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from the editors of

People say some pretty insensitive things, and the multitude of ADHD 
myths and misinformation out there don’t help. People blame us (or our 
kids) for behaviors controlled by the condition, even when we try to edu-
cate them on the realities of brain chemistry. Sometimes, however, even the 
most loving parents say things they regret after a long day of challenging 
behaviors. Here, our readers share some phrases that should never be used 
to discipline a child with ADHD — no matter what.

 1.  You’re Stupid. 

“Are you really that stupid/lazy/crazy? Stop being so lazy! You know what 
you’re doing! How many times do I have to show you? Etc. etc. etc.” –Renae 

Low self-esteem and shame impact many children with ADHD, especially if 
they spend their school days struggling to fit a round peg into a square hole. 
Boost your child’s confidence by offering genuine praise when she deserves 
it, supporting her interests, and giving unconditional love — even when 
ADHD symptoms create unwelcome conflicts in your relationship.

 2. i love You, but... 

“Never, ever say ‘...but...’ it should be ‘I love you AND I can’t let you...’ or, 

There are some things you should absolutely NOT say 
to a child with ADHD — no matter how angry you get.

bY The eDiTorS AND reADerS oF ADDiTuDe 

10 Things You 
Should Never Say 

to Your Child
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Get an executive function 
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‘You made a bad choice AND I love you enough to...’” –Elyzabeth

“I always pause at the ‘but’ because I know the second I let it out, he takes all 
the negative to heart. AND is a great, practical alternative!” –Jennifer

“When a child with ADHD receives a drop or two of praise, it’s like rain in 
the desert. He drinks it in, revels in it,” says Dr. Ned Hallowell. His advice? 
“For young children, reinforce verbal praise with a token system. Every time 
a child does something praiseworthy — finishing a homework assignment 
on time, say — add a star to a chart or a bean to a jar. The stars and beans go 
toward special privileges on the child’s wish list.”

 3.  Why Can’t You be Normal?

“Why can’t you be like the other kids?” –Trischia

“What’s wrong with you?!” –Eleanor

The social struggles faced by many children with ADHD stem from a feeling 
of being different and standing out — in a not-so-good way. Teach your child 
that his differences make him interesting, and teach him the social skills he 
needs to make friends with other kids who will appreciate his strengths. 

Not every child with ADHD will be a social butterfly — and that’s OK. Studies 
show that having one close friend is enough to develop self-confidence. Once 
adolescence hits, your child may act on the urge to fit in — and it’s important 
that you support this journey by not making her feel abnormal in any way.

 4.  if only You’d Apply Yourself...

“I try not to say, ‘If you’d only apply yourself,’ and ‘Just focus.’ It doesn’t work that 
way with ADHD.” –Janet

“You’re not even trying.” –Mikala

“I was always asked, ‘You’re so smart and talented! Why can’t you just do the work?’ 
My answer was always, ‘I don’t know.’ [Insert long, confusing conversation and 
emotional meltdown here.]” –Bridget

Focus is not a matter of willpower for kids and adults with ADHD. It is controlled 
by brain chemistry. The ADHD brain triggers fewer neurotransmitters, like 
dopamine, which control focus and mood. ‘Trying harder’ won’t change that 
— but proper treatment, combined with diet and exercise, can make a big 
difference. 

ACCepTiNg ADhD

One parent learns to 
love his son’s inquisitive 
brain. Read their story 
at http://additu.de/1o

http://additu.de/1o
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 5.  Clearly, You Didn’t Take Your Meds Today.

“Everyone in my house, including myself, has gotten used to saying to my 
son, ‘You didn’t take your medicine today did you?’ or ‘We should’ve given 
you your medicine today.’ It really hurts his feelings, so we’ve been trying to 
correct everyone from doing that.” –Mandy

Though ADHD symptoms are sparked by brain chemistry, it’s critical that 
your child not feel powerless against them. Teach her about the neurological 
reasons for her symptoms, and work together to give her the tools to control 
them. To start, try reinforcing the physical benefits of a high-protein, low-
sugar diet, as well as regular exercise, and ADHD-friendly vitamins and 
supplements.

 6.  i Wouldn’t Wish an ADhD Child on Anyone.

“Worse than, ‘I hope you have kids just like yourself,’ is, ‘I wouldn’t wish kids 
like you on anyone.’ That’s traumatizing to hear.” –Rayne

“Don’t ever question your child’s ability to become a parent. He’ll waste most 
of his life believing he ‘shouldn’t’ because he can’t handle it.” –Julie

Justin Timberlake has ADHD. So do Channing Tatum, Lisa Ling, and Karina 
Smirnoff. In fact, the list of really accomplished people — and parents — 
with ADHD is long. They don’t let their diagnosis get in the way of success, 
and neither should anyone else. Help your child understand that an ADHD 
diagnosis is not a prescription for failure, and challenge him to reach for the 
stars every single day.

 7.  You Should be Ashamed. 

“I grew up hearing, ‘You should be ashamed of yourself’ daily. So I was — very 
ashamed of myself. As an adult, I find I’m still fighting low self-confidence 
and poor self-esteem. It’s hard to overcome those old messages.” –Joy

“It is estimated that those with ADHD receive 20,000 more negative 
messages by age 12 than those without the condition. They view themselves 
as fundamentally different and flawed,” says Dr. Hallowell. This feeling of 
“defectiveness” can lead to a lifetime of shame — which is harmful in more 
ways than one. 

To help your child fully conquer ADHD-related shame, don’t view the 
condition as a moral failing. People who have the condition aren’t “wrong” or 
“bad.” ADHD is not a personal fault; it is a neurological condition supported 

booST SelF-eSTeeM

Get tips for helping your 
child feel good about 
herself at http://additu.
de/f0
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by real science. Acknowledge that the condition exists, but it doesn’t have to 
be a weakness; it’s simply a matter of brain chemistry. It’s a real challenge to 
overcome, but it’s up to you and your child to decide how to face it together.

8.  You’re Just like Your Father.

“Never ever say, ‘If I’d known he would get custody of you, I never would have 
married your father!’ I just heard this over the weekend. When parents go 
through a divorce, it’s best to remain neutral to the kids, and avoid talking 
badly about the other.” –Kimberly

Children with ADHD do best when their lives have a predictable and familiar 
routine. Divorce can be wholly disturbing, and it can send symptoms into a 
tailspin. Establish a clear routhine — with steps for waking up, getting ready 
for school, completing homework, and bedtime — that your child can use 
whether he’s at Mom’s or Dad’s.

9.  [insert Wisecrack here.]

“Never, ever laugh at the irrational things that come out of their mouths that 
they are serious about. We had one heartbroken kid and my husband still 
feels terrible about it.” –Patrice

“A parent should never make fun of ADHD or use it as the basis for a 
wisecrack. That hurts. A lot.” –Bob

Humor is not altogether bad. Some tips? Look for opportunities to laugh, no 
matter how busy life gets. Try some of these strategies to introduce humor to 
day-to-day life, without accidentally hurting your child’s feelings:

—Read joke books with your child and pick out the funniest ones. Or cut 
out your favorite comic strips and post them on the refrigerator door for 
a laugh anytime. 
—Put on a comedy skit with your children, their friends, and family 
members who wish to participate. Award prizes for the best jokes and 
stories or the silliest parodies of TV commercials. 
—Pull out a musical instrument you used to play and fumble through a 
song. Kids love to see their parents as fallible, so make plenty of mistakes. 

10. i hate You. 

“My friend has a son with ADHD and in a moment of frustration she said, 
‘I hate you.’ It’s really hard for those on the outside to understand how 
frustrating ADHD can be. It’s important to try to understand that kids can’t 

ArT TherApY 

Learn how creativity can 
help your child manage 
challenging symptoms at           
http://additu.de/art

http://additu.de/art
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control their behavior.” –Jennifer

“When my kid says ‘I hate you,’ I say, ‘You ain’t no peach either. Go to your 
room and think about why you’re so mad and talk to me when you’re ready.’ 
Sometimes it works and I’ll receive an apology.” –Lori

As a parent, it can be just as hard for you to hear “I hate you” as it is for your 
child. However, it’s important to remember that children with ADHD have 
executive function challenges — combined with difficulty processing strong 
emotions — that can make them blurt out unkind things they don’t mean. 
In some cases, punishing these behaviors is like punishing a blind person for 
not being able to see. A parent’s instinct is to punish, and it takes effort to 
suppress the negative feelings that result from your child’s outbursts. But for 
many families living with ADHD, suppression works. Instead of dishing out 
consequences, learn to recognize your child’s differences, let the storm pass, 
and work to set up his environment for success. 
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More ADDitude Special Reports  
Available Now
www.adhdreports.com

A parent’s guide to ADhD, Diet, and Nutrition
The foods, vitamins, minerals, supplements, and herbs that can help 
your child manage symptoms.

What is a good ADHD diet? Is sugar the enemy? What about gluten? 
Dairy? In this comprehensive special report, we detail the connection be-
tween the food your child eats and the severity of his hyperactivity, inatten-
tion, and impulsivity, covering topics from artificial dyes and flavors to the 
right amount of protein.
>> Learn More About This Special Report: http://additu.de/nutrition 

The Complete iep/504 guide
A step-by-step roadmap for securing services and accommodations for 
your child with ADhD or lD.

If you’ve watched your child struggle in school, you know how important it 
is to get him the help he needs. Unfortunately, when it comes to accommo-
dations, most parents aren’t sure where to even start. In this comprehensive 
step-by-step guide, we outline how to pursue an evaluation, which plan is 
best for your child’s needs, and how to secure accommodations that work, 
suggested by educators and parents who’ve been there.
>> Learn more about this special report: http://additu.de/iep-504-ebook  

video games and the ADhD brain
Setting limits on screen time, easing transitions, choosing smart games, 
and keeping your child safe online.

For children with ADHD, the instant gratification of video games can eas-
ily become addictive, leaving parents struggling to balance their child’s pas-
sion for gaming with safety and normal development outside of the virtual 
world. In this expert guide, we outline how parents can pick brain-boosting 
video games, how to enforce reasonable limits, and what steps to take if 
your child takes his Minecraft obsession a little too far.  
>> Learn more about this special report: http://additu.de/minecraft 

To purchase these or other ADDitude Special reports, go to 
www.adhdreports.com

FREE ADDitude  
downloadable  
booklets

Sleep Solutions for kids 
with ADhD
Help your child fall asleep and 
stay asleep, every single night.

20 Secrets to a Smarter 
Summer
Don’t let your child get in a sum-
mer slump.

great Sports and Activities 
for kids with ADhD
The most beneficial after-school 
sports for the ADHD brain.

10 Toughest Discipline Di-
lemmas — Solved!
Expert solutions for meltdowns, 
defiance, or disrespectful behav-
ior in children of all ages.

Does Your Child have a 
learning Disability?
Use this self-test to find out if your 
child’s problems at school may be 
due to LD.

Celebrities living with 
ADhD
Famous people on how they 
found success with attention 
deficit. 

Find these and many  
more free AdHd  
resources online at:
http://additu.de/ 
freedownloads

http://www.adhdreports.com
http://additu.de/nutrition
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FREE AdHd Webinar Replays  
from ADDitude:

Neurofeedback and Cognitive Training for ADhD kids
>> http://additu.de/neuro

Is brain training—including neurofeedback and cognitive training (CT)— 
really all it’s cracked up to be? Is it safe for kids? Is it worth the money? 
Naomi Steiner, M.D., shares the research behind some computer-based 
alternative therapies so you can make an informed decision before treating 
your child.

raising a Child with Special Needs
>> http://additu.de/special-needs  

The self-proclaimed “imperfect” mother-daughter duo Gina and Katie 
Gallagher host an extra special audio and slide presentation about raising 
children with special needs. Not only will you hear from the mom who’s 
been there, done that, and written the book on special needs, but you’ll also 
hear, first-hand, what it’s like to grow up, and succeed, with special needs.

emotions in ADhD Teens
>> http://additu.de/teens

Dealing with an emotionally volatile teen? It could be her ADHD. Thomas 
E. Brown, Ph.D., offers strategies for maintaining emotional control, as well 
as advice for teaching teens to find emotional balance.

ADhD and gifted? helping Twice-exceptional kids 
Succeed
>> http://additu.de/2e-kids 

When special needs children are also gifted, it takes the help of a strong 
advocate to put them on the path to success. In this presentation, hosted 
by Diane M. Kennedy and Rebecca Banks-Cull, learn how to navigate the 
complicated 2E maze of ADHD, learning disabilities, and giftedness to 
pave the way for your child’s bright future.

how Stress impacts learning and behavior
>>http://additu.de/stress 

In today’s high-pressure school environment, kids with ADHD or LD can 
become overwhelmed by stress. In this audio and slide presentation, hosted 
by Jerome J. Schultz, Ph.D., find out how school stress impacts your child’s 
brain — and what you can do about it. Get the tools you need to help your 
child manage academic stress so their brain has room to grow and learn!

FREE AdHd 
Newsletters from 
ADDitude
Sign up to receive criti-
cal news and information 
about ADhD diagnosis and 
treatment, plus strategies 
for school, parenting, and 
living better with ADhD:   
http://additu.de/email

Adult ADhD and lD (weekly)
Expert advice on managing your 
household, time, money, career, 
and relationships

parenting ADhD and lD 
Children (weekly)
Strategies and support for par-
ents on behavior and discipline, 
time management, disorganiza-
tion, and making friends.

ADhD and lD at School 
(bimonthly; weekly from 
August through october)
How to get classroom accom-
modations, finish homework, 
work with teachers, find the right 
schools, and much more.

Treating ADhD (weekly)
Treatment options for attention 
deficit including medications, 
food, supplements, brain training, 
mindfulness and other alternative 
therapies.

http://additu.de/neuro
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