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For girls, ADHD symptoms may differ 

ADHD resources 

SANDRA G. BOODMAN 
The Washington Post 

major long-term study of girls diagnosed with attention-deficit hyperactivity disorder (ADHD) in elementary school has found they 
are at greater risk for substance abuse, emotional problems and academic difficulties in adolescence than their peers who don't 
have the common neurobehavioral condition. 

The results, experts say, should help dispel the myth that the disorder, which affects an estimated 4.4 million American children, poses 
less of a risk to girls than to boys, on whom most research has focused. 

The federally funded study by researchers at the University of California, Berkeley, involves more than 200 girls who have been followed 
since 1997, when they were 6 to 12. The broadly focused study is designed to measure the ways ADHD, a disorder characterized by 
pervasive inattention and impulsivity, affects peer relationships, impairs school performance and is linked to substance abuse and 
psychological problems. 

"Can you believe it's 2006" and the first long-term prospective study of girls with ADHD is just being published, asked psychologist 
William Pelham, an ADHD expert at the State University of New York at Buffalo. 

Girls, Pelham said, have been under-diagnosed and overlooked in large part because their behavior tends to be less disruptive - 
although their problems may be just as severe. 

Psychologist Stephen P. Hinshaw, lead author of the study - published in the June issue of the Journal of Consulting and Clinical 
Psychology - called the results "surprising and discouraging." 

"The cumulative picture is that girls with ADHD are at risk for a lot of problems," said Hinshaw, chairman of the psychology department 
at Berkeley and a prominent ADHD researcher. Hinshaw said he and his colleagues did not expect the "breadth of impairment" they 
found. The team began the study with 228 girls: 140 had ADHD, while 88 did not. 

Five years later, researchers conducted a follow-up study involving 209 of the girls, who had entered middle and high school. In nearly a
dozen areas examined by researchers - including academic performance, prevalence of eating disorders, relationships with peers and 
teachers, and organizational skills - the girls with ADHD were significantly more likely to have problems than those in a matched control 
group who did not have the disorder. 

The gap in reading and math ability had widened in five years and new concerns had emerged: About 30 percent of the girls with ADHD 
were at least mildly depressed, compared with 10 percent of the control group, Hinshaw said. The same percentages were seen in 
substance abuse. 

One area showed marked improvement: The girls in the ADHD group showed fewer signs of hyperactivity as they grew older, the same 
trend seen among boys in other studies. 

Pelham called Hinshaw's results "very important" because so little is known about teen-age girls with ADHD. Too often, he said, the 
problem is either overlooked or misdiagnosed as depression. 

A long-term study published in May by researchers at Massachusetts General Hospital in Boston found that teen-age girls with ADHD 
were more likely to have mood or anxiety disorders than those without the disorder. 

"Most girls do as well as boys" when their ADHD is treated, Pelham said. The optimal treatment combines the use of stimulant 
medications, such as Ritalin or Adderall, with behavioral therapy that provides structure, teaches organizational skills and rewards 
desired actions, experts say. 

To Washington area developmental pediatrician Patricia Quinn, who has specialized in the treatment of ADHD for nearly 30 years, the 
results of Hinshaw's study serve as a warning. 

"People think if a girl is ditzy she's not going to have serious problems, but this study confirms that's not true," said Quinn, who has co-
authored books about girls and women with ADHD. 

A
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Molly Zametkin, 18, a recent high school graduate from Kensington, Md., knows firsthand that girls can be as affected as boys, even if 
their problems seem less obvious. 

First diagnosed in elementary school, Zametkin, who described herself as "a little space cadet who was never hyperactive," vehemently 
fought her parents' efforts to treat ADHD with medication and therapy. Her father is a research psychiatrist at the National Institute of 
Mental Health. 

Only after years of struggling in school, Zametkin said, did she accept that "it was a problem I couldn't fix by myself"; she began taking 
medication regularly when she started high school. 

The Berkeley findings, she said, mirror aspects of her experience as well as what she sees in other girls who have ADHD, especially their 
battles with food and their use of drugs, alcohol and cigarettes. 

"Any girl with ADHD is going to be more impulsive and more of a risk-taker," Zametkin said. "And impulsivity makes it easier to give in 
to peer pressure in any situation." 

Hinshaw's study was launched at a time when officials at the National Institutes of Health, which is funding it, were seeking to include 
more women and minorities in medical research. 

Berkeley researchers recruited an ethnically and economically diverse group of girls: Slightly more than half were white, 27 percent 
were African American, 11 percent were Latina and 9 percent were Asian American. 

All attended a free five-week summer program where they were closely monitored by the staff, who did not know which girls had been 
diagnosed with ADHD. Most of those taking medications agreed to stop while the program was in session, though treatment decisions 
were left to parents. Observations by the staff were augmented by testing, interviews and other assessments. 

In the first study of these girls, published in 2002, Hinshaw and his colleagues reported that the ADHD group had more problems 
making and keeping friends, and functioning outside school; they also lagged behind their peers academically. 

How, Hinshaw and his team wondered, would they fare after five years? To answer that question, researchers reassessed 92 percent of 
the group who agreed to cooperate and had dispersed to eight states as well as South Korea and Australia. Researchers conducted 
eight-hour assessments of each girl. 

Some in the ADHD group had received no treatment during the intervening five years, while others received extensive help. About 50 
percent, Hinshaw said, had taken medication at some point and 80 percent were receiving special services, mostly in school. Some had 
made significant recoveries and no longer had ADHD, but most continued to struggle. 

Previous studies have found that about 30 percent of children diagnosed with ADHD in childhood appear to outgrow the problem during 
adolescence; by adulthood about 50 percent are no longer impaired. 

To Hinshaw, devising effective treatments for girls remains paramount. 

"Girls have a different way of relating and deserve study in their own right," he said, and should receive treatments that are not mere 
imitations of those boys receive. "This is not a short-term disorder." 

Is it ADHD or depression? 

The symptoms of attention-deficit hyperactivity disorder (ADHD) in girls can be difficult to distinguish from those of clinical depression, 
especially when hyperactivity is not present, say experts who treat the disorder. The difficulty can be compounded because the two 
problems can co-exist: Experts estimate that 10 to 30 percent of children with ADHD are also clinically depressed. There is no surefire 
test to diagnose either condition. 

Getting a careful evaluation from a clinician familiar with both problems is critical, experts say, but there are several ways in which 
ADHD differs from depression. Among them are: 

• Different core symptoms. The hallmarks of depression include diminishing interest in or pleasure from activities, fatigue or loss of 
energy, insomnia or excessive sleeping, weight gain or loss, depressed mood for most of the day, and recurrent thoughts of death or 
suicide. These are not commonly seen in girls with ADHD, whose primary symptoms include pervasive inattention, chronic 
disorganization and impulsive behavior. 

• Inability to identify what's wrong. Girls with ADHD can often say why they are depressed and may point to problems in school or with 
friends. Girls suffering from major depression may be unable to articulate why they feel sad or guilty. 

• Duration and onset. Many girls with ADHD say they can't remember a time they didn't have trouble concentrating or finishing a task. 
By comparison, girls who are depressed usually can recall being able to focus or when they felt better. 
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Manatee 

• The Family Partnership Center offers an ADHD parenting discussion and support group from 7-8:30 p.m. on every fourth Monday of 
the month at Faith United Church of Christ, 4850 S.R. 64 E., Bradenton. There will be free childcare available by reservation only. 
Information: 756-3007. 

• An ADHD support group meets from 7-8:30 p.m. on the first Tuesday of every month at Parkwood Presbyterian Church, 6101 Cortez 
Road. Free childcare by reservation. Information: 756-3007. 

• Free workshops on ADHD are held from 10-11 a.m. on the second and fourth Saturdays of each month at Renaissance Integrative 
Health, 2401 University Pkwy., Bldg. 2, Suite 208. Reservations: 308-4744; www.rihwellness.com. 

• Family Care Counseling of Bradenton offers ADD/ADHD counseling, parent support and group counseling for bipolar and other high-
maintenance children. Information: 792-4988; www.familycare-fl.com. 

MANATEE INFO 

Looking for stuff about families here? What's Happening Manatee - www.whatshappeningmanatee.com - offers information on family 
events, resources and activities in Manatee County. 

WELL SAID 

"(A)s long as some groups within a given community respond to spurious claims about the risks of the (measles) vaccine by refusing to 
vaccinate their infants, further outbreaks will occur even in industrialized countries." 

- 
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