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Foreword

The entire subject of attention deficit hyperactivity disorder (ADHD) presents itself daily in newspapers, on television, on talk radio, and on the Internet. Exciting and significant advances are being made in the understanding of ADHD. Therapists, physicians, teachers, and even politicians are expressing many concerns about underdiagnosing or overdiagnosing, undertreatment or overtreatment. Health insurance company policies, HMOs in particular, and dwindling monies for mental health treatment reimbursement have led to shorter and less costly evaluations and treatments for children with ADHD. This often results in giving children medication only, or in not treating them at all. This shortsighted and inadequate approach does a tremendous disservice to these needy children and to their parents who often end up with merely a pill as their only means of professional help. The pill or no pills at all approach ignores the need to change ADHD children's long-standing maladaptive behavioral patterns developed in a desperate attempt to cope with their chaotic ADHD world. Also lost is the opportunity to help the parents of these children view ADHD with more understanding and change their parenting approaches.

In this current, sometimes confusing ADHD arena, it is timely and refreshing to be redirected, reorganized, and better grounded by Don Mordasini's new book, Wild Child. It is a remarkable, no-nonsense, practical, helpful guide for children and adolescents with ADHD, for their parents, and for therapists in the field. The book emphasizes what constitutes the condition and how misdiagnosis or undertreatment with medication alone can harm children's self-esteem and continue family chaos and parental sense of inadequacy. Don's goal is that of changing unwanted behaviors and learning new behaviors to help children and teens become more responsible, self-sufficient, and self-confident individuals.

The degree of organization, clinical examples, charts, and intervention strategies lend distinctive beauty and effectiveness to this book. This is so helpful for parents reading the book because many of them also have ADD traits themselves. The very organization of Don's book reaches out effectively to these particular parents who need specific structure, order, and step-by-step guidance. This book is an excellent resource for parents who are overwhelmed by details or intimidated by too much informaton. What a gift!

In addition to offering practical, easy-to-understand guidance, the book is equally if not more important because Don's own life circumstances play an integral part of the text. Don grew up having ADHD and raised a daughter who had ADHD. Now, as a therapist in private practice, Don treats ADHD children and their parents. Don's rich and valuable viewpoint of having “walked in others' shoes” is rare and exceptional in a book of this type and allows him to effectively present the materials from three unique perspectives: the ADHD child, the parent, and the therapist. Who better to help than one who has been there and has grown stronger and wiser as a result?

Wild Child is divided into two sections. The first section presents an understanding of the basic nature of ADHD and its diagnosis. The second section deals with therapeutic techniques and treatment. This section is subdivided into two parts that deal with the major practical issues that are essential for proper and effective treatment of children and adolescents. These sections form the heart and soul of the book by informing readers what to do for the child and parents once the diagnosis of ADHD has been made. His understanding of pertinent issues is priceless and his interventions are practical and comprehensive.

Each chapter contains basic rules for children and parents to follow. Ample use of clinical examples illustrates the points made in the text. Practical rubber-meets-the-road guides for parents are given to help their children with familiar and important issues such as aggression, temper tantrums, chores, bedtime difficulties, messy rooms, and getting dressed and ready for school. Breaking curfews, truancy, running away, and substance abuse are some of the many issues addressed in the section on adolescence.

Although Wild Child primarily deals with ADHD, it has much broader implications to help treat other important clinical conditions such as oppositional defiant disorder (ODD), anxiety disorders, posttraumatic stress disorder, depression, and much more. Some of these conditions often coexist with ADHD, while some of them masquerade as ADHD due to overlapping clinical features. However, all can be helped substantially by the interventions offered in these core chapters.

Before closing, I want to share the following thoughts about my relationship with Don Mordasini with whom I have worked for several years. Don is an inspiration—consistently positive, affirming, and enthusiastic. However busy, he always makes time to be helpful and readily shares his information and ideas. He is excellent at assessing clinical situations and quickly focuses in on the salient issues. His therapeutic abilities are well honed and he brings into play the skills of a diagnostician, therapist, mentor, teacher, and role model. Don also is able to handle the delicate balance between treating the child or the adolescent while involving the parents in a constructive way. I especially appreciate his follow-up procedures on tough cases and his commitment to helping achieve positive results, which have resulted in remarkable success with a wide variety of patients. He is also quite comfortable and skillful in working with other professionals such as schoolteachers, tutors, counselors, or psychiatrists. He is committed to developing a strong treatment-team alliance. I look forward to continuing my personal and professional relationship with this most talented and special person.

Bruce M. Wermuth, MD

Los Gatos, California
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I wish to thank Hal Zina Bennett for editing Wild Child, I imagine it was no easy task for him to edit an ADHD author's manuscript. I know I must have been looking out the window when English grammar was being taught. I thank him for his patience and perseverance.

I also wish to thank Katy Day, typist extraordinaire. How did you get those charts to fit so neatly? And how come all the sentences are in a neat little row?
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I was in my fifties when I learned that I have attention deficit disorder. Somehow that sounds as though I was late investigating what makes me tick. I was. I was too busy and too successful to slow down and look over my shoulder. When I did glance back, I saw a shadow behind me, so I kept running. Helena, my wife, used to ask me why I did not slow down and take an easier, less stressful job. Each time she said that, I shuddered, not knowing exactly why that suggestion bothered me so much.

I was a professional businessman for twenty years, and during that time my energies were primarily focused on raising a family and building a business. Through trial and error, unaware of my condition, I had learned many coping strategies to manage my life. I was blessed with strong intuition that kept me out of areas of activity where my ADD would have been my downfall. However, the inevitable can only be delayed so long and I met up with myself when I had a nervous breakdown at the age of forty-eight.

During that period I virtually lost my identity. I had been a high achiever in business and I was unable to work any longer. A marriage I treasured for twenty years became unraveled. Divorce and taxes drained the financial security I had built up for retirement. Children I had held and loved every day of my life became frightened of my breakdown, and a distance grew between us. I began a long period of self-loathing. I had identified myself by what I could do and the various hats I wore; none of them fit anymore. I cursed myself as a misfit, weakling, loser, and burden to others.

The period of self-loathing I experienced was the start of my healing, excruciatingly painful though It was. I had come smack up against a deep-rooted belief In my own inadequacy. It was not a new feeling. I had experienced a sense of it from the time I started primary school. It followed me through high school, college, and my career. I had to climb ever-higher mountains to prove my own self-worth.

My identity was in my accomplishments. It was all out there. Without my accomplishments I was nothing. I was caught up in the age-old conflict between “doing” and “being.” I had to find new ways to be comfortable with myself or perish. I spent the next several years searching for who I really am. I was forced to find my self-worth outside my achievements. I was forced to let go of self-worth concepts based on profession, physical comforts, and material success. I had to stop measuring human worth against any yardstick whatsoever.

Beginning with childhood, I had compared, analyzed, evaluated, interpreted, and reviewed, always comparing myself against others. I always fell far short of the mark: I was not scholastic; I was too clumsy, slow, loud, wild, misbehaving, ad nauseum.

Self-comparison always occurs in the child's mind, and the ADD mind is continually processing such information, sometimes repressing the thoughts, other times entertaining them. This is the curse of the child's mind and it continues until, as an adult, he or she becomes aware of these thoughts and begins to question their validity.

When I found out that I had ADD I felt a burden lift from my shoulders. I was able to look at my distorted thinking and begin the true healing process of coiTecting my own false assumptions of myself. It was my first step toward throwing away the measuring tape. Unfortunately, the healing process does not end with the diagnosis. One tries to throw away the measuring tape only to pick it up again and again. As I began to slow down the mental nonsense, I started to get in touch with my own innate goodness. Nevertheless, the process of reconstructing a view of myself had begun and I was firmly on the path toward self-healing.

This path ultimately brought me to a decision. What was I to do with the rest of my life? As I reflected on this matter, I felt that our planet was seeded with enough stockbrokers that my absence from the profession would not be particularly noticed. I realized that I wanted to use my experience to help others, and since I had crossed the hot coals, I thought I might help others to circumvent them. Thus, I began forging a new career as a psychotherapist.

As a clinician, I believe the most serious harm that can result from undiagnosed and untreated ADD is the painful and devastating loss of self-esteem. With absolutely no malicious intent, parents, teachers, relatives, peers, preachers, television, and the media tend to make it difficult for the ADD child to develop normal self-esteem.

As an insider, so to speak, I have written this book to help parents feel better about their children and to help children feel good about themselves.

My concern is that ADD children learn to trust themselves, feel good about themselves, and have confidence in their worth as unique individuals.

Many parents are concerned about their child's behavior in school and at home: lack of motivation, inability to progress academically with peers, mood swings, temper tantrums, and inability to concentrate. When I was raising my own ADD daughter I was puzzled by these problems. At that time, I had no idea about dealing with these and other ADD issues.

My mission for this period of my life is to help parents and children change unwanted behaviors and learn new behaviors. Although learning new behavior is very important, the overall goal is to help children become responsible, self-sufficient, self-confident individuals.

This book is written from three perspectives:


	The first perspective is that of the ADD child. You have an opportunity to view life through the lens of the ADDer. From this vantage point you can gain an understanding and a fresh appreciation for the challenges an ADD child faces.

	The second perspective is that of the parent (myself) working with a very demanding ADD child, caught up with my own bewilderment, frustration, and occasional sense of helplessness.

	The third perspective is from the vantage point of a clinician. This perspective is the hand holding, tutoring, and the explaining part, offering new ways to help your child. I have tried to be very careful to take you slowly, step by step, through each chapter so that you build upon your own knowledge and experience. This allows you to build confidence in your ability to help your child develop a solid sense of self as he or she learns new constructive behaviors with your guidance.



I no longer run from my shadow. We are one. Thank God! The difficulties I experienced as I faced myself gave me a deeper appreciation of who I really am. Deep inside me I found a love for humankind, and, even more wonderful than that, I discovered how I could use my experiences to help others. To be able to follow my bliss, as the great mythologist Joseph Campbell would say, is a very great gift indeed!




Part I:Developing Understanding





Chapter 1 My Struggle As a Parent
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I am amazed, me thinks, and lose my way

Among the thorns and dangers of this world.

Shakespeare King John III



My story begins approximately thirty years ago when I first met Manuela. She was the healthy, happy, rosy-cheeked three-year-old daughter of my fianc;ée, Helena. Manuela lived in a storybook town, high in the Austrian Alps, in a village that skiers flocked to from all over the world. Kitzbuehel, the renowned skiing and après-ski life village, had called to me as well.

I was practicing sitzmarks in the snow during Fasching, a time of carnival that lasts approximately three weeks, until the eve of Ashen Mittwoch (Ash Wednesday) at which time everyone nurses their hangovers and catches up on sleep. During this period of reveling, I met Helena, whom I married a few months later.

My first images of Manuela were in the city garden where she would prance about picking flowers. She loved flowers. She would pick them and give them to relatives, friends, and her mother. Manuela was extremely gregarious. Frequently, I would ask where Manuela was; the most common answer was that she was having a kaffee klatsch with one of the neighbors. When she brought flowers to the neighbors they offered her tea, milk, and sometimes sweets. She would chat away, seated in a chair and swinging her legs, while carrying on a very adult conversation. Those are my fondest memories of this beautiful alpine child with big red cheeks who was loved by everyone who knew her.

Shortly after Helena and I married, we moved to Langen, a suburb of Frankfurt, where I had secured work that would support us. I dearly missed the healthy, vigorous climate of the Alps and we returned frequently, as time would allow. Manuela continued winning the hearts of the adults in the apartment building we moved to, continuing her grand tradition of kaffee klatsches purchased with gifts of flowers. City life was different in that Helena was concerned that Manuela sometimes took flowers from the front of cafes and small gardens, but no one seemed to mind.

A few months later, Helena became pregnant with Beate. I stayed in Langen, commuting to Frankfurt for work, while Helena and Manuela moved to Kitzbuehel to be with her family during the later stages of her pregnancy. I visited frequently. However, when my young family was ready to move to Langen to be with me, we encountered problems with passports. I was American; Beate was also American born on foreign soil. Helena was Austrian and was unable to place Beate on her passport, which was the customary procedure when newborn children traveled from one country to another with their parents. It took time for me to register Beate's birth at the embassy, take pictures, and have a passport issued in her name. When passports were finally straightened out, my family arrived in Germany. I enjoyed the girls and my new family life began. Manuela was very protective of Beate; she played second mother very well. The next year was an idyllic one.

My career was not flourishing in Frankfurt, so I moved with the family from Langen to the United States, settling in San Francisco near relatives and friends where I began my career as a stockbroker.

Manuela was of preschool age, so we enrolled her in German class on Saturdays. I remembered how much effort I had put into learning German and thought it would be wonderful for her to grow up bilingual.

The first red flags began to appear. We started receiving confusing reports from her teachers. They said she was a delightful child and very friendly. When she read out loud she read as well as any of the children in the class but she did not seem to learn anything new, and they questioned whether she understood what she was reading.

One day I came home from work and noticed the children playing outside our apartment were calling Manuela “Susie.” I asked Manuela why they were calling her that and she said that she did not know how to tell them her name because she could not tell them in English. At that moment I realized it was important for us to speak English at home so that Manuela would not be at a disadvantage when she started regular school.

I had assumed children would grow up bilingual if left to themselves in the proper environment which is not necessarily so. They may speak both languages, but if they do not have average learning skills, their knowledge of language can handicap them. By this time it was clear that Manuela was not making progress with her class in German school.

We began speaking English at home and Manuela learned it quickly. I began to see that there were different ways to learn but it did not occur to me that she might have trouble in a structured academic environment. Since she was speaking English so well the issue of learning fell to the back of my mind. Before long it was time to enroll Manuela in the first grade, I wanted to enroll her in a Catholic school but was told that she was not mature enough to manage the curriculum. I was quite surprised and made a big fuss about this to no avail.

Manuela attended public school at a time when I was very busy building my career. I assumed she would be fine and paid little attention to school activities. Near her completion of the first grade, Manuela's teacher told us she was not doing well. When I saw the report cards I was extremely upset. If something was not done immediately, she was destined to be held back. I hired a tutor and her grades improved. Following that experience, I decided to monitor her progress more carefully.

The teacher said that when Manuela was left alone she had trouble learning. I chalked this up to Manuela socializing at inappropriate times. I had no idea that she might not be able to concentrate as well as the other children, or that she was at a disadvantage in any way. The fact that she did better with tutors strengthened my hypothesis that they probably did not allow distracting conversation. They were apparently providing a tight structure for her and the more personal teaching was effective because they could work closely with her distractibility and motivate her.

At that time, I assumed all children could learn in a school environment unless they were of borderline Intelligence. I knew children had to put in varying degrees of effort to master a subject, but I thought those children who could not keep pace with their peers were lazy or goof-offs. Less was known about attention deficit disorder thirty years ago. I only wish someone had approached me with the information that Manuela had ADD.

By the time Manuela reached third grade, she was really struggling. This time her social behavior was becoming a problem. She was difficult to manage in class; she was also making friends with other children who had behavior problems.

I thought she was deliberately not working in school. I came from a stern family and was influenced by the ideas I inherited from my parents. Like my parents, I used stern measures in my efforts to motivate Manuela, which created a lot of misunderstanding. A gap grew between us that we never really breached until she became an adult.

I was in a dilemma. What to do? The “Big Struggle” to get your child to do what he or she does not want to do, or does not have the capacity to do, can be frustrating, to say the least. I was bewildered and worn out from cajoling, pleading, punishing, rewarding, and nagging. Nothing I did seemed to work. Unbeknownst to me, I was undermining Manuela's fragile sense of self-esteem. She acquired my perception of her as inadequate and lazy; her self-confidence spi-raled downward. The seeds were sown for her to dislike herself. Low self-esteem had found fertile breeding grounds.

Today, I believe most of the problems our young people encounter stem from their inability to accept and love themselves. Many years passed, however, before this became entirely clear to me in my own family. Both Helena and I thought that if we loved our children enough they would learn love. We showed our love in many ways and were able to give them material comforts that were beyond the reach of many families.

I understand very clearly now that the parents' perception of giving love is not necessarily adequate for the child to feel loved. When a child believes he or she is not loved, he or she experiences the pain of rejection and frequently manifests this pain as misbehavior.

Helena had grown up in Austria and attended school during World War II. At that time, most European children were deprived of the basic necessities. Food was scarce and starvation was not infrequent. She faced austerities that are unknown to us today. As with many Europeans, Helena thought the United States was a land of equal opportunity for all and could not understand why her daughter so casually dismissed all our efforts to get her a basic education. She was at a complete loss to understand how Manuela could throw away such golden opportunities. I was in full agreement with my wife's sentiments. I also thought our situation was unique. I did not know other parents were letting go of future dreams for their children as they wrestled with the challenges their children faced. We were also letting go of our belief that a combination of love and money could cure anything. I had no way of comprehending that Manuela simply wanted salve for her wounds. I did not even understand that she was wounded.

Even further from my mind was the thought that she might have a hypersensitive nervous system that made her more sensitive to her environment, and that studying, remembering, and paying attention were slightly beyond her grasp without professional support.

Years slipped by as Helena and I cajoled, pushed, threatened, harassed, and struggled with Manuela to get passing grades in school. Somehow we all muddled through the next few years. Our problems did not end with poor academic performance. Manuela became belligerent at home, acted out her frustrations on Beate and her youngest sister, Monika, our last addition to the family, and became very difficult to live with.

One insight stood out among all the thoughts I had at the time. We were driving to my mother's house for a Sunday visit and I remarked to Helena that it was more difficult for Beate and Monika, our other two children, to do something wrong than it was for Manuela to do something right. This thought was an epiphany for me and I wondered how God could do this to a child. I remember thinking that this was unfair, and it was the first glimpse of compassion I had for Manuela in a long time.

I soon found out that my not-quite seventh grader was using marijuana and drinking alcohol. I was jolted by the realization that my daughter was using drugs. I thought by lecturing her and grounding her she would be motivated to make better choices. Instead, it only served to separate us further. More problems developed as Manuela found support from other children like herself who had dropped out of mainstream culture.

Throughout this trying time, it never occurred to me that she might be suffering from a known mental disorder. Teachers, friends, colleagues, neighbors, and family, all of whom knew of our problems with Manuela, never suggested that we might consider a psychological evaluation or testing. The evidence is so overwhelming to me today that it seems inconceivable that I did not think of this at the time. But it simply never occurred to me. I was so caught up in the daily clashing of egos that I could not step back and see the larger picture.

What had happened to the beautiful child I had first met at Kitzbuehel, the loving flower child who had taken such delight in pleasing the people who loved her? I cursed the United States that somehow had brought out the worst in my daughter. Beate and Monika were so easy to be with. Why was Manuela so difficult? I would look at the pictures of Manuela in our Austrian garden as she happily picked flowers and gave them to us. It was difficult to believe how much she had changed.

Years later, when Manuela sought treatment as an adult, the pieces fell together. With the help of my friend, Dr. Phil Kavanaugh, who diagnosed ADD in me, we were finally able to diagnose my daughter and obtain relief for her as well.

As I reflected on Manuela's struggles, I realized that I learned a lot from my experiences with her that should be shared with others facing similar problems. One of the gifts of those years is the fact that I am able to understand the thoughts, emotions, and interactional processes other parents experience with their ADD children. In addition to that, I hopefully understand more clearly how the child feels. Also, I am now able to understand my own early years a little better and realize why I acted the way I did as a hyperactive child.

Hopefully, our greatest challenges in life can be passed along to others as lessons and insights to make their lives a little easier. That awareness, so many years after my own children have grown into adulthood, is what I pass along to parents and children with whom I now work. Some of the key ideas are described in the following chapters.





Chapter 2 What My Personal Experience Has Taught Me
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Experience is the name everyone gives to their mistakes.

Oscar Wilde Lady Windermere's Fan




Parental Rigidness

Perhaps the most important lesson I learned through my struggles with Manuela is that children who act out at home and in school are not just lazy, stupid, or goof-offs. My own rigidness on this point probably prevented me from seeking reasons for my daughter's behavior.

Parental rigidness prevents children from getting the help they need. Frequently, one parent will want to explore treatment and the other will resist it. One of my frustrations today is seeing children denied treatment because the more rigid parent has the louder voice and insists the child is simply lazy or unappreciative. This rigidness only exaggerates the problem, further alienating the child, lowering his or her* sense of self-worth, and escalating the unwanted behavior.


*Every attempt has been made to keep the text gender neutral. In instances where changes would result in awkward format, the masculine pronouns have been retained.




Cause-Effect Behavior

I also learned that all behaviors make sense to the child. Although I could not understand why Manuela did the things she did, her behavior made perfect sense to her.

Many parents do not understand why their child is belligerent, obstinate, noncooperative, and so forth. I ask them why they think their child will not study, disobeys them, and engages in sabotaging behavior. I tell them that all reactions make sense. I point out, usually with the help of the child, that a refusal to study might be because the child does not understand the assignment, or perhaps the assignment appears too long and overwhelming. The obstinate child sometimes freezes because he does not want to make a mistake or look stupid. Sabotaging behavior is “getting even” behavior. The child, who feels unfairly treated because of loss of privileges or ridiculing, finds a way to release these pent-up frustrations. As I discuss cause-effect behavior and use examples from their child's actions that make sense to them, adults begin to understand that their child does have specific motives for acting out. Parents may have trouble following the logic of their children or accepting that their own best intentions create problems for them. However, some acknowledgment of that process, with all its potential for conflict, frequently paves the way for parents and children to develop a more constructive relationship.



Emotional Enmeshment

I learned that my emotional distress and frustration as a parent prevented me from thinking rationally and acting like an adult. Instead, I often found myself tangling emotionally with my child, reduced to her level of immaturity. Instead of being the one who stood for reason, stability, and trust, I often abandoned Manuela emotionally because my behavior mirrored hers.

Most parents I meet in my practice are emotionally enmeshed with their children, just as I once was. In fact, this is one of the main reasons parents seek professional help. I help them learn new ways to interact with their children. The help of a professional who is not emotionally involved can focus each family member's attention on problem solving, rather than escalating the words and actions that are causing the problem.



Loss of Self-Esteem

Children are like sponges and cannot help but take in the judgments of parents, family, peers, and teachers. The most important influences for developing an adequate sense of self are in the child's home. The child's ability to develop self-confidence and a sense of self-worth must be given top priority even above getting good grades at school!

Many of the children I work with feel their parents do not love them. They cite the punishment and the angry way their parents behave toward them. These children believe that something is wrong with them that makes them “bad,” and causes the parents' behavior. These children believe that they are lazy or stupid or cannot learn or remember to do things correctly. They do not understand that they have ADD and, therefore, tasks that are easy for their siblings are frequently very difficult for them. Without this understanding they think negatively of themselves, particularly if the child/parent emotional struggle is intense. Lacking self-esteem and the confidence to do things that will please their parents, they may seek a very negative form of “power,” gained by outraging or angering their parents. A cycle builds in which the parents fail to esteem the ADD child because of these dynamics and the child loses confidence in his ability to manage tasks he should be mastering.



A Sense of Perspective/New Learning

Because of my emotional enmeshment and the daily clashing of egos, I was unable to step back and consider new ways to deal with Manuela's and my own problem. I did not realize that my interventions were causing Manuela's reactions. I was stuck in old habits, old ways of behaving. I needed to learn new skills and stop expecting my daughter to do most of the work. In a sense, I needed new learning as a way to keep the “big picture” of Manuela's future in mind.

Parents need to learn how to help their children with school and behavior problems. It can be difficult for parents to let go of judgments, expectations, and negative emotional enmeshment. Minimally, adults need to be aware of their own emotional reactions so that they can interact with their child from a rational, thoughtful perspective. The ideal occurs when the parent is able to uphold a model for the child to follow. The information discussed in the next several chapters deals with this issue.



The Power Struggle

One of the most important lessons I learned involved the dilemma of getting lost in the power struggle between my daughter and me. The struggle for control is a very basic dynamic, one that thwarts most parents' attempts to help their children.

Who is in charge? That's a key question.
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