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Abstract:

Mothers of sons with Attention Deficit Hyperactivity Disorder encounter significant challenges and experience intense emotions that are often minimized by both the mothers themselves and professionals in the diagnosis and treatment of ADHD.  Literature and typical ADHD support groups focus primarily on child-based and school-based strategies and do not address the personal needs of mothers in the complex task of raising these challenging children.  There is a lack of supportive programs specifically for mothers of “Peter Pans” to assist in educating mothers about ADHD and what they can expect as a result of this diagnosis.  Both mother and son consequently suffer unnecessarily throughout Peter’s childhood.

Using Peter Pan* as a metaphor for ADHD boys, this thesis explores the needs of Peter’s mother: her own emotional climate and self-esteem; her awareness of failure in living up to the models of “ideal” motherhood permeating our society; her sense of isolation from peers and family; support in her frustrating battles against the world as she advocates for her child (particularly around school-based and medication issues); an understanding of ADHD and how it impacts her family system; bridging communication difficulties and facilitating connections with her son as well as clarifying and making her needs known to Peter’s father; maintaining balance in her own life; and access to information and a supportive environment that assists in normalizing her experience of raising a Peter Pan.

These needs will be researched and documented through a variety of books, journal articles, audio and visual aids and through surveying and interviewing moms of Peters at varying developmental stages along the ADHD continuum.  The product of this thesis will be a model of group support modalities: an ongoing support/therapy group for mothers of latency-age Peters and the development of an integrated psycho-educational and supportive group program for mothers of young children (ages 3-5) at risk of a potential ADHD diagnosis, working in collaboration with Life Management Associates and Pediatrics Associates Leominster, PC.

Thesis statement:


Mothers of Peter Pans encounter significant challenges in raising a “difficult” child.  She discovers that her dream of mothering a child has nothing to do with the reality of her experience of motherhood and searches to figure out what it is she’s “doing wrong.”  Consequently, she falls prey to negative emotions, damaging self-talk and feelings of failure as a mother.

*The metaphor of Peter Pan is used throughout this thesis to represent ADHD boys.  While the story of Peter Pan is primarily about the resistance to growing up, the language of the Peter Pan story suggests that Peter also had ADHD and the writing will include quotes from the story to support this metaphor.  Peter Pan is impulsive, forgetful, aggressive and hyperkinetic.  The character and story of Peter Pan will also be used in this project to assist mothers in viewing their ADHD sons through a different lens, and incorporates the use of humor.


Peter’s mother is often deluged with criticism from her spouse, peers, family and members of the healthcare profession that further serves to batter her self-esteem.  Every ADHD mother has been told she’s not disciplining her son enough or correctly.  Specialists she reaches out to for assistance fail to recognize that the structural and behavioral strategies they promote often fail with children exhibiting severe ADHD symptoms.  Rather than saying to the mother, who has tried diligently to implement these behavioral strategies, “I haven’t helped you enough,” the practitioner tells her: “You haven’t followed through with what I told you to do.”   Friends and family who do try to be supportive will offer her the inevitable “He’s just all boy.”  These words mean little to a mother when her son has just been expelled from his third daycare or preschool.


Peter’s mother constantly carries with her a sense of guilt occurring on many different levels.  She questions everything that she did or didn’t do during her pregnancy, fearing that she somehow “damaged” her child.  She experiences guilt at the negative feelings she harbors toward her child as she has been conditioned to believe that good mothers never feel these emotions of intense anger, even hatred of their children.  She has no one to talk to or who understands the shame she feels after losing control and screaming at her child.  She begins to understand why child abuse happens and it scares her.  She may self-medicate in unhealthy ways through the use of substances or activities that remove her from her home and child, leading to increased feelings of guilt.  The decision to treat her child with medication often brings a flurry of negative and guilt-inducing responses from family and peers.


Peter’s mother, even in our progressive society and dual-career families, is still his main caregiver.  The constant conflict between the two erodes their relationship and leaves the mother physically exhausted and emotionally drained.  Peter’s father does not encounter the same difficulties and often can’t understand why it is the mother does and often inadvertently feeds into her self-image as a “failure at motherhood.”


Our society has created an image of an ideal mother and holds every mother under the microscope of this ideal.  The very nature of an ADHD child and his relationship with his mother is the antithesis of this ideal.  While it is ridiculous to hold any mother to an ideal of perfection, in reality, our society does just that and Peter’s mother suffers both externally and internally from her inability to live up to this ideal. 


Mothers of ADHD sons become as isolated from their peers as Peter does from his.  Peter is ostracized due to his lack of social skills and behavioral disruptions. His mother withdraws from her peers to avoid the embarrassment and humiliation that occurs when Peter acts out or melts down.  Although never overtly stated, she is also well aware of the “poor parenting” label she receives.  Peter’s mother is left alone in her struggles and begins to avoid interactions and social situations that lead to painful experiences.  She becomes estranged or cuts herself off from family members, frequently unable to bear the criticism of her child and her mothering skills.


This thesis will address these issues that challenge Peter’s mom and develop ways and means of supporting mothers around these topics.  By the time Peter’s mom receives his diagnosis of ADHD, her relationship with her son has suffered potentially several years of conflict, her self-esteem is damaged and both she and her child have been labeled as “bad.”


It is important that Peter’s mother is offered the appropriate support for Peter’s developmental stage.  One outcome of this thesis will be the development of an integrated psycho-educational and support program, focused on mothers of potential Peters ages 3-5, that will educate these mothers about ADHD and its effects and assist them in strategizing and preventing the fallout that often occurs around ADHD children.  Education in ways to facilitate communication in the family system will strengthen their ability to connect with their sons and clearly articulate their needs to their spouses.  Addressing the emotional climate and normalizing negative feelings will be balanced with sharing strategies to “maintain sanity” and promoting positive self-care.

Pediatricians, daycare providers and pre-school teachers should be instructed in how to look for “red flags” of potential ADHD: specifically overly aggressive, behaviorally challenged and/or unusually active children of exhausted mothers who express little joy in mothering their children.  Particularly in a pediatrician’s office, mothers will voice their concerns about their child but mask their own feelings, a major reason why these mothers’ needs are often unaddressed.   This pilot program will be designed in collaboration with Life Management Associates, a multi-disciplinary mental health practice, and Pediatric Associates Leominster, PC, servicing the communities of both practices.


A group modality is an important and vital way to offer support to mothers of ADHD boys and normalize their experiences through sharing their stories and highlighting mutual themes.  It is critical for these mothers to be connected with other mothers who really understand.  In fact, a key phrase that suggests a mother is in need of this service is “no one understands.”  In this sense, I support a group modality rather than or adjunctive to individual treatment around these issues (although if a mother is opposed to a group modality she should be referred for and receive individual support).

To that end, a second product of this thesis will be the formation of an on-going support group for mothers of latency-age Peters (ages 6-12).  It is important to involve mothers of children who are at the same developmental stage to provide commonalities in their experiences.  I further believe that uniting these mothers in a joint sharing session with mothers in the early intervention program would benefit both groups.  Mothers of younger Peters would benefit from the wisdom of the mothers who have “been there” and the mothers of the older children would see their experiences validated as ones of significant value.


This thesis is a project designed to reach out to mothers of Peter Pans in therapeutic support of their unique yet common experiences in raising a son with ADHD.  These mothers are all too often lost in the pages of the story of ADHD, and consequently needlessly suffer alone and in silence.  In drawing these mothers into the forefront of the story and normalizing the complexities and challenges of mothering Peter, we do both mother and Peter a tremendous service, reuniting her with both herself and her “lost boy.”  

