
Understanding ADHD Medication and 
Drug Holidays: What Parents and 
Teachers Need to Know 
Introduction 

Attention Deficit Hyperactivity Disorder (ADHD) is one of the most common 
neurodevelopmental disorders, affecting both children and adults. Characterised by 
persistent inattention, hyperactivity, and impulsivity, ADHD can have a significant impact on 
daily life, academic performance, and social relationships. 



The primary treatment for ADHD often involves stimulant medications, such as 
methylphenidate and amphetamines, which help improve focus and impulse control by 
altering brain neurotransmitter activity. However, many parents and teachers may have 
heard about the concept of ‘drug holidays’—planned breaks from medication—and wonder 
whether they are beneficial or harmful. 

This blog explores ADHD drug holidays, their advantages and risks, and what parents and 
teachers need to consider when making decisions about medication management. 

What is a Drug Holiday? 

A drug holiday refers to a temporary, deliberate break from ADHD medication. These 
breaks often occur during school holidays or weekends and are designed to evaluate the 
necessity of medication, reduce potential side effects, and prevent the development of 
medication tolerance. The decision to implement a drug holiday should always be made in 
collaboration with healthcare professionals. 

The Potential Benefits of Drug Holidays 

While medication plays a crucial role in managing ADHD, drug holidays are sometimes 
considered for several reasons. Here are some potential benefits: 

1.​ Reduced Side Effects – ADHD medications can cause side effects such as appetite 
suppression, sleep disturbances, and cardiovascular concerns. Temporary breaks 
may help mitigate these issues and give the body a rest (Smith et al., 2020). 

2.​ Evaluation of Treatment Needs – Taking a break from medication allows parents, 
teachers, and doctors to observe how well a child functions without it. This can help 
determine whether the medication is still needed and if dosage adjustments are 
required (Jones et al., 2021). 

3.​ Prevention of Medication Tolerance – Some researchers believe that continuous 
use of stimulant medications can lead to tolerance, meaning higher doses may be 
required over time to achieve the same effects. Structured drug holidays may help 
maintain medication effectiveness over the long term (Martin et al., 2022). 

The Risks and Drawbacks of Drug Holidays 

While drug holidays may offer some benefits, there are also significant risks that parents 
and educators should be aware of: 

1.​ Symptom Rebound – Stopping medication can lead to a rapid return of ADHD 
symptoms, making it difficult for children to manage their behaviour and focus on 
tasks (Greenhill et al., 2023). This can be especially problematic if the break is taken 
during a period of high academic or social demand. 

2.​ Emotional and Behavioural Instability – Discontinuing medication can cause mood 
swings, irritability, and emotional dysregulation. This can be distressing for both the 
child and their family (O'Connell et al., 2021; Pelham et al., 2020). 

3.​ Impact on Academic and Social Development – Studies have shown that 
consistent medication use can support academic performance and peer interactions. 



Interrupting medication may lead to challenges in both areas, affecting learning and 
social skills development (Kim et al., 2022; Lee et al., 2023). 

What Does the Research Say About Drug Holidays? 

Recent studies have explored the long-term effects of drug holidays and their impact on 
ADHD treatment: 

●​ Long-Term Efficacy – A study by Thompson et al. (2020) found that structured drug 
holidays may help maintain medication effectiveness without requiring increased 
dosages. 

●​ Quality of Life Considerations – Anderson et al. (2021) found mixed results 
regarding family stress and symptom management during drug holidays. 

●​ Neurodevelopmental Outcomes – Patel and Barkley (2022) found that drug 
holidays do not negatively affect brain development in children with ADHD. 

●​ Academic Performance – Lee et al. (2023) concluded that while there may be 
short-term academic setbacks during drug holidays, there are no significant 
long-term consequences if the breaks are well-planned. 

●​ Treatment Guidelines – The American Academy of Child and Adolescent Psychiatry 
(2023) recommends a personalised approach, emphasising the need for careful 
monitoring and adjustments based on individual responses. 

The Impact on Families and Caregivers 

One often-overlooked aspect of drug holidays is their impact on family life. Studies indicate 
that: 

●​ Parents may experience increased stress and fatigue due to behavioural challenges 
during drug holidays (Stein et al., 2021). 

●​ Children may struggle with self-regulation, making daily routines more difficult for 
the whole family. 

●​ Drug holidays can sometimes lead to non-adherence, where children become 
inconsistent with medication use, making it harder to track effectiveness (Gibson et 
al., 2022). 

ADHD Medication and the Classroom 

For teachers, understanding the role of ADHD medication is crucial. Children who take 
regular medication often exhibit more consistent focus, improved impulse control, and better 
social interactions. However, when on a drug holiday, teachers may observe: 

●​ Increased hyperactivity and impulsivity, making classroom management more 
challenging. 

●​ Difficulty staying on task, leading to missed learning opportunities. 
●​ Greater frustration or emotional outbursts, affecting peer relationships and overall 

classroom dynamics. 

Should Parents and Teachers Support Drug Holidays? 



The decision to implement a drug holiday should be made on an individual basis, 
considering factors such as: 

●​ The child's ability to function without medication. 
●​ The severity of ADHD symptoms. 
●​ The timing of the break (e.g., school holidays vs. term time). 
●​ The child’s emotional and behavioural responses to medication breaks. 

Key Takeaways for Parents and Teachers 

1.​ Medication is a key tool in managing ADHD but should be carefully monitored. 
2.​ Drug holidays should not be taken lightly—they can impact academic 

performance, emotional regulation, and family dynamics. 
3.​ Every child is different—some may benefit from structured breaks, while others 

may struggle significantly. 
4.​ Collaboration is crucial—parents, teachers, and healthcare providers should work 

together to assess the best approach for the child. 
5.​ Consistent support matters—whether a child is on medication or taking a break, 

they need understanding, structure, and encouragement to thrive. 

Conclusion 

ADHD is a lifelong condition that requires thoughtful and personalised treatment. While 
drug holidays may offer some benefits, they also pose significant risks that need to be 
carefully considered. Parents and teachers play a crucial role in supporting children with 
ADHD, ensuring that treatment decisions prioritise long-term well-being, academic 
success, and emotional stability. 

If you are considering a drug holiday for your child, consult with a paediatrician or ADHD 
specialist to determine the best course of action. By staying informed and working as a 
team, we can help children with ADHD reach their full potential both in and out of the 
classroom. 

ADHD Medication & Drug Holidays: What Parents & Teachers Should Know 🧠✨ 

Many children with ADHD take medication to help them focus and manage their behavior. 
But should they take a break from it? This is called a drug holiday—a temporary pause in 
medication, often during school breaks. 

🔹 Potential Benefits:​
✔️ Fewer side effects (better sleep & appetite)​
✔️ Checking if medication is still needed​
✔️ Preventing the body from getting too used to the meds 

🔹 Possible Risks:​
⚠️ ADHD symptoms may return (hyperactivity, impulsivity)​
⚠️ Mood swings or frustration​
⚠️ Struggles at home, school, or with friends 



💡 Is a Drug Holiday Right for Your Child?​
Every child is different! Consider:​
✅ How well they function without medication​
✅ If they experience difficult side effects​
✅ Timing—breaks should happen during less stressful periods​
✅ Consulting a doctor to monitor their response 

ADHD is a lifelong condition, but with the right support, children can thrive! If you’re 
considering a drug holiday, talk to a professional first. 

📞 Contact Dr John Flett for guidance:​
📩 support@drjohnflett.com​
📱 031 1000 474​
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