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ADHD as a Kitten 
 
As a psychologist, I would ace ADHD screening tests, for one simple reason that I would 
anticipate the questions.  I keep my keys and my wallet in a predictable location, use electronic 
reminders to pay bills on time and, generally, practice the same skills that I teach my clients.   
Even in grad school, I stumped my neuro-psych professor by earning a perfect score on a 
computer-based test of sustained attention.  I told her that I practiced Yoga breath to stay 
focused.   
 
But, last Sunday, I had an intense ADHD moment: I dropped a paint bucket.  Which – as anyone 
knows who spent time working construction – is a cardinal sin for any self-respecting painter.  
For better or worse, I have rehabbed a number of houses and painted many rooms and, so, as I 
watched the thick white goo spreading over the hardwood floors, I was overcome with shame.   
 
Then, even while I was frantically pouring warm soapy water over the damage, my psychologist-
self took over.   I travelled back in time, through the moments preceding the “drop.”  Before 
that bucket tipped, I was simply NOT present.  In these minutes, while I was touching up last 
inches of the chair rail, my mind was already reviewing options of the next best household 
project.  In my mind’s eye, I was flipping through drawings of a new kitchen layout.  Prior to 
that, I was feeling emotional relief, having resolved color selection for the dining room, which 
caused weeks of family bickering.  And, somewhere in that “behavior chain,” I missed the signs 
of mounting impulsivity and inattention that I physically experience as scratchy sensations, 
almost like a little kitten walking over my ribcage.  If I were consciously present, I would have 
worked on “calming the kitten” through diaphragmatic breathing, progressive relaxation and 
mindfulness techniques, which I also teach my clients. 
 
My clinical experience supports the opinion quoted in a recent New York Times article 
(December 14, 2013) which estimates incidence of ADHD at about 5% of the general population.  
About a kid per classroom.  Or, considering that it exists more often in boys than in girls, closer 
to two boys out of twenty.    Moreover, considering the view on ADHD as a neurologically based 
condition, it exists in adults as well as in kids, with slightly different manifestations. 
 
Working on ADHD skills-building with my clients – both adults and children – I invest much effort 
in helping them increase their capacity for predicting moments of distractibility.  By the time I 
meet with ADHD adults, most have tried various forms of organizers, both paper-based and 
electronic.  With kids, I emphasize the importance of agenda books.  However, difficulty remains 
in remembering to rely on such tools through periods of inattention.  Therefore, much of the 
therapy work is spent on predicting distractibility, making uneasy truce with anxiety that 
accompanies ADHD and practicing mindfulness techniques.  The goal of treatment becomes 
developing a conscious habit of anchoring mind in the present.   
 
Because, vital and productive life is possible with or without ADHD.   And, such life does require 
conscious practice to keep all things in balance, including buckets of paint.  
 


