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The alarm rings. Your child hops out of bed and pours a bowl of 
cereal before you even know she’s awake. After brushing her 
teeth, she picks out an outfit appropriate for the season. She 

checks her backpack to make sure that she’s got all of her homework, 
then heads to the bus stop with five minutes to spare.

OK, so it’s you who’s dreaming.

More likely, your morning begins with a frantic attempt to rouse your 
over-sleeping child, who wants nothing more than to be left alone. 
Fifteen minutes later, you find her half-dressed in her room and fully 
absorbed in a game. That’s when the nagging really kicks in. Finally 
seated at the table, she balks at breakfast so crams in a piece of toast 
before dashing out the door without her finished homework.

Launching the day is universally stressful, but for parents of children 
with attention deficit hyperactivity disorder (ADHD or ADD) it feels 
downright impossible most days. If that’s you, try these ideas for start-
ing the day on a better note.

If waking up, getting out of bed, and making it out door 
on time is a daily battle in your ADHD household, use 
this plan — including magnet boards, pre-prepared 

breakfast, playlists, and more — to craft a less  
stressful morning routine.

 The Morning 
Survival Guide 

for ADHD  
Families
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Long-Term Planning for Better Mornings
1. Establish and review the morning routine. Together with your 
child, create a chart that details the sequence of morning events. Help 
her get into the habit of referring to the chart. A magnet board can be 
particularly helpful for children who need visual reminders and for 
pre-readers who use pictures to denote activities (such as a toothbrush 
or shoe). 

Hang a magnetic dry-erase board on the fridge. Using colorful tape, 
divide it into two columns (“Not Done” and ”Done”). Buy a set of mag-
nets for each child, and draw a small picture and keyword on each 
magnet in permanent marker, to represent all the morning tasks. Ex-
amples include: make bed, put lunch and homework in backpack, place 
backpack at the back door, eat breakfast, take meds, clean dishes, brush 
teeth. Star the last three tasks to signify that they are done after 
breakfast. 

Your children shouldn’t eat breakfast until they’ve “played their mag-
nets.” As they complete a task, they move that magnet to the “Done” 
side of the board. When all non-starred magnets have been moved, they 
eat breakfast. All parents need to do is check the magnets’ locations on 
the board. 

“ I created lists for both of my sons. I got them on board by taking 
them with me to the dollar store to pick out a container and 
marbles to put in the container. Each time they complete an item 
on the list, they put a marble in the container. The marbles act as 
points for them. When they reach 10 marbles, they can earn 15 
minutes of video-game time or they can bank those points for a 
bigger prize at the end of the week.”  
— anniethomp13, ADDitude reader

2. Integrate Self-Care into Your Morning Routine 
“ If I could wave a magic and wand and change one thing about my 
mornings it would have to be to wake up happy and energized.” 
— weo, ADDitude reader

Exercise, meditation, affirmations, reading, writing, and visualization 
can all help reduce morning stress for everyone in the family. Begin by 
practicing a daily visualization for a couple of minutes. Lie in bed, listen 
to a soothing song, and envision how you want your day to go to help 
you feel more calm, inspired, and focused.
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Our sensitive kids are also highly attuned to our energy. If we’re feeling 
rushed, stressed, or frustrated, our kids will know it (likely before we 
do). It’s critical that we do our own work to set our energy each morning 
— anything from practicing a minute of conscious breathing or doing 
a guided meditation (I love the app Headspace for this) to going for a 
walk or engaging in living room yoga. Taking this time helps to quell 
the morning chaos and puts us in the best frame of mind to deal with 
challenging situations as they arise.

Better Mornings Start the Night Before
3. Plan for an early bedtime. Kids with ADHD need at least 10 hours 
of sleep. Start your evening routine early enough to give your child the 
sleep he needs to wake up physically and mentally refreshed. Many 
parents put off bedtime in hope their child will grow exhausted and 
practically beg for sleep. But this strategy typically has the opposite 
effect.

When a child misses their natural sleep window, they become overtired, 
can’t fall asleep, wake frequently, and sometimes wind up crawling in 
to bed with you. To avoid this, do the following:

1.  Watch for signs of tiredness (yawning and stretching).

2.  Move bedtime to an earlier hour.

3.  Eliminate screen watching at least an hour before bedtime, and 
establish a nighttime ritual: candles and lavender soap (calming), 
story time, a song, lights out.

Have your child take his bath or shower before bedtime, when time and 
bathroom space isn’t so precious. He’ll sleep better and there will be 
one less rushed item — and less conflict — in the morning. Consistency 
is crucial. This may mean declining the invitation to the back-to-school 
dinner or the basketball party. 

4. Provide a protein-rich bedtime snack. Tryptophan — the pro-
tein that occurs in milk, turkey, and chicken — is a natural sleep in-
ducer. But just about any protein-rich snack eaten about 30 minutes 
before bedtime is an efficient get-to-sleep aid. Try oatmeal, whole-wheat 
cereal, an egg, some meat or fish, cheese, or pumpkin or sunflower 
seeds.
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5. Make decisions at night. Choose clothes for school the night 
before. Set breakfast and lunch menus to avoid bickering in the morn-
ing. Prepare a batch of batter for quick pancakes, slice fruit, cook sau-
sages for a quick morning warm up — the possibilities are seemingly 
endless. Bonus points for making it easy for your child to prepare break-
fast independently! 

“The biggest change that has helped my daughter on school 
mornings is this: I have her put on the next day’s clothes, THE 
NIGHT BEFORE! Really! She cleans up and gets ready the night 
before except for her socks & shoes. She doesn’t keep track of time 
and gets sidetracked, so this is one thing that has helped reduce 
stressful mornings.” — Alice, ADDitude reader

6. Pack the sack. Place your child’s papers and books inside his back-
pack — and leave it blocking the front door, where it can’t be left be-
hind. Call this area by the door the “launch pad” and encourage all 
family members to use it for backpacks, projects, briefcases, and so on. 
If you set the example, your children will begin to use the pad, too. 

How to Wake Up Right
7. Invest in a good alarm clock. You’ll probably need one that can 
wake the dead. (See Moms Rate the Best Alarm Clocks for a sampling of 
models.) Or make the most of the alarm you’ve got by setting it on a 
metal pie pan with dimes in it and placing it just out of arm’s reach. 
Avoid setting the alarms to music as it tends to become white noise 
that lulls teens back to sleep.

Also, the nightstand is the worst spot imaginable for an alarm clock. 
Place several clocks in different spots around the room — each one set 
for one to two minutes apart. 

8. Get up before the rest of the family. As the director of the 
morning routine, you have to be ready. Your clothes are already laid 
out. Hop in the shower, fix your hair, put on your deodorant, and get 
dressed, down to the shoes. 

9. Gently awaken with a touch. Many kids with ADHD are extremely 
sensitive to touch. Try gently wiping a cool, damp washcloth over your 
sleepy kid’s brow and cheeks while whispering a morning greeting. This 
routine should be agreed to ahead of time to avoid overstimulation.

10. Let light into the room. If it’s naturally dark outside at night, 
leave the bedroom curtains parted to allow natural light to prod your 

https://www.additudemag.com/best-alarm-clocks-for-kids/
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child into wakefulness in the morning. Or install a dimmer switch and 
turn up the light gradually on dark mornings.

11. Consider a new medication routine. Most ADHD medications 
do not take effect for as long as an hour after taken, so the ADHD symp-
toms of even those children who take a morning dose are untreated 
during the critical morning hour. Consider waking up your child a half 
an hour early to take their morning medication, then allowing him to 
snooze until wake-up time. Alternatively, ask your prescriber about a 
new delayed release medication called Jornay PM.  Taken in the evening, 
Jornay PM capsules activate 10 to 12 hours later so that the effects are 
in place when a child wakes up and last throughout the day.

12. Set ground rules if your child is mean and obstinate when you 
try to wake him. Clearly state your expectations and explain what you 
will and won’t do. For example, perhaps you will knock once on his door 
to ensure he is awake, but it is up to him to take the lead after that. Or 
if he misses the school bus, he will need to find his own way to school. 
If that is not a feasible consequence and you have to drive him, then 
impose another consequence that is an obvious fit. Try telling him: “If 
I take 30 minutes out of my day to drive you to school because you are 
late, then you will give me back that time in chores around the house.”

Bottom line? Your child needs to experience the consequences of not 
getting himself or herself up on time if you really want to change his 
or her behavior. 

Getting from Bed to Door
13. Design a breakfast that works for you. Eating breakfast to-
gether is great, except when it isn’t. If your child makes war at the table, 
or just has trouble sitting down and eating, let him enjoy his meal in 
his room as he dresses. Or give him breakfast to go in the form of a 
piece of fruit, a chunk of cheese, and a breakfast bar. Do what works 
and forget the “shoulds.”

14. Shut down the stimuli. Because many children (and adults) 
with ADHD are highly distractible and impulsive, avoid stimuli that are 
likely to grab attention and throw the routine off course. For example:

•  Leave the TV off in the morning.

•  Don’t get on the computer to check your e-mails.

•  Ignore that new magazine or catalog until after school or later that 
evening.

https://www.additudemag.com/jornay-pm-fda-approved-methylphenidate/
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However, if you have a hyperactive child, consider allowing him or her 
to watch the television while eating. This works wonders for some kids 
who can’t sit still long enough to get breakfast in them.

15. Reward your child for a good morning. A new morning routine 
won’t take hold overnight, but implementing the structure and encour-
aging these behaviors will pay off. Reinforcing good behavior with 
praise is essential, so compliment and reward your child when they do 
something right. Let your child add a sticker to his chart or a token to 
his jar for getting out the door with a minimum of fuss.  And be patient 
with yourself. You will falter, but stick with it. One day, the dreaded 
witching hour may turn into sweet, cozy family time that you greet with 
a smile.

16. Leave the house 15 minutes earlier than normal. Factor in 
a grace period for traffic jams, flat tires, whatever. Being early to school 
is not a bad thing. It will help your child start his day on a calm note. 
Starting early also keeps you from rushing, which is dangerous, espe-
cially when you’re driving.

The advice featured in this free download came from ADDitude experts 
John Taylor, Ph.D.; Susan Kruger, M.Ed.; Deborah Reber; Merriam Sarcia 
Saunders, LMFT; Leslie Josel; and Terry Matlen, MSW, ACSW
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How to Use Music for Motivation in the Morning
By Tricia Arthur

STEP 1: DELIVER THE MUSIC SALES PITCH
Pick a time when your child is not engaged in any critical tasks and approach 
them enthusiastically about your new plan:

What if together we create a morning “soundtrack” timed to the tasks you need to 
complete before school? Each song can let you know what you need to be doing so you 
never need to worry about time; you just get to follow the music and let it lead you!”

STEP 2: START SMALL WITH MOTIVATING MUSIC
1.  Select the daily tasks and the order that makes the most sense. 

2.  Figure out how many minutes you have to work with. 

3.  Determine the playlist. Does he want to get out of bed to a loud peppy 
beat or a soothing, calm ballad? Does hearing a cheesy song about 
“clothes” prompt her to get dressed quickly?

The only real requirements are that the length of the playlist equals the amount 
of morning time you have to work with and that the tasks match up somewhat 
sensibly to the songs.

STEP 3: PUT THE MUSIC SYSTEM ON PAPER
In one column, list the song titles. In the second column, list the task(s) matched 
with each song. Post the musically inspired schedule to your kid’s bedroom door. 

STEP 4: PREPARE TO LAUNCH THE MOTIVATIONAL SONGS
Decide how to launch the playlist each day. We have an Echo Dot in our son’s 
room with a reminder set at 7 am. Or you could start the playlist yourself by 
hand. Be aware of movement from one floor to another during the  morning 
routine, as you may need to change the speaker source of the playlist.

STEP 5: GIVE MOTIVATIONAL MUSIC A GO
The first morning, expect some portion of your plan to flop. Talk about how 
the plan flopped and encourage your child to share ideas to improve it. Even 
better than that: Encourage your child — if he’s developmentally capable and/or 
technologically savvy enough — to fix the hiccup on his or her own.

STEP 6: SWITCH UP THE MUSIC PERIODICALLY
Finally, swap in new songs to keep the soundtrack fresh. Chances are, 
playlist re-creation won’t be painful for you or your child like all other  time-
management family systems. Instead, it’ll be fun.
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