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HOW TO USE ADHD MEDS  
CHILDREN AND MEDICATION

Five rules for maximizing the benefits of ADHD medications while minimizing 
their side effects.

Make appointments to see your child’s doctor at least 
every two to four weeks during the first few months. You 
should discuss how the meds are working, whether you 
notice any troubling side effects, or if the medication is 
affecting the child’s height or weight. A doctor should 
always measure height and monitor weight during the 
initial office visit and then at evenly spaced intervals after-
wward.

Start at the lowest possible dose—and adjust upward, if 
necessary. Because every child has a unique response to 
medication, a physician may need to increase the 
dosage—it’s typically done every three to seven 
days—to arrive at an optimal dose. Doctors start at the 
lowest possible dose to provide a baseline for how much 
more (if any) of the drug the child needs. 

Take medication 7 days a week, 12 hours a day. Taking medication beyond the school day 
has many advantages, including increased focus doing homework and during after-school 
activities. It’s not necessary to medicate a child during sleeping hours, but it helps if the 
medicine is active at bedtime.

PParents should track their child’s response to the medication. The SNAP-IV Scale can help 
parents assess a child’s behavior throughout the day and detect patterns and problems with 
medication. You can download the form for free at adhd.net. The Conners’ Rating Scales-
Revised (CRS-R) is another worthwhile tool available from Multi-health Systems, Inc., P.O. 
Box 950, North Tonawanda, New York 14120.

Be aware that diet and other medications can affect the efficacy of stimulants. If your child 
is taking Adderall XR, Metadate CD, or Ritalin LA, a high-fat breakfast can compromise its 
effectiveness, delaying the drug’s absorption. Similarly, drinks rich in ascorbic acid/vitamin C 
or citric acid (orange, grapefruit, and other drinks supplemented with vitamin C) may inter-
fere with the absorption of Ritalin. Cold/sinus/hayfever medications containing deconges-
tants, and asthma medications may give a child on stimulants a mildly unpleasant buzz.
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