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Why are 
you 
here? 



Today’s agenda

 Why post-secondary is such a shock to students with ADHD

 Debunk the misconceptions about ADHD

 Why Advisors are so important to these students

 How to best support students with ADHD (all students)







Why is post-secondary such a shock? 

 Rapid change in lifestyle, independence, 
and responsibility

 Much less structure and support

 Significantly more demands



Some stats…

 Between 5-8% of the population is thought to be ADHD

 Approximately 25% of students connected to disability services are ADHD

 Students with ADHD are:
 more likely to need post-secondary supports/resources

 more likely to drop out of college

 more likely to have lower grade point averages 

 more likely to be on academic probation

 if unmedicated, more likely to have issues with substances abuse/misuse





There are so many myths and misconceptions about ADHD



Top 9 ADHD myths…

1. Myth: “ADHD is a mental health 
condition”

 ADHD is a neurodevelopmental condition

 People with ADHD frequently have 
comorbidities like learning disabilities or 
mental health conditions

 The neurodiversity movement suggests 
that ADHD be described as a “difference” 
and not a “disorder”

https://www.webmd.com/add-adhd/features/what-is-neurodiversity




Top 9 ADHD myths…

2. Myth: “You can be “cured” of ADHD

 People with ADHD are not broken

 ADHD doesn’t need to be cured

 ADHD and other conditions are just 
differences in thinking and being in the 
world

 Challenges with ADHD come from trying 
to fit into a neurotypical world



Evolutionary Mismatch Theory

 From an evolutionary point of view, ADHD symptoms 
might be explained as an “evolutionary mismatch”
 current environmental demands do not fit with 

having an ADHD brain
 Only within the last few hundred years have children 

been expected to sit still and concentrate on 
academic tasks for many hours a day

Swanepoel, A., Music, G., Launer, J., & Reiss, M. (2017). How evolutionary thinking can help us to understand ADHD. BJPsych Advances, 23(6), 410-418. 
doi:10.1192/apt.bp.116.016659



How Meds help ADHD



Things that help us manage ADHD

 Exercise
 Nutrition
 Sleep
 Stress management techniques
 Taking risks, doing something new
 Music
 Systems and strategies for planning and 

organization - routines







Top 9 ADHD myths…

3. Myth: “Children can outgrow ADHD”

 We are born with ADHD
 Symptoms might present differently in adults

 Hormonal levels will be more stable

 As we grow older, we get better at coping or 
masking with our symptoms

 Part of our brain that controls executive 
functioning finishes developing between 25-30 so 
will be easier to cope with ADHD challenges



Pause….what 
are executive 
functions?



Things that 
impact our 
Executive 
Functioning

Emotional Dysregulation

Stress (financial, academic, 
relationship, parenting)

Trauma



Top 9 ADHD myths…

4. Myth: “People with ADHD just need to try harder… 
they’re just lazy”

 People are doing the best they can with the 
resources they have available to them

 Support the person, don’t punish the disability

 People with ADHD have an “interest-based” nervous 
system

 The real problem might be society’s assumption that 
everyone should behave in the same way

 With the right strategies, a person with ADHD can 
adapt and get things done



Top 9 ADHD myths…

5. Myth: “ADHD is caused by bad parenting 
or trauma”

 As mentioned earlier, ADHD is highly 
heritable 

 Many undiagnosed ADHDers are raising 
kids with ADHD

 Importantly, bad parenting is never going 
to be helpful for a child
 Although bad parenting is not a cause of 

ADHD, it could worsen a child’s symptoms 
and lead to other problems

https://www.7cups.com/forum/SupportPlus_205/ParentsofChildrenwithADHD_1247/


Top 9 ADHD myths…

6. “Only little boys can have ADHD”
 ADHD is more than “hyperactive little boys running around in classrooms”.

 Moreover, it can look different in people who have succeeded academically or 
in their careers. 

 People assigned female at birth tend to get diagnosed less frequently than 
those assigned male, and they often have the predominantly inattentive 
subtype

 One can still have ADHD if one’s not hyperactive or impulsive

 The tools we use to measure ADHD symptoms or traits are likely to be biased 
towards people identifying as males



Pause…Inattentive subtype



Top 9 ADHD myths…

6. Myth: “ADHD is a learning 
difference”

 ADHD is a 
neurodevelopmental 
conditions

 ADHD is often considered a 
medical condition because 
there are changes in the 
body that can be addressed 
with medication: i.e. 
neurotransmitter levels.

 Various parts of the brain are 
not communicating 
effectively or efficiently



Top 9 ADHD myths…

7. Myth: “People with ADHD can’t pay 
attention”

 ADHD is an issue in attention regulation

 People with ADHD have a wide attentional 
focus: they can pay attention to many 
different things

 People with ADHD often “hyper-focus”

 People with ADHD feel interest rather than 
importance, and interest helps them to 
focus



Top 9 ADHD myths…

9. Myth: “People with ADHD aren’t smart”

 ADHD has no relationship with intelligence

 Dr. Stephen Faraone:
“Smart people can have ADHD. Their high IQs 
will help them do better than the average 
person with ADHD, but they may not achieve 
their potential without appropriate diagnosis 
and treatment.”







How do you know if someone is ADHD?

You don’t, unless they tell you 

•I would ask “is there anything about you as 
a learner that would be helpful for me to 
know?”



Truth is: 
 ADHD looks very different for each 

person
 We all have significantly different 

strengths and challenges
 We have different levels of executive 

functioning challenges
 We all need some type of support



Unsupported students with ADHD are 
notoriously dysregulated

They present with: 
• Distress
• Anxiety
• Overwhelm
• Disorganization
• Low frustration tolerance
• Low decision-making ability
• Low planning skills



Emotional Dysregulation

 Occurs at the nervous system level

 Emotional dysregulation is a complex collection 
of processes that are thought to include the 
following four main aspects (Gratz & Roemer, 
2004)
 A lack of awareness, understanding, and 

acceptance of emotions

 A lack of adaptive strategies for regulating 
emotions

 Pushing down unwanted emotions

 Shutting down when experiencing emotions
Photo: @Lindsaybraman



Emotionally Dysregulated students…

 Can’t make decisions

 Can’t problem solve

 Can’t study effectively or efficiently

 Can’t take care of themselves (or others) 
very well



Consequences of this dysregulation…

 Academic probation

 Learning contracts

 Pattern of taking too many classes per semester

 Pattern of withdrawing from classes, so they don’t fail

 Failing classes because they stop going

 Conflict with instructors

 Disappearing 



Why advisors are so important…

 You are often the first point of contact for students

 You might see students multiple times per year

 Encourage students to take fewer classes to begin with

 You can help refer students to school supports

 Disability services

 Counselling

 Tutoring/academic supports

 Financial Aid/Crisis support

 Students’ Union

 Elders



If a student comes in dysregulated

 Do your best to self-regulate and see if 
you can influence their energy/mood 
(breathe and stay calm)

 Acknowledge what’s going on for them
 “I can see you are frustrated” 

 “I can see you are really upset”

 Give them the option to come back at 
another time



Other ways 
we can 
help 
students 
regulate

Eat or drink something togetherEat or 
drink

Offer a calm, quiet tone of voice Offer

Model behaviors that decrease nervous system 
arousal/breathe with them/stretchModel

Structure the environment so it is emotionally and 
physical safeStructure



When the student is regulated…

 Ask how they are managing: check-in on eating, sleep, grades

 Make notes for the student to take away with clear “action items”

 Put firm timelines on “action items” (dates and times)

 Help them make appointments to other school resources (counsellors, 
tutors, disability services)

 Make a follow-up appointment to help ensure “action items” were 
achieved

 Be patient and believe that the student is doing the best they can with the 
resources they have available



In Summary

 You are important to student success and planning

 You can help students thrive by being: 
 Student-centered

 Open

 Curious

 Patient

 Kind

 Compassionate





Questions?

THANK YOU GET IN TOUCH: 
AMY.ROWES@NIC.BC.CA
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