
470 Unit 7: Learner Differences

For a diagnosis of ADHD, symptoms must persist for at least six months. Additional crite-
ria for an ADHD diagnosis are these:

•• Individuals must show some symptoms before age 12. However, this does not mean 
that the child must be diagnosed prior to age 12. ADHD typically is first diagnosed in 
elementary school when school adjustment is impaired. Many ADHD-like behaviors 
of toddlers and preschoolers are normal for their age or developmental stage, making 
it difficult to distinguish ADHD symptoms from age-appropriate behaviors in young, 
active children (American Psychiatric Association, 2013).

•• Some symptoms must be present in two or more settings. If a teacher (school setting) 
believes the child exhibits inattentive or impulsive/hyperactive behaviors but the parents 
(home setting) do not see those same behaviors, the problem most likely is differences in 
the environment and not a function of the individual.

•• The inattentive or impulsive/hyperactive behaviors must cause clinically significant 
impairment in academic or social functioning. Students who exhibit behavioral symp-
toms of ADHD but receive good grades and form solid relationships with peers would 
not qualify for the diagnosis of ADHD.

•• Symptoms are not due to other disorders. Several other disorders may cause an indi-
vidual to exhibit difficulties in inattention, impulsivity, or hyperactivity. In those cases, 
ADHD is not the diagnosis.

Comorbidity. Approximately 40% to 60% of children with ADHD have at least one coex-
isting disorder (Pliszka, 2015). Although any disability or disorder can coexist with ADHD, 
common ones include conduct disorder, mood disorder, anxiety, and specific learning disabil-
ities (American Psychiatric Association, 2013; DuPaul & Stoner, 2014; Jensen et al., 2001).

Specific learning 
disabilities: See  
Module 21

Characteristics of ADHD. 
Adolescents with ADHD 
may show disorganized 

thinking and planning.
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