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Characteristics of Individuals With  
Attention Deficit Hyperactivity Disorder
Characteristics of persons with attention deficit hyperactivity disorder vary consid-
erably. This disorder generally manifests itself early in a child’s life. In fact, some 
precursors have been noted in infancy (Barkley, 2000; Mash & Wolfe, 2016). It would 
not be uncommon for behaviors associated with ADHD to be exhibited as early as 
kindergarten or first grade (Vaughn et al., 2014). Though many young children are 
sometimes inattentive, fidgety, or somewhat impulsive, the developmental features 
that distinguish ADHD from typical patterns of behavior in young children include 
the following:

•• Chronic over time
•• Generally pervasive behaviors across situations
•• Deviant from age-based standards
•• Increased likelihood of having another difficulty such 

as a learning or psychiatric disorder (Vaughn et al., 
2014, p. 169)

ADHD presents itself in many different ways. In some 
students, inattention is the primary deficit. These pupils have 
difficulty concentrating on a specific task; they are forgetful and 
easily distracted. Students who exhibit hyperactive-impulsive 
disorder are constantly in motion; racing from one activity 
to another, they have difficulty sitting still or playing quietly. 
Individuals with a combined type of ADHD manifest aspects 
of both types. Review Table 8.1 (page 256) for examples of 
other characteristics typical of students with ADHD. (See the 
accompanying First Person feature on page 262.)

Behavioral Inhibition  
and Executive Functioning
Contemporary thinking suggests that problems with behav-
ioral inhibition are the primary characteristic of persons 
with ADHD (Barkley, 2006). Behavioral inhibition con-
sists of three elements that affect the ability to (1) withhold 
a planned response, (2) interrupt a response that has already 
been initiated, and (3) protect an ongoing activity from com-
peting or distracting stimuli (Barkley, 2006; Vaughn et al., 
2014; Weyandt & Gudmundsdottir, 2015). Problems with 
behavioral inhibition can lead to a variety of difficulties in 
the classroom. According to Hallahan et al. (2005), students 
may have trouble, for example, waiting their turn, resisting 
distractions, delaying immediate gratification, or interrupting 
a faulty line of thinking.

Researchers (Barkley, 2006; Glanzman & Sell, 2013; Weyandt, 2009) note that 
individuals with ADHD also often have difficulty with executive functions. Recall 
from our earlier discussion of the etiology of ADHD that executive functions involve 
a number of self-directed behaviors, such as self-regulation, working memory, inner 
speech, and arousal levels, among other dimensions. Impaired executive functioning in 

behavioral inhibition: A 
characteristic common in persons with 
attention deficit hyperactivity disorder; 
impacts executive functions. Typically 
affects the ability to (1) withhold a 
planned response, (2) interrupt an 
ongoing response, and (3) protect an 
ongoing response from distractions.

The neurological basis of ADHD is not fully understood.
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