
 

ADHD Symptoms May Decline From One
Grade to Next, Study Finds

March 22 2010

(PhysOrg.com) -- Many elementary-aged children with clinically
elevated attention problems in one grade no longer demonstrate these
problems the following year in their new classroom, according to a study
led by researchers at Duke University.

The findings underscore the importance of annually reevaluating 
children diagnosed with attention disorders such as Attention Deficit 
Hyperactivity Disorder (ADHD) to avoid treating them for problems at
school that may no longer be evident, said David Rabiner, lead author of
the study and a faculty member in Duke’s Department of Psychology and
Neuroscience and Center for Child and Family Policy.

The research, published online March 17 in the Journal of
Developmental and Behavioral Pediatrics, looked at three independent
samples of elementary school children. Two samples - 27 first-graders
and 24 fourth-graders, respectively -- consisted of children rated as
highly inattentive by their teacher but who did not have a formal ADHD
diagnosis. The third sample consisted of 28 children in grades first
through fourth who had been diagnosed with ADHD.

In each sample, teacher ratings of inattentive symptoms were completed
in successive years - roughly 12 to 14 months apart -- so that the stability
of clinically elevated ratings from one grade to the next could be
examined.

In all three samples, clinically elevated ratings persisted for less than 50

1/3

https://medicalxpress.com/tags/children/
https://medicalxpress.com/tags/hyperactivity/


 

percent of children, while between 25 percent and 50 percent had ratings
that declined to within the normal range. Especially striking was that
roughly 30 percent of children reported as showing at least six teacher-
rated inattentive symptoms during one year were rated with no
symptoms the following year. These declines could not be attributed to
children beginning medication treatment, according to the report.

The authors said the study was not designed to determine why teacher
reports of attention problems decline substantially for many children, but
rather to examine the stability of clinically elevated inattentive
symptoms at school from one year to the next.

One possibility they suggested was that attention problems at school may
result from classroom factors such as poor organization and a high
concentration of disruptive classmates, rather than reflecting an enduring
attribute of the child. If children enter a better-organized classroom the
following year, they are able to stay more focused and attentive,
researchers said.

“ADHD is generally regarded as a chronic condition and it certainly
persists over the long term for many children,” Rabiner said. “However,
our findings highlight that many children with significant attention
difficulties during one grade do not show these problems at school the
following year, even children who have been carefully diagnosed with
ADHD.”

Authors of the study stressed that their findings in no way imply that
significant attention problems in children are simply “in the eye of the
beholder” or that ADHD is not a real disorder. However, they
emphasized that if children diagnosed with ADHD are not re-evaluated
each year, some may continue to be diagnosed with a condition that no
longer applies and receive medication treatment for problems at school
that are no longer evident.
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  More information: journals.lww.com/jrnldbp/Abstr …
hildren_s.99910.aspx
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