant medications such as Ritalin have been proven to work in some cases by having a calming effect on hyperactive children.  But not every child will respond the same.  What works on one child may not work at all on another, so medicating a child is not a one-size-fits-all answer (Attention).  There is also the possibility of very negative side effects of prescribed stimulants, including nausea, decreased appetite, insomnia, anxiety, irritability and stunted growth (Bren).  More serious side effects include an increased risk of heart attack, stroke, and sometimes sudden death (Attention).
While medication can help to regulate the brain, behavior therapy can also help to improve ADHD symptoms.  Behavior therapy works by “structuring time at home, establishing predictability and routines, and increasing positive attention” (Sprinkle).  It’s important to have a narrow focus and be very specific about goals in regards to behavior therapy.  It’s also important to remember that it is a constant effort, and positive behavior should warrant positive praise (Sprinkle).

The right nutrition can have a huge impact on children with ADHD.  Dr. Theresa Lavoie states that “the standard diet is particularly harmful for someone with ADHD.  It weakens the focus and decision-making that the person is trying to strengthen, is low in nutrients, high in fat, especially overheated and trans fats, low in antioxidants, high in starch, sugar, and sodium.  A better alternative is a healthy diet based on whole foods and plenty of protein.”  She also states that the ADHD brain is lacking in certain stimulants.  She explains, 

…Stimulants known as brain neurotransmitters awaken the executive functioning in the brain.  Proteins…pave the way for those key transmitters to do their work in the body.  The proteins tyrosine and phenylalanine pave the way for those three key stimulants for the ADHD brain—dopamine, norepinephrine, and epinephrine.  Another protein, glutamine, strengthens a neurotransmitter involved in almost half the nerve connections in the brain…The protein, tryptophan, leads to the stimulant serotonin.  And cathecholemines are catalysts that help the body form the stimulants dopamine, noropinephrine, and epinephrine. (Lavoie)

Because of the need of protein, or amino acids, in brain function, she suggests that individuals diagnosed with ADHD make a special effort to eat the recommended amount of daily protein.  She also stresses the importance of that protein being in steady, constant supply, so protein should be eaten with every meal.  Most protein is typically consumed later in the day at lunch and especially dinnertime, so protein in the morning is important (Lavoie).  Examples of foods with high protein content include canned tuna fish, chicken, beef, yogurt, milk, cheese, and eggs.  Other plant bases foods high in protein include kidney beans, peanuts, cooked corn, and whole grain bread (Wardlaw and Smith 211).  

Vitamin C has been shown to help regulate the action of dopamine.  Foods rich in vitamin C include oranges, Brussels sprouts, strawberries, red and green peppers, kiwi, broccoli, cauliflower, kale, sweet and baked potatoes, pineapple, and spinach (Wardlaw and Smith 331).  

Fatty acids in the diet can also help symptoms of ADHD.  In an Oxford University study, some children with ADHD children were given fatty acids while other children with ADHD were given placebos.  The study showed that the kids who were given fatty acids showed significant improvements over the other children in the study.  Also, a Perdue University study showed that boys with ADHD frequently had low levels of the Omega-3 fatty acids.  Because of these studies, many specialists now believe that deficiencies of Omega-3 fatty acids are associated with learning and behavioral disabilities.  Examples of foods high in Omega-3 fatty acids are tuna, salmon, sardines, anchovies, striped bass, catfish, herring, mackerel, trout, and halibut (Wardlaw and Smith 182).  Unfortunately, however, most children may resist eating fish.  Other plant sources of Omega-3 fatty acids include canola and soybean oils, and walnuts (Wardlaw and Smith 182).  Another great source is flax seeds and flax oil.  They can easily be mixed in with yogurts, smoothies, and tuna or egg salads (Virtue).

Low iron may also be a factor in behavior issues of children with ADHD.  Iron not only carries oxygen to the muscles and organs of the body, but it also affects the production of dopamine.  A study found that “…84 percent of children with ADHD had significantly lower levels of iron, compared with 18 percent of kids without ADHD.  The lower the levels of ferritin- a protein found inside cells that store iron- the more severe the symptoms” (Stevens).  Because of the dangers of iron toxicity, it is important to always check with the child’s doctor before giving iron supplements or extra iron in the diet.  With the approval of a doctor, iron-rich foods include Cheerios, Wheaties, beef pot roast, dark meat turkey, spinach, steak, kidney beans, and flour tortillas (Wardlaw and Smith 412).  Serving iron-rich foods with foods high in vitamin-C will aid in absorption, while foods high in calcium will decrease the level of absorption (Stevens).

Exercise is crucial to individuals diagnosed with ADHD.  In some patients, exercise and nutrition alone can be a substitute for stimulant medication in increasing attention and improving one’s mood.  Exercise isn’t only beneficial for keeping your body in shape, but it also keeps the brain in shape.  It helps with “sequencing, working memory, prioritizing, inhibiting, and sustaining attention” (Exercise).  Exercise can cause kids to be less impulsive, which makes them more ready to learn in school settings.  When the body is exercised, the brain releases several important chemicals.  One of them, endorphins, or hormone-like compounds in the body, can help regulate mood, pleasure, and pain.  Exercise also raises the brain’s levels of the previously mentioned dopamine, norepinephrine, and serotonine, which can increase alertness.  According to one holistic medical doctor, “…Exercise is a great treatment for an ADHD emergency.  A quick burst of exercise is like pushing the reset button on your brain…Children with ADHD should not miss recess or be denied sports activities” (Lavoie).  Any type of exercise can be beneficial to those with ADHD, including running, walking, and swimming. But studies have shown that there are some specific forms of exercises that target the attention system of the brain because you have to pay close attention to the way your body moves.  These include ballet, tae kwon do, and gymnastics (Exercise).

Every year, more and more children are being diagnosed with attention deficit hyperactivity disorder.  While prescription medication may be helpful in treating the symptoms of ADHD, it doesn’t have to be the only line of defense.  Treatment should include behavioral therapy, a healthy diet, and plenty of exercise. As Dr. Lavoie reminds us, “The body is a wonderful resource and given the right guidance and healthy lifestyle, it can work wonders on its own to alleviate those conditions in the brain that cause difficulties for those with ADHD.”  
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