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Orbiting Planet Taylor: 
A Mothers Journey of Parenting a Child

 With Attention Deficit Disorder
Lynn Meade

Orbiting Planet Taylor

______________________________________

It’s the rats that cause me so much trouble.

How could furry little mammals cause such stress,

confusion, and shame?  You put a rat in a maze

and you let it explore.  It sniffs around a little

and then off it goes; round and round weaving

through the barriers in search of the reward.

It’s those rats, those darn rats

that cause me so much uncertainty as a parent.

_______________________________________

     Taylor pulls his gum out of his mouth and twists it around his finger. The long, pink swirls turn into magic ropes, tying up the enemy. His finger becomes an alien from another planet that must be contained for the universe to be saved. The enchanted lasso quickly binds the alien. One look at him and its easy to see he is not “with us” but visiting “Planet Taylor.” 


_____________________________________________________

I remember thinking with great pride that my son was not like the rest. While other children ran amuck, he would sit in a corner and entertain himself. At age three, he earned the name 
“Mr. Imagination.” 
We made frequent references of his visits to “Planet Taylor.” I wrote this in his baby book, I proudly sent letters to the relatives telling them what a wonderful creative child I have. ______________________________________________________

     Taylor looks around the room and catches my gaze.  I widen my eyes as if to say, “I’m watching you and you know what you’re supposed to be doing.” I look over the top of my reading glasses and nod toward his paper in a way I have done a hundred times or more. I speak the silent body language that loudly commands, “Get back to work!” He unwraps the gum from around his finger; with the alien apprehended and the universe safe, he can get back to work---for now.  On days like today, I feel like I’ve stepped out of a Calvin and Hobbs cartoon.  [image: image4.png]e NGRS
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Doctor’s and Teacher’s Voices: The Diagnosis of ADD

   When the teacher first told me that Taylor might have ADD, I had mixed reactions. Part of me thought “No way, I know how ADD children act; they are wild, unmannered, and rude—nothing like my Taylor.” The other part of me thought “Of course! That’s why it took him 2 hours to write from 1 to 100 in kindergarten—it’s all so clear.” I had to find out for myself and my journey began. It started in the classroom. I wasn’t prepared for what I saw and I really wasn’t prepared for the reaction of his teacher. 

I sat in the back of Taylor’s first grade class so I could observe his behavior. Oblivious to the 15 other children in the room, oblivious to the teacher instructing how to write the perfect cursive capital “A” at the front of the room, and oblivious to his mother trying to fit her 5 foot 10 frame into a chair made for a first grader, Taylor attempted the impossible. He wadded all his fingers into a tightly pointed fist and attempted to put them all in his mouth at once. As if performing some circus feat of great skill, he forced his fingers in with great determination. As a mother, I wanted to run to his desk and whisper, “Son, pay attention to your teacher. Get your fingers out of your mouth and listen. Aren’t you embarrassed?" At the end of this day, I heard the words that I’ve replayed in my head hundreds of times. “Do you see what I’m trying to tell you?” barked Ms. Fancy. “Taylor can’t keep up in class, he is just not ‘with us.’” Then she spoke the words that broke my heart: “He will never hold a job. If you don’t DO something, he will NEVER be able to keep a job or support a family.  Life is hard especially for boys.  He will have to learn now what is expected of him or he will NEVER succeed in life.”
     Stein argues that “The broad, sometimes ambiguous, criteria for ADHD, along with the absence of definitive diagnostic markers, provide the perfect setting for a persistent difference of opinions (qtd. in Hernandez 7 ). According to the American Psychiatric Association’s Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorder, a diagnosis of ADHD/inattentive type can be made if six or more of the following symptoms have been displayed for at least six months: 

1. Failing to pay close attention to details or making careless mistakes in schoolwork or other activities;

2. Difficulty sustaining attention in tasks or play activities;

3. Not seeming to listen when spoken to directly;

4. Not following through on instruction and failing to finish schoolwork or chores;

5. Difficultly organizing tasks or activities;

6. Avoids, dislikes, or is reluctant to engage in tasks that require sustained mental effort (such as schoolwork or homework);

7. Loses things such as toys, school assignments, pencil, books, and tools;

8. Easily distracted by external stimuli; and

9.  Forgetful in daily activities.

 (Stordy and Nicholl 27)

I read the list carefully, scrutinizing each item. Although they seem to fit, I still don’t feel like this should be ADD. The family doctor, pediatrician, behavioral therapist, and psychologist all assure me—he fits the ADD profile. Researchers estimate that ten percent of America’s children have ADD (Diller 12). Could Taylor really be one of them? 

______________________________________________

My child does NOT have Attention Deficit Disorder.

He is creative; he is imaginative.

I know the doctor said ADD, but he could be wrong.

He could be.

And if we DO put the label of ADD on him

Are we just creating self-fulfilling prophecies?

It reminds be of those rats. It’s those rats that drive me crazy.

Rats were given to twelve college students. Some of the rats were labeled as “maze-bright” and other were labeled “maze-dull.”   

It all comes back to those rats. 

 My son is not a dull rat!

_________________________________________________
Hearing My Own Voice: My Son Has Attention Deficit Disorder

     My son has Attention Deficit Disorder. Just typing these words makes me feel like I am at an Alcoholics Anonymous meeting. “Hi, my name is Lynn, and my son has Attention Deficit Disorder.” It’s not really that bad, I remind myself. I’m sure that I’m being overdramatic. This is not like families who find out that the reason that the young daughter is so depressed is because her father has been molesting her. This is not like finding out that your mother has dementia because of her many years of sniffing inhalants. This is not like that at all. Then why does it feel like the dirty little family secret? Why do I struggle with disappointment and confusion? And when I utter those odious letters—A.D.D.—why do I whisper them ever so slightly in the same way I’ve hear old women whisper “cancer” at the dinner table?
     He has the disorder, but I suffer with it. Is it real? Is it poor parenting? Is it an excuse? Is it creativity? I am driven by knowledge and knowing; the ambiguity is very unsettling to me. This is my personal odyssey to delve deeper—not into my son –but into me. I want to find my way. I want to understand life on “Planet Taylor.” There is a cacophony of voices telling me how to navigate. On this journey, I contact many others on the same path. As I talk with other parents of children who have ADD, I realize there are things we all share and there are many voices to be heard. Maybe, I do not travel alone. 

Taylor’s Voice: I Want To Concentrate but I Can’t

     I curl up on the couch next to my ten-year-old, Taylor. His legs are tucked up to his chest with his feet wrapped in the giraffe lap blanket. I’m nervous about asking him about ADD, but I realize his voice must be heard.

“What is in your mind like
 when you can’t pay attention?”
 He pauses and blankly looks off into the ceiling fan.

 His long, lanky arms and legs seem in a tangle. 

“Like, I’m confusing myself. 

I can’t really pay attention.

 My mind is somewhere else.”
“When this happens,

 how do you make yourself focus?”
“I don’t really.

 Unless my mind shuts off 

and then turns on into the real world. 

It controls itself.”
He draws his legs up tightly in his lap
 and begins to cry. 

 He looks up at me in desperation.

I want so much to crawl up inside his head 
and wipe those terrible thoughts away.

I want to help his turn his mind on into the real world.

I feel so powerless.

“I just want to concentrate…

 but I can’t.” 

He breaks down in tears.

 I do the only thing I can do,

 

…hold him, 

    and 
cry. 

_______________________________________________________

My precious son, don’t you know I would do anything for you? I feel so powerless, so out of control in this situation. My mother said that I would never know how much a parent loves a child until I have a child of my own.  She was right.  I never thought parenting could be this hard.  

______________________________________________________

Mother’s Voices: I Feel Powerless
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     It’s the great lie----that mothers can fix everything.  I feel so frustrated because I do not know how to fix this. I then ask myself, does it need fixing?  I don’t know; I look for advice from other mothers—mothers like me. 

    Mrs. Nettle is the picture of neatness: short, perfectly groomed bobbed haircut, perfectly groomed nails, and perfectly ironed attire. Her kiwi-colored turtle-neck perfectly matches the stripes in her plaid jacket. Each word she speaks is precise, calculated, and measured. When Taylor was diagnosed with ADD, I was told to speak to her. Her years of experience as a third-grade teacher and her position as a mother of a child with ADD cause me to view her as a sage. She empathizes in a way that I find refreshing. “Mothers really struggle with ADD because we hate to see a child struggle. We hate to see self-esteem low. We hate the constant harping that we feel like we have to do. We certainly don’t enjoy the extensive homework time. It is very frustrating.”

     She is so right; it is very frustrating. Helping with hours of homework is wearisome, but the most difficult part is watching Taylor try so hard and fail. There seems to be so much pressure on me as a parent to guide my son through this. In addition, there is the guilt. “Parents sometimes feel guilty,” says Smith, ”and because they feel their child’s learning disability, ADHD, and related disorders are somehow their fault. Parents may tend to feel that if they had been stricter, demanding more, forced more practice, it would have changed the situation” (qtd.in Hernandez 24). I tend to blame myself and play the shoulda-coulda game. “I shoulda spent more time, I coulda taken more vitamins when I was pregnant, shoulda disciplined more, I coulda read one more parenting book.”

     In listening to the voices of mothers, the one that most echoed my own frustration most came in the form of a letter: 

I yelled at you and tried to wake you up. Wrong tactic. Dad talked soberly and grounded you. Again, wrong tactic. We were trying to reach you on the only levels we knew. And all that time, we knew we were missing the boat…. When you have a little kid you absolutely adore, you will understand better how frustrated Dad and I have been. At you, sure—but on your behalf more. We wanted you to feel successful and happy. We understand—we hate it that you have to deal with ADD—and we can’t fix it. Dad wants to fix it. But we can’t, only you can do that, and it is an ongoing process. What we can do is tell you that we understand and care very, very much. (Hallowell and Ratey 68-69) 

I cried the first time I read this letter. I cry each time I read it-- I read it over and over again. I imagine myself someday writing a similar letter trying to explain to my son why we told him, “We love you just the way you are” and then sent him to a behavioral therapist to change. 

Voices From Within: “I’m Stupid”
     There are many painful voices, but the most painful comes from my  son. 

“I think of myself as a dummy! Idiotic!  Stupid! I’m so scared I will fail and be held back. The kids at school pick on me and ask me why I do the things I do. When I play basketball, I can only beat two people: my imagination and my little brother.” Taylor’s self-condemnations pain my heart. How can my bright, beautiful, and imaginative child talk about himself this way?

     We share this pain, I and the other mothers. We share hearing our children weep with the loss of self. We weep with them. We weep for them. Ms. Nettle’s sage-like qualities melt into despair as she tells me about her daughter; “She used to say, ‘Why did God make me so stupid?’”  As Ms. Wilson speaks, she looks at me for a sense of affirmation and answers. I have none, that’s why I’m here. She tells me that the most agonizing words she hears about ADD come from her own daughter. “She always says she’s stupid. My daughter has said that she wants to kill herself every day since the first grade. Kathy was the most hateful person to herself. She would say, ‘I wish I were dead’ and ‘I wish I wasn’t here.’”

Voices From Without: There is No Such Thing as ADD

     Often the voices that scream the loudest are those who argue that ADD is a “myth made up by greedy drug companies and doctors eager to increase their income, or incompetent teachers looking to place the blame for children’s academic failures away from themselves“ (Hartman 49). This idea is “particularly attractive to those who have become radicalized by encountering the ‘shoot-em-up-with-radiation’ docs or the ‘it’s all just bad parenting or child-abuse’ advocates (49). I turn on the radio and at least once a month some armchair expert who doesn’t have children-- let alone a child with ADD-- says that ADD is an excuse made up by parents who won’t discipline their children.  Sometimes these voices are the people we know. In my life, this voice comes from a family member:

You know THERE IS NO SUCH THING AS ADD. It’s just those DAMN PHARMACEUTICAL COMPANIES making up something and calling it a disease so they can TAKE OUR MONEY and make our kids TAKE THEIR DRUGS.  When WE take care of Taylor, WE don’t have any problems, YOU just need to take more time with him.  
______________________________________________________________

 You don’t have a clue what it is like to sit and watch

Taylor take two hours to complete ten math problems. You have

 never experienced having to sit beside him five days a week,

 two hours a day. You have never had talk to the teacher and hear

her say how Taylor is just “not with us.” You have no idea how

his homework consumes my life. How dare you blame this on me! 

How dare you criticize the only alternative that helps!
__________________________________________

     Parents I spoke to report being angered and injured by others. “Those who say that ADD doesn’t exist just don’t know how much effort goes into everything. “ Ms. Nettle’s voice becomes forceful. “Saying ADD doesn’t exist is like me saying I don’t need glasses to see or saying that my aching tooth doesn’t really need a filling.” Mr. Mason reveals one incident that upset him. “I was talking to this lady and she was carrying on about how kids who had ADD just need more parental guidance.” His volume increases and his body tenses all over. “It just makes me so mad! Everybody has the answers--everyone except for the parents of the kids who have tried everything. Maybe, if I just beat my kid-- that would fix the problem. I just need to take my kid out and beat the crap out of him on a regular basis and then he would somehow be able to study his math. What do these people want?”  

     Ms. Wilson looks nervously as I write her words. A gentle southern lady, she vacillates between control and timidity in our conversation as we talk about her daughter’s ADD. “When people tell me that there is no such thing as ADD just poor parenting,” she says in a moment of control,” I tell them there is no way to parent focus. How do you parent focus?” 

______________________________________________

Who asked you people for your opinion? How dare you pass judgment on a situation that you know nothing about? What are you hoping to achieve by belittling others? Here are my shoes, I’ll take them off for you so that you may wear them a while. While you have them on-- why don’t you show me how to “parent focus?” 

But then, 

just for a moment,

 I think back to the rats

 They were just regular rats. It was the college students who believed they were bright or dull but they were just regular rats. 

_______________________________________________

The Voice of Doubt: To Medicate or Not

     It is the voice of self-doubt that I struggle with the most.  Am I making the right decision?  If I medicate my child does that mean that I don’t love him for who he is? One of the most difficult decisions my husband and I have made was the decision to medicate. We tried every “home remedy” we could find. When we exhausted our efforts, the doctor assured us that there were many drugs that could benefit Taylor. He said if he were diabetic, we wouldn’t hesitate to give him insulin. He wasn’t alone in his opinion. 
Certainly no one would tell a person who has a physical disability to just use some self-discipline and try harder to get around on their own; rather, they would be supported by providing a wheelchair and a ramp in order to give equal access to a workplace, school setting or other service. Nor can one make a paraplegic walk by applying discipline. Similarly, one can’t make a person with a biologically based lack of self control do better by simply disciplining them. (Booth 2)
    One of the saddest voices screaming in opposition to medicating children came from a spoof of the Calvin and Hobbs cartoon. (Last 1) As I look over it, I feel numb.  I read it over and over, hoping that I will become desensitized to the message. The message is all too real….
…all too clear.
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     When Taylor started taking Ritalin he asked, “Mom, will it take my imagination away?” Can it be that the very things that make him the most unique and most special are being taken from him in the name of education? Many voices echo this sentiment. “The talents of the person with the ADD brain structure are not those rewarded by our society at its current stage of development,” writes Paul Elliot, MD. “ In other words, the problems of the person with ADD are caused as much by the way we have our society, education system, and business methods organized as by other factors more directly related to ADD itself” (Gallager 6).

_________________________________________

I wish, I pray, I beg for any solution other than medicine.
 I’ve read the books. I’ve tried the remedies.
 Please, any solution but this. 

I want to believe that I am doing what is best by giving Taylor medicine.

 It seems to help a lot with schoolwork and with homework.
 I can’t help but wonder if it is in his best interest or mine?
 I have guilt.

I wish I could find the place that embraces differences. 

A place where Taylor’s skills 
are extolled and his imagination

 can fly.
 I can’t find that place.
The rats are still a source of trouble for me.  
_________________________________________
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The Voices of the Rats    

     The last voices are those of the rats. Graduate students were each given five rats and told to teach the rats to run in the maze. Some of the rats were labeled “maze-dull” rats and others labeled “maze-bright” rats. The rats were randomly selected and were neither “dull” nor “bright.” The rats made Rosenthal famous, which is why I worry so much about his rats.  

     The rats that were labeled as “dull” refused to budge 29% of the time compared to 11% “bright” rats (Rosenthal and Fode 63). You see, the label made a difference. Since I’m not one to overestimate rodent behavior, I sought out other work on the subject. Rosenthal, Lenore, and Jacobson chose elementary school children from 18 classrooms and randomly chose 20% to be labeled as “intellectual bloomers.” The teachers believed that they had some exceptional students in their class. At the end of the study, the children labeled as “bloomers” showed an average gain of two points in verbal ability, seven points in reasoning, and four points in over all IQ.  Surprisingly, there was no difference in the amount of time the teacher spent with the “bloomers” the only difference was in the quality of the interaction. (Rosenthal and Jacobson 76) 

     So now I have to ask myself, is Taylor a “dull” rat or has the label made him “dull?” As a mother, I’d like to think the latter. There are so many voices telling him who he is, it is difficult for him to know which one believe. But I said that this paper was about me. It’s about which voice “I” listen to. I think I’ll listen to my inner voice. I will silence the voices of oppression. I will silence the voices of judgment. I will listen, instead, to my voice, the one that treasures the new adventures brought to me by “Mr. Imagination.” I begin and end with ‘Planet Taylor” because, for now, this is where I live. Maybe, just maybe, when I am orbiting “Planet Taylor,” I can pull up a cloud and sit beside him and catch a star. Maybe, just maybe, I’ll pull out my gum and lasso that darn rat! 
Listen to the MUSTN’TS, child

Listen to the DON’TS

Listen to the SHOULDN’TS

The IMPOSSIBLES, the WON’TS

Listen to the NEVER HAVES

Then listen close to me—

Anything can happen, child.

ANYTHING can be.

 (Silverstein 27)
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