Strategies for Students with AD/HD
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  , college can be an exciting challenge and the first taste of
independence. However, for some, the change in environment and structure can
be rather intimidating. Some students may flounder without the safety nets (for
example, parents, school supports, teacher mentoring and accountability structures) that they had in high school.
In this article, we identify major potential pitfalls that college students with
attention-deficit/hyperactivity disorder (AD/HD) may experience. Although research examining interventions for college students with AD/HD is virtually
nonexistent, we offer strategies for students and their parents (see sidebar) to
address these challenges based on our clinical experiences with this population.
Pitfall #1#Lack of Self-Awareness
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Because of chronic difficulties with inattention and/
or impulsivity, college students with AD/HD may be
less prepared to identify their own strengths and weaknesses as well as formulate plans to address the challenges of higher education.
✔ Know Your Strengths and Weaknesses
In college, students must learn to compensate for weaknesses while capitalizing on strengths.
Strategy: Before heading off to college, review your
psychoeducational evaluation with a learning specialist or psychologist so that you are aware of your cognitive and academic strengths and weaknesses. Knowing your strengths and weaknesses is the best way to
advocate for yourself and to ask for the appropriate
accommodations and guidance.
✔ Be Real and Realistic
Many students come to college because of the expectations of others, such as parents, older siblings and
friends. When this occurs, they may find themselves
choosing a major that does not utilize their innate
talents or is not consistent with their career interests.
This can lead to frustration and feelings of inadequacy.

Strategy: Stay true to your interests and be realistic
with regard to your career goals. Advice from others
can be well meaning, but pressure to conform to parental demands or society’s ideals of success can be
overwhelming to young adults who are trying to find
themselves.
✔ Know Your Coping Mechanisms
Transitional periods can be very stressful and starting
college is a major transition. When students become
overwhelmed by the volume of work or the pace of
college, avoidance techniques may start to emerge.
Here are a few avoidance techniques that can do more
harm than good, if not self-monitored.
■ Playing computer games into the early morning
hours
■ Instant messaging with friends while trying to write
a paper
■ Playing poker and other card games at the expense
of coursework
■ Watching TV or DVDs to avoid work
■ Using drugs and alcohol to avoid feelings
Strategy: Keep stress to a minimum. Studying on a
regular basis can minimize the stress of college. If you
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✔ Attend Class

To be successful in
college, students must
attend class regularly,
study for exams and
complete assignments
in a timely fashion.
Students with AD/HD
may have significant
difficulties in effectively managing their time
to meet these basic
requirements.

study a little each day, you will have ample time to
make friends and get involved with college activities.
Building a healthy support system through connections with friends, faculty and support staff will keep
you on track. If you experience difficulties with a
particular class, meet with the instructor or teaching
assistant before your grade approaches the failing level. Seek the assistance of your advisor and/or the
student disabilities office if you continue to struggle
despite the instructor’s assistance.
✔ Confront Your Fears
Students who procrastinate may feel overwhelmed and
embarrassed if they have missed an important project,
exam or assignment. Avoiding the situation can create
a host of new problems that may be more difficult to
resolve.
Strategy: Confronting your fears by being honest with
your professors and asking for help can put you back
on track. Work closely with a coach, counselor or
learning specialist to assist you with effective problem-solving skills.

Pitfall #2#Poor Time Management
To be successful in college, students must attend class
regularly, study for exams and complete assignments
in a timely fashion. Students with AD/HD may have
significant difficulties in effectively managing their
time to meet these basic requirements.
✔ Attend Class
Missing classes is the number one reason students do
poorly in college. Professors may even award points
for attendance and class participation, so this is one

aspect of students’ grades that is under their control.
Strategy: Think of college as “going to work.” This is
your full-time job! Attending classes on a regular basis
will keep you focused and aware of the course expectations. Do not give yourself the option to miss class
unless you are really sick. Once you fall behind, it is
very difficult to catch up.
✔ Participate in Class
College classes only meet for a few hours per week,
and it is important that time is spent wisely when in
class. Paying attention, taking notes, asking questions
when unsure about something and participating in
class discussions are important aspects of the learning
process. Feelings of internal restlessness also may
interfere with classroom performance (Weyandt et al.,
2003).
Strategy: Monitor your ability to stay focused on the
lecture or other class activities. Try to avoid being
distracted by your cell phone, hand-held video game
or other gadgets. One way to avoid distractions is to
sit as close to the front of the class as possible. Take
detailed notes, audiotape the lecture and/or arrange
for a note-taker. Find a classmate who is willing to
share and compare notes (to ensure accuracy) after
each class.
✔ Prepare for Exams
Unlike high school, most learning may occur outside
of the classroom. Staying on top of reading assignments, outlining chapters, creating flash cards and
practicing math problems are essential to succeeding
in college. Students with AD/HD will often procrastinate about doing homework, especially if they do not
need to hand it in or if it pertains to a course of little
interest. Because some professors may only give a
midterm and final exam, it will be difficult to learn
eight weeks of course work in two or three nights
before the exam. Students who procrastinate may feel
overwhelmed by college, and this can lead to feelings
of guilt, depression and inadequacy.
Strategy: From the first day of classes, study on a
regular basis. Homework, even when it is not
assigned, is an essential part of the learning process
and will help you to determine just how well you
know the material you will be expected to comprehend. Schedule regular study sessions during the day
or early evening. Do your work first, and then you’ll
still have time to spend with your friends. If your
college offers coaching to help you stay on track, take
advantage of it, especially during your first semester.
✔ Maintain Focus and Balance
Staying focused and maintaining balance between the
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academic and social demands of college can be a
challenge for any first-year student. This challenge
can be especially demanding for students with
AD/HD. Being independent and having an enormous
amount of freedom also means learning to be responsible and accountable for your actions.
Strategy: If motivation is an issue, start a small study
group with your classmates or a scheduled study time
with your roommate. Use a daily planner, palm device,
computer calendar or your cell phone to enter daily
activities. Students generally do not go out until later
in the night so you will have plenty of time for fun if
you can balance your academic and social responsibilities.

Pitfall #3#Not Meeting Basic Needs
With newfound independence, college students with
AD/HD may have difficulty keeping a consistent sleep
schedule, eating nutritionally balanced meals and making healthy life decisions.
✔ Establish a Healthy Sleep Schedule
College can disrupt most students’ sleep schedules
with late nights and a shift in lifestyle, but for students
with AD/HD who are being treated with stimulant
medication, this situation can be even more problematic.
Strategy: Students need to be mindful of when they
are taking their stimulant medication to optimize its
effectiveness and prevent sleep disturbances. Take your

✔ Prepare for Exams
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How Parents Can Help Students Avoid College Pitfalls

by Rob Tudisco
Although college is a transition time for students, it is also a major
transition period for parents who have guided and managed their children’s lives to this point. Many students with AD/HD have experienced
academic success, in part, because of close parental supervision. But as
students enter higher education, parental involvement may be viewed by
faculty as inappropriate for a college student. This will necessitate a shift
in parental roles: in other words, a reduction in daily involvement in
students’ lives that may be challenging for students and their parents.
In addition to the natural shift toward student independence, the laws
governing higher education are different from those governing K–12
schooling. For example, students who attend college are considered
adults (provided they are 18 or older) and are protected by the Family
Education Rights and Privacy Act (FERPA). Therefore, university staff
cannot talk to parents about confidential information, including academic activities, without the student’s permission.
Parents can help their children make a successful transition to college
by encouraging them to develop the readiness skills needed for the
greater independence and freedom college brings. Possible strategies
that parents can use to help their children avoid some of the most
common pitfalls of college include the following:
■ Help children understand their strengths and weaknesses.
■ Find out what they are really passionate about and build on it.
■ Help children learn from their mistakes, and don’t be afraid to let
them fail in a supportive environment.
■ Let them begin to take responsibility for their daily lives starting in
middle school.
■ Let them resolve their own conflicts with consultation but not direct
intervention.
■ Let them work part-time in high school;
it promotes responsibility and maturity.
■ Let them experience hard work and frustration
in small doses from an early age.
■ Guide them in decision-making rather than
making decisions for them.
■ Give them experiences of working gradually
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✔ Wake Up on Time

medication at the same time every day. Get your schoolwork done during the day and early evening so that
you do not get into the habit of taking your stimulant
medication late at night to study.
✔ Wake Up on Time
Disruptive sleep patterns can lead to missing classes.
Both morning and afternoon classes can be habitually
missed due to a student’s inability to wake up in the
morning or due to taking long afternoon naps.
Strategy: First, regulate your sleep schedule. Try to
get to bed at the same time every night during the
week and make sure that you also get an adequate
amount of sleep (seven to eight hours). Next, try to
avoid scheduling early morning (for example, 8:00
a.m.) classes. Finally, set two alarm clocks for your
morning classes. One clock should be next to your
bed and the other, which is scheduled to go off five
minutes later, should be located across the room.
✔ Develop Competent Decision-making Skills
College students need to develop good decision-making skills or at least know where to go to get sound

advice and consultation. Poor decision-making can
lead to credit card debt or legal problems and may
disrupt the educational experience.
Strategy: Begin taking responsibility for your decisions in high school. You are making decisions about
your life moment by moment. Be aware when you are
making a decision. Learn to explore your options before making a decision. Finally, consider the consequences of your decisions before you make them.
✔ Develop a Support System
Students who do not feel connected with others are
more prone to depression. A support system can assist
students with motivation, keep them on track and
provide sound consultation when needed.
Strategy: Get involved with college activities that will
provide a healthy support system and help develop
effective social skills. Get to know your professors and
develop mentoring relationships with other professional staff. Consider joining a support group for individuals with AD/HD if one is available on campus or
in the community.

✔ Develop a Support System

Conclusion
The academic, social and emotional challenges facing college
students with AD/HD can derail them from being successful in
higher education. It is, therefore, important for students and their
parents to plan for these challenges before individuals enter college and to implement strategies in a proactive fashion. Perhaps
the most important step to be taken is to identify potential
resources (for example, student disabilities office) and to use these
resources before difficulties arise. ■
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