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Letter to the editor:  The Pundit Speaks 
By Randolph M. Howes, M.D., Ph.D. 
August 22, 2010 

 
"ADHD (ADD) Deserves A Closer Look" 
 

Attention Deficit Hyperactivity Disorder (ADHD) is one of the most common psychiatric illnesses in 
children and was previously known as Attention Deficit Disorder (ADD).  Depending on the data source, a 
whopping 3%-8% of school age children suffer from ADHD and it is about three times more common in boys 
than girls.  English speaking, non-Hispanic white boys are primarily at greatest risk and there is considerable 
geographical (state-to-state) variation in incidence of ADHD.  To further complicate matters, ADHD is 
considered to have three subtypes.  The typical age of ADHD onset is in preschool but some specialists claim 
that it can often be recognized in children as young as two or three.  About 2.5 million U.S. children currently 
take drugs for ADHD, according to government researchers and sales of the drugs topped $4.8 billion last 
year.  Now, for the shocker, a Michigan State University study has found that almost one million children in 
the United States are potentially misdiagnosed with ADHD because they were the youngest and least mature 
in their kindergarten classes.  They found that, "the youngest kindergarteners were 60 percent more likely to 
be diagnosed with ADHD than the oldest children in the same grade. Similarly, when that group of classmates 
reached the fifth and eighth grades, the youngest were more than twice as likely to be prescribed stimulants" 
for ADHD.  Stimulant medications such as Ritalin (methylphenidate) and Adderall (amphetamines) are 
reportedly among the most effective treatments of ADHD but there are significant misconceptions about these 
drugs.  Even though these drugs are potentially addictive and should be used with caution, "drug holidays" 
during weekends or school breaks are no longer recommended.  In 2009, an article in the American Journal of 
Psychiatry suggested a link between use of the stimulant drugs and sudden death in children and adolescents 
and these drugs already carry warnings about risks of heart attack and stroke in children with underlying heart 
conditions.  According to a study from the National Institute of Mental Health, healthy children taking the 
medications were six to seven times more likely to die suddenly for unexplained reasons than those not taking 
the drugs.  Also, the FDA has stated that these drugs can cause children to have hallucinations, even when 
taken as directed. 
 
In the America that I love, we will be cautious and hesitant to place young children on powerful drugs with 
such serious side effects, especially with the possibility of their having been misdiagnosed.  Never make a kid 
a zombie or give them a chemical lobotomy.  Children should receive the protection, attention and love they 
deserve. If you have any questions about diagnosis or drugs, consult your doctor immediately.  
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