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REVIEW

This is the ADHD book the market has long needed—an extended, inside look at how ADHD presents in girls and why it so often goes unrecognized by parents and teachers.

By following Sarah and her family over several years, readers gain a clear understanding of the real impact of undiagnosed ADHD: the growing gap between effort and outcome, the confusion at home and school, and the quiet toll on a girl’s confidence.

Written in a story-driven style that feels almost like a play, the book brings an immediacy to each moment, allowing readers to see and feel what is often missed.

Grounded in both professional and personal experience—as a pediatrician and as a parent of children with ADHD—the author offers a perspective that is both credible and deeply informed.

Cynthia Hammer, MSW 

Author of Living with Inattentive ADHD 

Executive Director, Inattentive ADHD Coalition

www.iadhd.org  and www.FINDtheADHDgirls.org
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For more than three decades, I have worked with children who think differently. Many of them were girls—bright, creative, capable girls—who arrived in my office only after years of unexplained struggle. By the time I met them, their confidence was in ruins. Adults labeled these girls as lazy, spacey, careless, and unmotivated. Their parents sat across from me, exhausted and bewildered, asking the same question over and over: Why is our daughter struggling when she is clearly so smart?

The answer, far too often, was inattentive ADHD—a condition that had been hiding in plain sight for years.

Finding ADHD in girls early is not just important. It is urgent. Research consistently shows that in childhood, boys are diagnosed with ADHD at two to three times the rate of girls, yet by adulthood, that ratio is nearly equal. The girls did not develop ADHD later in life. They had it all along. The adults around them missed the clues. Every year that passes without identification adds another layer of damage: academic gaps that widen, friendships that fracture, anxiety that takes root, and—perhaps most painfully—a deepening belief that something is fundamentally wrong with who they are. Studies of women diagnosed in adulthood reveal a heartbreaking pattern: childhoods spent feeling “different,” “stupid,” and “lazy,” decades of self-blame for difficulties that were never their fault, and a profound sense of grief for what might have been if someone had recognized the signs sooner. Early identification can interrupt that trajectory before it takes hold. It can mean the difference between a girl who sees herself as broken, and a girl who understands that her brain works differently—and that difference is not deficient.

I wrote this book as a story because stories reach us in ways that clinical explanations cannot. When a parent reads a checklist of ADHD symptoms, they may or may not see their daughter. But when they read about a girl who loses her homework for the third time that week, who sits at her desk staring at a math test she studied for but cannot remember, who watches her only friend drift away because she keeps forgetting plans—that is when recognition hits. That is the moment a parent thinks, That’s my child.

Sarah Shaw is not a real person, but she is deeply real. She is a composite of the many girls I have worked with over the decades—their struggles, their small victories, their moments of devastation, and their eventual breakthroughs. I drew on hundreds of conversations with girls who could not explain why everything felt so hard, on meetings with parents who oscillated between frustration and fear, and on my own experiences watching these families navigating a poorly built system that did not recognize their daughters’ needs. Sarah carries pieces of all of them.

I want to be honest with you about something: Sarah’s journey, in many ways, is more hopeful than what most girls with inattentive ADHD actually experience. Sarah was identified by age ten. She found a knowledgeable specialist. Her school developed an effective support plan. Once they understood, her parents became fierce advocates. Her teachers, when educated, changed their approach. These things do happen, and when they do, the results can be remarkable. But I also know that for many families, the road is longer, rockier, and far less straightforward. It is not until middle school, high school, or well into adulthood that these girls are identified. Many families encounter professionals who dismiss their concerns. Many schools resist providing accommodations. Sarah’s story is, in part, aspirational. I chose to show what is possible when things go right—not because that is the norm, but because families deserve to see what they should be fighting for.

One more thing I want you to understand before you begin reading: there are no villains in this story. Mrs. Peterson, Sarah’s second-grade teacher, who dismissed early warning signs as immaturity, was not a bad teacher. She was a caring professional who did not know what inattentive ADHD looks like in a quiet little girl. Mrs. Rodriguez, who wrote “not working to her potential” on Sarah’s report card, was not cruel. She was frustrated by a student she genuinely believed was choosing not to try. Sarah’s parents, who initially attributed her difficulties to laziness or immaturity, were not neglectful. They were doing the best they could with the information they had. Even the classmates who lost patience with Sarah were not being mean-spirited. They were children who did not understand why their peer could not do what seemed easy for everyone else.

Every adult and child in this story reflects the real-world beliefs, assumptions, and misconceptions that surround inattentive ADHD in girls. These characters are not good or bad. They are human. They represent the honest confusion that occurs when well-meaning people lack the knowledge to recognize what is right in front of them. The harm that comes to girls like Sarah is rarely the result of malice. It is the result of ignorance—and ignorance is something we can fix.

That is why I wrote this book. Not to blame anyone, but to open eyes. If Sarah’s story helps even one parent recognize the signs earlier, push harder for answers, or look at their struggling daughter with new understanding, then every page was worth writing.

— Dr. Pat

Meet the Characters
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Meet the Characters

Sarah Shaw - Our Protagonist

Age: 8-14 throughout the story (2nd grade through 9th grade)

Sarah is a bright, creative girl who loves space and astronomy. In second grade, teachers start noticing she’s “spacey” and forgetful, but everyone assumes she’ll grow out of it. By fourth grade, Sarah is failing academically, completely isolated socially, and believes she’s fundamentally broken. After finally being diagnosed with ADHD at age 10 and receiving proper treatment and support, Sarah transforms from a girl who wished she could disappear into a confident young woman who advocates for herself and others.

Sarah’s journey: From “space cadet” to failing student to thriving advocate—showing what’s possible when ADHD is finally recognized and treated.



Supporting Characters

The Shaw Family

Mom (Mrs. Shaw)
Sarah’s mother who struggles to understand why her bright daughter can’t seem to function like other kids. She cycles through frustration, confusion, and eventually guilt when she realizes Sarah has had ADHD all along. Once she understands, she becomes Sarah’s fierce advocate. Her apology to Sarah in Chapter 14 for not recognizing the problem sooner represents the journey many parents take.
Dad (Mr. Shaw)
Sarah’s father who, like his wife, initially attributes Sarah’s struggles to immaturity or lack of effort. He grows frustrated with her failures and compares her unfavorably to her younger sister. After Sarah’s diagnosis, he educates himself about ADHD and becomes supportive, though his initial doubts reflect common parental misconceptions.
Emma Shaw
Sarah’s younger sister (starts in kindergarten, later in 2nd grade). Emma is naturally organized, responsible, and academically successful—everything Sarah struggles to be. The comparison between the sisters is painful for Sarah and confusing for the family. Once Sarah is diagnosed, Emma learns about ADHD and becomes genuinely supportive, asking thoughtful questions and expressing pride in Sarah’s achievements.



Teachers

Mrs. Peterson (2nd Grade Teacher)
Sarah’s second-grade teacher, who first notices the “space cadet” behaviors, attributes them to immaturity. Her well-meaning comment—“she just needs to mature”—delays recognition of Sarah’s ADHD by years. She represents teachers who miss ADHD in girls because symptoms don’t match their expectations.
Mrs. Rodriguez (4th Grade Teacher)
Sarah’s fourth-grade teacher becomes increasingly frustrated with Sarah’s forgetfulness, disorganization, and incomplete work. Her report card comments blame Sarah for “not applying herself” and “not working to her potential”—classic misinterpretations of ADHD as laziness. She later apologizes once she understands Sarah has ADHD, showing how education can change teacher perspectives.
Mrs. Walsh (5th Grade Teacher)
Sarah’s fifth-grade teacher has experience working with students with ADHD. She implements Sarah’s 504 plan effectively, checks Sarah’s planner daily, provides encouragement, and teaches the class about a growth mindset. She represents what every ADHD student deserves: a teacher who understands that different brains need different support. Her comment that Sarah is “one of the most resilient, determined students I’ve ever taught” reverses years of negative teacher feedback.



School Support Staff

Mrs. Chen (School Counselor)
The first adult to really see Sarah’s struggles as something beyond immaturity. In second grade, she recognizes a pattern and asks Sarah questions about how her brain works. She wants to convene a meeting but the parents put it off. Two years later, when Sarah is in crisis, Mrs. Chen finally gets the family into the Student Assistance Team (SAT) process. She represents the importance of trained school counselors who understand neurodevelopmental conditions.
Dr. Martinez (School Psychologist)
Participates in Sarah’s 504 meeting and helps develop her accommodations plan. She recognizes Sarah’s clear ADHD presentation and agrees with the private diagnosis. She writes the official 504 plan document that legally requires Sarah’s teachers to provide support.
Ms. Johnson (Special Education Coordinator)
Present at the 504 meeting to ensure Sarah gets appropriate accommodations and that the school complies with legal requirements. Represents the administrative support necessary to implement student services.



Medical Professionals

Dr. Kinkead (Developmental-Behavioral Pediatrician)
Conducts Sarah’s comprehensive ADHD evaluation at age 10. She’s warm, knowledgeable, and takes time to explain ADHD to Sarah using brain science. She tells Sarah, “You’re not broken,” and prescribes medication as part of a multimodal treatment plan. She shows Sarah videos explaining how ADHD brains work differently, helping Sarah understand her condition scientifically rather than morally. Represents the importance of specialists who truly understand ADHD in girls.
Dr. Cook (Dr. C) - Therapist
Sarah’s therapist, who specializes in working with kids with ADHD. She helps Sarah address the emotional damage from years of failure and self-blame. She teaches Sarah the difference between excuses and explanations, helps her develop self-awareness through the “two lists” exercise, and guides Sarah toward self-acceptance. She represents the critical role of therapy in treating ADHD comprehensively—medication and accommodations aren’t enough without addressing psychological trauma.



Friends

Mia
Sarah’s best friend in early elementary school who gradually drifts away as Sarah’s ADHD symptoms make her seem unreliable and difficult to be around. By third grade, they’re no longer close. In fourth grade, Mia didn’t come to Sarah’s birthday party—the painful culmination of a friendship slowly destroyed by unrecognized ADHD. Mia represents the social cost of untreated ADHD: well-meaning friends who eventually lose patience.
Ashley
One of the organized, high-achieving girls in Sarah’s fourth-grade class. She’s in Sarah’s group for the Texas state project and becomes increasingly frustrated when Sarah can’t complete her assigned work. Ashley eventually tells Sarah they’ll do her part themselves, highlighting how group projects expose ADHD deficits publicly and damage relationships.
Jordan
Another organized classmate in the fourth-grade group project. She’s the one who writes neat outlines and tracks progress. Her exasperation with Sarah’s messy, incomplete work reflects how neurotypical children struggle to understand ADHD peers.
Rachel
Becomes Sarah’s friend in fifth grade after diagnosis and treatment. Rachel is interested in space (like Sarah) and is patient but honest when Sarah messes up. When Sarah forgets about the library meeting, Rachel sets boundaries—“we can’t keep waiting for you”—but gives Sarah another chance after Sarah discloses her ADHD. Rachel represents what ADHD kids need in friends: understanding combined with clear expectations. She later tells Sarah she’s “inspiring” during the friendship project, validating Sarah’s effort.
Keisha
Rachel’s friend, who also befriends Sarah in fifth grade. She makes the insightful observation that Sarah “just needs more repetitions” when they study together, reframing Sarah’s slower processing as a difference rather than a deficit. She’s practical, kind, and matter-of-fact about Sarah’s ADHD. When Sarah discloses ADHD to the group project team, Keisha immediately agrees to Sarah’s suggested check-ins, showing natural accommodation.
Olivia
A neutral classmate mentioned briefly—represents the many kids who neither befriend nor bully Sarah but fade into the background of her lonely fourth-grade year.



The “Antagonists” (Not Villains, But Barriers)

The Misunderstood ADHD Itself

The true antagonist of Sarah’s story isn’t a person—it’s the unrecognized and untreated ADHD itself, combined with the systems and attitudes that fail to identify and support it.

The Gender Bias in Diagnosis
Girls with ADHD are diagnosed 5 years later than boys on average because the diagnostic criteria and clinical awareness are built around male presentation. Sarah has suffered for years because nobody recognizes that girls with ADHD look different than boys.
The “Try Harder” Mentality
Multiple adults tell Sarah to “just try harder,” “be more responsible,” or “apply herself”—treating neurological symptoms as character flaws. This creates immense shame and delays proper treatment.
The Institutional Slowness
The Student Assistance Team process takes months while Sarah is in crisis. Bureaucratic timelines don’t account for children’s psychological deterioration. The system is thorough but sometimes too slow for urgent needs.
The Comparison to Neurotypical Peers
Sarah is constantly measured against what other kids can do naturally—especially her younger sister Emma, who is effortlessly organized and successful. These comparisons convince Sarah she’s fundamentally flawed rather than differently wired.
The Compensation Trap
Sarah works twice as hard as her peers yet achieves half the results, masking her struggles until she hits a wall in fourth grade. Her intelligence and effort hide her ADHD until she can’t compensate anymore—then she crashes dramatically.
The Social Expectations
Girls are expected to be naturally organized, responsible, and socially skilled. When Sarah isn’t, she’s seen as an exception or failure rather than as possibly having a neurodevelopmental condition. These gendered expectations delay recognition.



Minor Characters

Emma T.
Former friend of Sarah’s mentioned in early chapters who has drifted into Ashley’s friend group by fourth grade.
Sophia and Olivia
Classmates mentioned in early chapters as part of Sarah’s initial friend group before social difficulties pushed them away.
Marcus
A boy in Sarah’s fifth grade group project who readily agrees to Sarah’s suggestion for check-ins, showing that when ADHD students advocate for themselves, peers often respond positively.
Mr. Rodriguez (Science Teacher)
Mentioned briefly in Sarah’s middle school years—represents the multiple teachers students encounter as they advance through school.



Why These Characters Matter

Every character in Sarah’s story represents a real person that girls with ADHD encounter:

Sarah = The millions of undiagnosed or late-diagnosed girls suffering unnecessarily

Her parents = Well-meaning families who don’t recognize ADHD in daughters because it looks different than they expect

Mrs. Peterson & Mrs. Rodriguez = Teachers who miss or misinterpret ADHD symptoms, delaying intervention

Mrs. Walsh = The teachers who change everything by understanding and supporting ADHD students

Mrs. Chen & Dr. Kinkead = Professionals who finally recognize what’s been happening all along

Dr. C = The therapists who help heal the emotional damage

Mia = The friendships lost to untreated ADHD

Rachel & Keisha = The friendships possible with treatment and understanding

Emma = The siblings who don’t understand why their sister can’t do what they find easy

This isn’t a story with heroes and villains. It’s a story about a girl with ADHD navigating systems and relationships that weren’t designed for how her brain works—until finally, someone recognizes what’s happening and provides the support that should have been there all along.

Every character who initially misunderstands Sarah later comes to understand (parents, Mrs. Rodriguez). Every friendship that seems lost has the potential to be rebuilt or replaced with understanding friends (Mia vs. Rachel and Keisha). Every system that fails Sarah could have worked if applied earlier (evaluation, 504 plan, medication).

The message: It’s never too late to recognize ADHD in girls. But earlier is always better.
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Sarah Shaw bounced on her toes as she stood in line outside Mrs. Peterson’s classroom, her new backpack—covered in purple butterflies—still stiff and pristine. Second grade. She was finally a big kid, not like those babies in kindergarten or first grade. She’d been counting down the days all summer.

“Sarah! Sarah, look!” Her best friend Mia grabbed her arm. “We’re in the same class!”

Sarah’s face lit up. This was going to be the best year ever.

Mrs. Peterson opened the door, and twenty-two seven-year-olds flooded into the classroom. Sarah found her name on a desk in the third row and slid into her seat, running her hands over the fresh pencils in the little plastic bin. Everything was organized. Perfect. New.

“Good morning, second graders!” Mrs. Peterson’s voice was warm and energetic. “I’m so excited to have you in my class this year. Let’s start by going over our classroom expectations...”

Sarah tried to listen. She really did. But there was a poster behind Mrs. Peterson about the solar system, and Sarah started thinking about whether Jupiter had beaches like Earth did, except the beaches would be made of gas, which didn’t make sense because how would you walk on gas, and maybe you’d need special boots, like astronauts have special boots, and—

“Sarah? Sarah Shaw?”

Sarah’s head snapped up. Everyone was looking at her.

“I asked you to take out your reading folder,” Mrs. Peterson said gently.

“Oh! Sorry.” Sarah’s face burned as she rummaged through her brand-new backpack. Reading folder. Reading folder. Where had Mom put it? She’d seen it this morning. Or was that yesterday? She pulled out her lunch box, then her pencil case, then—

“It’s the blue folder, Sarah,” Mia whispered, pointing to the blue folder sitting right on top of everything else.

“Oh. Right. Thanks.”

Sarah grabbed it and looked up, but Mrs. Peterson had already moved on to explain the classroom library system. Something about checking out books and bringing them back on Friday and... wait, was it Friday you checked them out or Friday you brought them back? Sarah looked around. Everyone else seemed to understand.

She’d figure it out later.

By lunch time, Sarah’s brain felt like it was buzzing. So much information. So many instructions. The morning had been a blur of rules, schedules, and things to remember.

“Don’t forget to put your lunch number here,” Mia reminded her, pointing to the little chart by the door.

“Oh yeah!” Sarah rushed over, but by the time she got there, she’d forgotten her lunch number. Was it something with a four in it? Or was it a seven?

“Mrs. Peterson?” she called out. “What’s my lunch number?”

Mrs. Peterson looked up from helping another student. “It’s on your folder, sweetie. The red folder with your name on it.”

Sarah went back to her desk. She had a blue folder, a green folder, and... oh, there was the red one! She flipped it open. Lunch number: 472. She needed to remember that. Four-seven-two. Four-seven-two. She walked back toward the chart, repeating it in her head. Four-seven—

“Sarah, you need to line up for lunch,” Tyler said, already standing in line.

“Oh!” Sarah hurried to the line, wrote down a number on the chart without really looking, and followed everyone to the cafeteria.

That afternoon, she realized she’d written 427 instead of 472. She’d gotten someone else’s lunch

“How was your first day?” Sarah’s mom asked as she picked her up from the car line.

“Good!” Sarah bounced in her seat. “Mia’s in my class and we have a reading corner and there’s a hamster named Mr. Nibbles and at recess I played on the swings and—”

“That’s wonderful, honey. Do you have any homework?”

Sarah paused. Homework. Had Mrs. Peterson said something about homework?

“Um... I don’t think so?”

“You should check your folder when we get home.”

At home, Sarah dumped her backpack on the kitchen table and pulled out all her folders. Blue folder—that had reading stuff. Green folder—math papers. Red folder—that lunch number thing. Purple folder—what was this one for? She couldn’t remember.

“Sarah, look inside each folder,” her mom said patiently.

Sarah opened the blue folder. There was a paper that said “Read for 20 minutes and have a parent sign.” When was she supposed to do that? Tonight? Every night? She wasn’t sure.

“Mom, am I supposed to—”

“Sarah, hang on. I’m helping Emma with her snack.”

Sarah looked down at the paper. Twenty minutes. She could do that. She grabbed a book from her backpack—one about a dog—and started reading. The first page talked about a golden retriever named Max who lived on a farm. The second page had a picture of Max running through a field. What kind of field? Sarah wondered if it was a corn field or a wheat field. Her grandparents had a farm. Well, they used to. Or was that her dad’s grandparents? She couldn’t remember. Maybe—

“Sarah, are you reading?” her mom asked.

Sarah looked down. She’d been staring at the same page for several minutes. “Oh. Yeah.”

She finished the book—or at least, she turned all the pages—and her mom signed the paper. But when her mom asked her what the book was about, Sarah couldn’t really remember. Something about a dog on a farm. That was all she knew.

The next few weeks fell into a pattern.

Every morning, Sarah arrived at school full of enthusiasm. Every afternoon, she left with a backpack full of papers she couldn’t quite organize and instructions she couldn’t quite remember.

“Sarah, where’s your homework?” Mrs. Peterson would ask.

“I... I thought I put it in my backpack.” Sarah would dig through everything, finding yesterday’s lunch wrapper, last week’s permission slip, and a crumpled drawing, but not the homework she’d spent an hour on the night before.

“Did you leave it at home?”

“Maybe? I don’t know.”

Mrs. Peterson would make a note in her planner. Sarah’s stomach would twist with that familiar feeling of having disappointed someone again.

In class, Sarah tried so hard to pay attention. She wanted to learn. She loved stories and science and art. But her brain wouldn’t cooperate. Instructions seemed to evaporate from her mind the moment she heard them.

“Take out your math book, turn to page 47, and complete problems 1 through 10,” Mrs. Peterson would say.

Sarah would take out her math book. Then she’d look around and realize everyone else was already working. What page? What problems? She’d raise her hand.

“Yes, Sarah?”

“What page are we on?”

“Page 47, sweetheart. Problems 1 through 10.”

Sarah would nod and flip to page 47. By the time she found the right page, she’d forgotten whether it was problems 1 through 10 or 1 through 15. She’d start working. Then Mia would get up to sharpen her pencil, and Sarah would look up, and by the time she looked back down, she’d forgotten what step she was on.

When the other kids were finishing problem 10, Sarah was still on problem 3.

“Sarah, you need to work faster,” Mrs. Peterson would say gently. “You’re capable of this.”

Sarah would nod and try to work faster. But her brain felt like a TV
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	Internalize their struggles (becoming anxious or depressed) rather than acting out

	Are quieter and less disruptive in class

	Work harder to compensate, exhausting themselves in the process

	Appear “spacey” or “dreamy” rather than hyperactive

	Maintain passing grades in early elementary, masking the effort required
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	“She’s just immature”

	“She needs to try harder”

	“She’s capable but not applying herself”

	“She’ll grow out of it”

	“Some kids just develop organizational skills later”
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