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  Lesson n°6: Abnormal Psychology in Children and Adolescents 
 

 

I. Introduction 
 

Abnormal psychology in children and adolescents refers to the study of 

developmental, emotional, and behavioral disorders in young individuals. These disorders can 

significantly impact a child's ability to function in daily life, affecting their academic 

performance, social relationships, and overall well-being. The field is particularly important 

because childhood and adolescence are crucial stages for mental health development, and 

early intervention can prevent long-term consequences. 

 

II. Overview of Childhood and Adolescent Mental Health Disorders 

 
 

1.Classification of Disorders Childhood and adolescent disorders : are often classified into 

several categories based on symptoms, including: 

 

 Neurodevelopmental Disorders (e.g., Autism Spectrum Disorder, ADHD) 

 

 Mood Disorders (e.g., Depression, Bipolar Disorder) 

 

 Anxiety Disorders (e.g., Generalized Anxiety Disorder, Social Phobia) 

 

 Behavioral Disorders (e.g., Conduct Disorder, Oppositional Defiant Disorder) 

 

 Trauma- and Stressor-Related Disorders (e.g., Post-Traumatic Stress Disorder, Acute 

Stress Disorder) 

 

 Psychotic Disorders (e.g., Schizophrenia) 

 

 Eating Disorders (e.g., Anorexia Nervosa, Bulimia Nervosa) 

 

 

2. Common Disorders in Childhood and Adolescence 
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                       2.1 Attention-Deficit/Hyperactivity Disorder (ADHD) 

 

Definition: ADHD is a neurodevelopmental disorder characterized by persistent patterns of 

inattention, hyperactivity, and impulsivity. 

Symptoms: Difficulty staying focused, frequent forgetfulness, difficulty completing tasks, 

excessive fidgeting, and interrupting others. 

Etiology: Genetic factors, prenatal exposure to toxins, and neurological factors contribute to 

the development of ADHD. 

Treatment: Treatment typically includes stimulant medications (e.g., methylphenidate), 

behavioral therapy, and educational support. 

 

                         2.2 Autism Spectrum Disorder (ASD) 

 

Definition: ASD is a developmental disorder that affects communication, behavior, and social 

interaction. 

Symptoms: Restricted interests, repetitive behaviors, difficulty with social interaction, and 

language delays. 

Etiology: Genetic factors are a significant contributor, though environmental factors, such as 

prenatal exposure to certain substances, may also play a role. 

Treatment: Early intervention programs, behavioral therapy (e.g., Applied Behavior 

Analysis), speech therapy, and social skills training. 

 

                           2.3 Anxiety Disorders 

 

Generalized Anxiety Disorder (GAD): Characterized by excessive, uncontrollable worry 

about various aspects of life. 

Social Anxiety Disorder: Fear of social situations and being judged by others. 
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Separation Anxiety Disorder: Fear of being separated from a primary caregiver, common in 

younger children. 

Symptoms: Excessive worry, restlessness, difficulty concentrating, physical symptoms such 

as stomachaches or headaches. 

Etiology: A combination of genetic vulnerability, early life stress, and learned behaviors from 

family members can contribute to anxiety disorders. 

Treatment: Cognitive Behavioral Therapy (CBT), family therapy, and sometimes medication 

(e.g., selective serotonin reuptake inhibitors - SSRIs). 

 

                         2.4 Mood Disorders 

 

Depression: A mood disorder marked by persistent feelings of sadness, hopelessness, and 

loss of interest in daily activities. 

Bipolar Disorder: Characterized by alternating periods of extreme mood swings between 

manic episodes (elevated mood, impulsivity) and depressive episodes. 

Symptoms: Irritability, changes in sleep and appetite, fatigue, feelings of worthlessness, and 

suicidal thoughts in severe cases. 

Etiology: Genetic predisposition, imbalances in brain chemicals (neurotransmitters), and 

environmental stressors play significant roles. 

Treatment: Antidepressants (e.g., SSRIs) and mood stabilizers, along with psychotherapy, 

particularly CBT and Interpersonal Therapy (IPT). 

 

III. Treatment Approaches for Child and Adolescent Disorders 
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1. Psychotherapy 

 

A. Cognitive Behavioral Therapy (CBT): One of the most common and effective 

therapies, CBT helps children and adolescents recognize and challenge negative 

thought patterns and behaviors. 

B. Play Therapy: For younger children, play therapy uses play as a way for children to 

express themselves and work through emotional issues. 

C. Family Therapy: Involves the child and their family members in therapy to improve 

communication, solve problems, and address issues within family dynamics. 

D. Interpersonal Therapy (IPT): A structured therapy focusing on improving 

relationships and social skills, often used in treating mood and anxiety disorders. 

 

2. Pharmacotherapy 

 

A. Medications can be used in combination with psychotherapy to treat disorders such as 

depression, anxiety, ADHD, and conduct disorders. 

B. Stimulant Medications: For ADHD, medications like methylphenidate (Ritalin) and 

amphetamine salts (Adderall) are commonly prescribed. 

C. Antidepressants: SSRIs like fluoxetine (Prozac) are often prescribed for anxiety and 

mood disorders. 

D. Antipsychotics: In severe cases of behavioral or mood disorders, atypical 

antipsychotic medications may be considered. 

 

3. Multisystemic Therapy (MST) 

MST is a family- and community-based treatment approach aimed at treating severe antisocial 

behaviors, especially in adolescents. It integrates elements of family therapy, cognitive-

behavioral strategies, and community interventions. 



  

 

Faculty of Humanities and Social Sciences                        Department of Psychology                                                                                                                       

Level: 3rd year LMD Clinical Psychology                          Instructor: Ms. Saci Meriem 

                                                       Module: English Language  

   

pg. 5 
 

 

4. Prevention and Early Intervention 

 

Preventing mental health disorders in children and adolescents involves early identification 

and intervention. Key strategies include: 

A. Screening Programs: Early screening in schools and pediatric practices can identify 

at-risk children before symptoms become severe. 

B. Positive Parenting Programs: Training parents in effective parenting strategies can 

help reduce the risk of behavioral and emotional problems in children. 

C. School-Based Mental Health Services: Providing counseling and support in schools 

can help address issues early, especially for children facing academic stress or peer-

related problems. 

 

IV. Challenges in Child and Adolescent Mental Health 
 

 Stigma: Mental health disorders in children are often misunderstood, leading to 

stigma and reluctance to seek treatment. 

 Access to Care: There may be limited access to specialized child and adolescent 

mental health services, particularly in underserved or rural areas. 

 Cultural Considerations: Understanding the cultural context in which a child lives is 

critical for appropriate assessment and intervention, as cultural differences can 

influence the manifestation and perception of mental health symptoms. 

 


