Chao 1

Lily Niebur and Abigail Chao

Dr. Gingrich

AP Language and Composition

November 15, 2013

The medication epidemic: Is ADHD medication overprescribed in children?


A celebrity dancer from the show Dancing with the Stars, Karina Smirnoff has struggled with Attention-Deficit Hyperactivity Disorder her whole life. Despite the condition, she managed to make it in the tough and competitive dancing world. As a child, she says her parents did anything they could to deal with her inattention, including putting her in dance classes. She says she “found ways to cope with my symptoms, because I thought they were just part of who I am.” Now Smirnoff has been correctly diagnosed, being treated, and is an advocate for ADHD medication. Nevertheless, if her parents had the choice when she was young to medicate Karina’s ADHD would she be a dancer now? Would that have taken away a character trait that was vital to her success? Karina’s treatment now can be seen as life-changing in a bad way, taking away her personality and harming her health, or in a good way, by assisting the dancer in achieving her goals like she couldn’t before. It is the opinion of situations such as this that sparks controversy.


A big question parents of children with ADHD have to face of whether or not to treat their child with pills is extremely complicated in nature. The symptoms of ADHD involve inattentiveness/hyperactivity and impulsiveness as well as other effects.  ADHD is most prevalent in children and has come to affect most children prominently in learning settings. It can be treated with therapies, medication, or a combination of both. However, stimulants are typically prescribed to treat ADHD and the long term effects of these stimulants are largely unknown, highly debated, and could lead to increased levels of abuse. Just like Karina’s parents would have to do if she had been diagnosed at an early age, parents can choose the risk of changing their child’s personality, compromising their health, and altering their mood to cure the disease of inattention. Are more children being medicated for ADHD than necessary? Teachers, patients, and parents take a stance on one side of somewhat of both: ADHD medication is harmful and shouldn’t be used, or medication is necessary in controlling symptoms of the disorder. More children are being diagnosed with ADHD each year and it is critical to know if medications are overprescribed in our youth and what can be done.


Performance enhancing drugs in America are not simply frowned upon, but are also illegal. ADHD medication could be seen as a similar means of attaining success academically. 

The medication is as common as Advil in children. We are giving drugs that alter personality and mood to kindergarteners to control them. Many doctors seem to be unable to get to the root of behavioral problems leading to diagnosis of patients who do not have ADHD, and ADHD as a condition is often misunderstood, leading to unnecessary diagnosis, overuse of medication, and unnecessary prescription of medication.


ADHD medication is not only overused, it is over-diagnosed. The rate of diagnosis goes up every year by 3-5% and this is because many children are diagnosed with the disorder for simply being unruly. Parents are using the medication as a ‘quick-fix’ for disobedience issues. Many doctors simply diagnose patients without the necessary research into the patient’s medical history. Immature behavior, learning disabilities and personality issues can be extremely common cause for misdiagnosis. Many of the signs are viewed as red flags for the disorder when in fact they are simply normal aspects of a growing child who is simply not fully developed. I believe the rate of diagnosis is growing because family dynamics have changed in recent years. Many families have trouble with discipline and support and this leads to children having problems concentrating. In the case of diagnosis a surgery is being used for something a Band-Aid could fix. With a small amount of increased attention many parents could strive to improve their child’s concentration abilities instead of taking the easy way out by medicating them.


The overuse of ADHD medication is becoming alarmingly apparent in today’s society. I see examples of it in my own high school every day. Many friends buy ADHD medication to ‘improve grades’ when in fact they are illegally taking drugs not prescribed to them that have negative effects of their well-being. This is why doctors should limit prescribing the drug and also distribution should be selective and monitored by parents. The side effects of the medication can cause problems as well including; loss of appetite, headache, change in mood or personality. Because the medication is a stimulant it can become addictive and create side effects similar to speed drugs these effects include hallucinations, nervous tics and bizarre behavior. Lawrence miller writes, “However, even when medication is safe and successful, it isn’t a moral equivalent to engaging a child with effective parenting and educational interventions.”(everyday health) This shows that even though medication may be an option it doesn’t mean it’s the only option. This is why doctors should limit prescribing the drug and also distribution should be selective and monitored by parents.  


An important facet of the ADHD conflict is the unnecessary prescription of medication. There are many alternatives to the medication that are not only more effective but also are simpler and come with less side effects. Many ADHD patients’ lives can be made easier by minor adjustments to their everyday environments. Families can aid children by introducing behavioral-management programs and special attention in classrooms. Surprisingly, diet plays a major role in treatment of ADHD. The introduction of Omega-3 fatty-acid supplements and the reduction of iron and zinc deficiencies can cause dramatic improvement and when combined with the reduction of certain food items scientists saw a 64% improvement in symptoms. Newark writes, “By themselves, none of these interventions may be as powerful as medication. But when carefully combined for each child, they often solve the problem without the need for pharmaceuticals. I have seen the efficacy of this type of treatment countless times in my own practice over many years.(Newark)” 

The term “overuse” is defined by Webster as “to use so much as to make less appealing” (“Overuse”).  Medication for ADHD such as Ritalin, Adderall, etc. is certainly not overused because it is useful and safe for the health of the patient. This gives medication for those suffering from ADHD a major appeal. The amount these medications are prescribed has not diminished the demand or effectiveness. A main concern for parents is whether or not pills are safe. With any drug, there is a danger for addiction, but Dr. Stephanie Sarkis, a counselor, coach, and author of several ADHD books, states that ADHD medication does not create a danger for addiction because of certain characteristics of the disorder. She even goes as far as to say that children with ADHD who choose not to be medicated have a higher rate of addiction:

“Studies show that children who are not medicated for ADHD have a six times higher rate of substance abuse than children who are medicated for ADHD. In fact, children who are medicated for ADHD have just as low a rate of substance abuse as children without ADHD. When you have ADHD, you have a low level of a brain chemical called dopamine. ADHD medication helps bring the brain's dopamine level up to that of someone without ADHD. If you are missing a chemical in your brain, you will try to find ways to replace it — that is where substance abuse comes into play. ADHD medication helps fill the brain's need for dopamine, thus decreasing the chances of substance abuse in the future” (Sarkis).

Children with ADHD have low levels of dopamine. People crave dopamine as a natural pain killer and chemical that gives happy feelings. Because of this, without the substitutes in the stimulant ADHD medicine, patients will seek out more dopamine. Therefore, the prescription of medication for those who truly have the disorder is a huge benefit that can keep the patient from harm. Parents can feel better knowing that their child will not necessarily become addicted to medication just because they are taking it.


Some parents strongly take a stand against medication in different ways like alternative therapies; however, these are not as effective as medication. If medication is not used, the alternative is a variety of behavioral therapies and nontraditional treatments. The effectiveness of other remedies for ADHD also contributes to the issue of whether the disorder is overly medicated or not. According to a study of “Use of Complementary 

and Alternative Medicine for Symptoms of Attention-Deficit Hyperactivity Disorder,” nontraditional treatments do not lead to better well-being than those who are on medication and therapy. This study was conducted by many qualified doctors and nurses. They asked children and parents about their treatment of ADHD and found that “Use of complementary and alternative medicine was also associated with greater severity of symptoms and with higher use of traditional services in primary care and special education” (Bussing). This result concluded that those who bypassed medication for nontraditional treatments needed more help in school through special education programs and also had much worse symptoms than the others. With this in mind, medicine is not overprescribed because it is necessary for the patient’s health and performance in school.


Furthermore, a big concern when addressing the overmedication of ADHD stimulants is the effect on personality. Inattentiveness and hyperactivity can make up a child’s personality. When one takes that away, it gives a sense that they have had their personality taken away. In regards to this point of view the change is not a total 360; it can be an improvement in attitude and work ethic also. ADHD medicine leads to better school performance, concentration, and less risk-taking. The Wall Street Journal polled parents of children with Attention-Deficit Hyperactivity Disorder and countless comments are raving with praise at the change to their child’s temperament. A woman with a child with ADHD praises, “Our child is more bright, well-behaved, and active in varsity sports. She also functions very poorly without medication” (Newmark). Another parent says, “I am no lover of giant drug companies, but, in our experience, the medication has done wonders for our son through elementary, middle, and now high school” (Newmark). The comments go on like this. These are real comments by real users and are in an article that brings up points both for and against the use of medicine in treatment of ADHD. The change in often cases is drastic for the better and that’s the reason people get treatment for this disorder, to better their lives. Medication achieves the concentration and temperament in mind when treating this disorder.


I, Abigail Chao, believe that the medication is not overprescribed in children. I believe that it should not be abused by those without ADHD, but with my own eyes, I have seen it work wonders. The choice to medicate a child is a tough one like any other choice to willfully put your child on a drug where side effects are largely unknown. It can be compared to chemotherapy with cancer in a sense that it might not work and can cause side effects but it may perform wonders and change the patient’s life. There must be an individual fit for medication for it to for properly and once it is found, it is fully effective. Parents, teachers, and the children themselves should come together and weigh the pros and cons to make the right decision for that specific child. Like Lily said, the diagnosis rates for ADHD go up by 3-5% every year, but I think that is a thing to celebrate. It means that the medical community is further identifying the disorder every year and possibly improving 3-5% more people each year. Taking prescribed drugs for ADHD should not be seen as cheating, but coping with a lifetime disorder. Ritalin, Adderall, and other medicines can be both a friend and a foe, so families should weigh risks and the benefits and choose wisely. It is not overprescribed because medication is given to those who needs it and makes a positive impact on their lives.


I, Lily Niebur, strongly believe that ADHD is overprescribed. I definitely see the benefit in severe cases of the disorder but as many doctors have said, there are other means of coping that do not include medication. Many children with unruly behavior are given medication by exasperated parents because they don’t want to deal with the uncontrollable behavior but I believe this is not only bad parenting, but also morally wrong. Over the course of this paper I have come to better understand exactly what ADHD medications such as: Ritalin, Adderall, and Vyvance exactly are. They are stimulants, or speed, and such drugs are highly addictive. Not only are they addictive, they also come with side effects that appear minimal but in reality are extremely harmful to the subject. Not only do these drugs affect mental health and mood, they suppress appetite. Because of this, I have personally known many girls who take it to lose weight and have lost anywhere from 10-15 pounds within weeks from medication. I truly believe some people do suffer from this disorder but I do not believe everyone diagnosed with it actually has it. Having this disorder is as common as allergies in today’s society and this is because anyone who goes to the doctor can be diagnosed and prescribed. A quick fix pill to increase focus, GPA,  and  allow mandatory extra attention in school is any students dream and with a description like that who wouldn’t want to be diagnosed.     

http://www.merriam-webster.com/thesaurus/overuse

