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The expectation 
that college should 
follow high school

May set up your emerging adult 
for failure.



Instead, set 
them up for 
success!



Progress toward 
maturity and 
independence
is rarely a straight 
line.



Gap year?
Work?
College?
Which is the best choice?



Building skills toward healthy independence:

• Sleep management – going to bed, getting up on time

• Clean clothes, regular healthy meals, 

• Automobile – oil changes, gas in the tank, speeding tickets

• Prioritizing school over play

• Choosing friends that support good choices

• Money management – needs before wants



Succeeding in 
College



Lower 
graduation 
rates – 

What’s going 
on?

1. Many stop taking medication or take it inconsistently.
2. Many never seek available supports or accommodations wanting to be 

“independent”  like their peers.
3. Dislike working with a coach and/or tutor – see it as a sign of weakness 

or failure.
4. Don’t have a sense of purpose - college is just what comes after high 

school.
5. No clear idea of careers that matches their strengths and interests.
6. Enroll in too many classes, then drop classes and feel demoralized.
7. Self-medicate with marijuana and alcohol.
8. Are unprepared to function well away from home in an environment 

that constantly lures them away from their studies.



What do
students with
ADHD report
about 
themselves?

1. Lack a daily routine, describe their days as chaotic
2. Have low motivation and tend to procrastinate
3. Can only focus on things that interest them
4. Feel discouraged by their poor academic performance
5. Have problems in interpersonal relationships – overreact
6. Constantly worry and obsess over past failures



What is a 
better path
to success?

1. Demonstrate readiness for college during senior year by 
independently waking up on time consistently for 4-6 months 

2. Get a career assessment that gives the student a clear picture of 
strengths, challenges and interests

3. Take a gap year (or two) to allow time for brain maturation

4. “Have some skin in the game” – Student takes out a loan each 
term that parents repay if grades are 3.0 or higher

5. Attend college locally while living at home, later transfer to a  
four-year school after demonstrating ability to achieve 
academically

6. Consider combining part-time work with part-time school



Strategies to 
succeed in 
college with 
ADHD

� Make choices that emphasize your strengths and interests

� Don’t just focus on avoiding areas of weakness

� “Shop” for professors who are a good match 

� Be strategic about when to take most challenging courses – 

    for example, taking a ‘tough’ required class by itself

    during the summer

• Don’t register for classes and then drop them – it’s expensive

    and discouraging.



College
Accommodations

� Extended time on tests 

� Note taker/recording lectures

� Reduced course load

� Testing in non-distracting environment

� Course substitutions – foreign language waiver
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Creating an 
ADD-friendly 
Environment 
in College

� Single room/ well-matched roommate

� Hang out with others you’d like to emulate

� Look for ways to create environment that supports your well-
being – light, space, clutter, crowding, noise

� Green breaks – research shows that exposure to natural 
environment reduces ADHD symptoms



Going to Work
after 
High School



Developing 
workplace 
skills
Builds
Maturity

� Timeliness

� Dependability

� Appropriate dress and demeanor

� Getting along with boss and coworkers

� Handling ADHD-related problems



An ADD-
friendly Career

� Focuses on areas of interest and strength

� Minimizes tasks in areas of weakness

� Good match with temperament

� Aligns with interests
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Crash landings 
– returning 
home after 
attempts at 
independence



Dealing with 
“boomerang 
kids” - 
Developing new 
relationship your 
adult child.

�Setting a contract

�Establishing responsibilities

�Setting limits

�Constructive support vs. enabling



Success
Stories!



Creativity+ Structure = Success          Teresa

� From going nowhere to

� Film school grad with

� Big film project and 

� award winning first film



Jim

� From high school failure 
and college drop out

� To maturation, 
treatment and the right 
career choice

� Became MBA with own 
successful company



Alicia

� From addiction and 
academic struggles 
(attended 6 colleges)

� To sobriety and 
athletic career

� Later earning an MBA 
(despite a math 
disability)



Tim

� From high school rebel 
to college drop out

� Then followed his 
interests

� Opened an 
audio/visual company

� Now a successful 
business owner



Heather

� Maturation, Parental 
support and Treatment

� Led to college 
graduation and 
acceptance to grad 
school



Finally 
independent!

� Independence takes 
much longer to achieve

� May take several flights 
from the nest

� Important to mark 
incremental progress 
and celebrate successes


