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Using Stimulant Medication to Treat 

ADHD 

The following information has useful information about stimulant 

medications and is used here with minor edits, as it provides a 

good summary of the risks and benefits that ought to be addressed 

with parents and older children, when prescribing stimulant meds.  

This information is also relevant to treatment of adults with 

ADHD.  Atomoxetine (Strattera) and other non-stimulant meds  

such as Guanfacine (Tenex) and Buproprion (Wellbutrin) are not 

discussed, but these alternate meds are reviewed in other E-Weekly 

editions, located at our website www.pc2education.org.  
- - -          . 

Stimulants are used to treat Attention Deficit Hyperactivity 

Disorder (ADHD) and related symptoms. Stimulants can improve 

attention span, decrease distractibility, increase the ability to finish 

things, improve the ability to follow directions, decrease 

hyperactivity, and improve the ability to think before acting 

(decrease impulsivity). In people who have ADHD, these 

medicines appear to activate parts of the brain associated with 

focusing and other executive functions such as impulse control, 

planning and judgment.  
 

Here is a list of commonly prescribed stimulant medications: 
 

Brand Name Generic Name 

- Ritalin; Ritalin-SR (sustained-

release); Ritalin LA (long-acting); 

Metadate CD (controlled delivery); 

Metadate ER (extended-release) 

Methylin; Methylin ER (extended-

release);Concerta (long-

acting);Daytrana (long-acting patch) 

Quillivant XR (long-acting liquid) 

- Focalin; Focalin XR (long-acting) 

  

  

methylphenidate 

  

  

  

  

 

Dexmethylphenidate 

- Dexedrine, DextroStat, Dexedrine 

Spansule (long-acting)  

- Adderall, Adderall XR (long-acting) 

- Vyvanse 

Dextroamphetamine 

 

mixture of amphetamines 

lisdexamfetamine 
 

The effects of Ritalin, Methylin, Focalin, Dexedrine, and Adderall 

usually last 3–4 hours. The longer-acting medicines, such as 

Ritalin-SR tablets, Metadate CD capsules, Metadate ER or 

Methylin ER tablets, and Dexedrine Spansules have effects that 

last as long as 6–8 hours. The effects of Concerta, Focalin XR, 

Adderall XR, and Vyvanse may last up to 12 hours. It is important 

not to chew any of the long-acting tablets or capsules because this 

releases too much medicine all at once. Some of the long-acting 

stimulants can be opened and the contents sprinkled on food (ex. 

Adderall XR, Focalin XR). 
 

Common Side Effects  

If the following side effects are severe or do not go away after 

about 2 weeks, ask the doctor about lowering your child’s dose:  

 Lack of appetite and weight loss:  Encourage your child to 

eat a good breakfast and afternoon and evening snacks; 

Give medicine during or after meals; allow the child to 

have a later meal at dinner time. 

 Insomnia: Changing the time or dose of medicine or 

starting a bedtime hygiene intervention may help  

 Headaches: Consider asking for a dose reduction.  

 Stomach aches:  Consider asking for a dose reduction.   

 Irritability, crankiness, crying, emotional sensitivity  

 Rapid pulse rate or increased blood pressure 
 

Less Common Side Effects:  Tell the doctor if your child 

experiences any of the following side effects:  

 Rebound:  As the medicine is wearing off, hyperactivity 

or bad mood may get worse than before the medicine was 

taken; the doctor can adjust dosing to help this problem.  

 Slowing of growth:  This is why your child’s height and 

weight are checked regularly; growth usually catches up if 

the medicine is stopped or the dose is decreased)  

 Nervous habits (such as picking at skin)  

 Stuttering  
 

Serious, Rare Side Effects  

Call the doctor promptly if your child experiences any of 

the following side effects:  

 First onset or increased severity of motor or vocal tics 

(fast, repeated movements or sounds) or muscle twitches 

(jerking movements) of parts of the body  

 Sadness or irritability that lasts more than a few days  

 Auditory, visual, or tactile hallucinations (hearing, seeing, 

or feeling things that are not there)  

 Chest pain, shortness of breath or fainting 

 Any behavior that is very unusual for your child  
 

Other Important Information 

No medical withdrawal effects occur if stimulants are stopped 

suddenly but it is advisable to discuss with the doctor prior to 

discontinuing any medication.   Stimulants do not cause illegal 

drug use or addiction. However, because there is a potential for 

abuse when not taken as prescribed by a physician, adult 

supervision is especially important.  
 

The FDA has a warning that the risk of serious cardiovascular 

events, including sudden death, can increase in people taking usual 

doses of stimulants, if there is an underlying cardiac defect or 

serious health problems. It is important to let your child’s doctor 
know if your child has a personal or family history of irregular 

heart rate, heart defects or other serious heart problems. In cases 

where there is a potential risk, the doctor might check a baseline 

EKG.  
 

Finally, it is not a good idea to combine stimulants with nasal 

decongestants (such as pseudoephedrine) because rapid pulse rate 

or high blood pressure may develop. If a stuffy nose is really 

troublesome, it is better to use a nasal spray. Check with the 

pharmacist before giving an over-the-counter medicine.  
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