


 

 

  

 

 
 

  

 

  

“A gap in therapy for ADHD has been beautifully addressed by this program for managing executive 
functioning defcits in the college student population. The authors, all experts in adult ADHD, 
have distilled their years of  clinical research and expertise into a fnely honed program for this col-
lege population desperately in need of  assistance with the high executive functioning demands of 
today’s college environment. This highly useful program will be a necessary resource for anyone 
working with this ADHD population.” 

Russell A. Barkley, Ph.D., Clinical Neuropsychologist, Retired. Author, 
Taking Charge of  ADHD and Taking Charge of  Adult ADHD 

“This program is such a great resource! It takes the foundational skills that have been validated in 
adults and in high school students and applies them to the unique needs of  college students where 
there are many life-transition milestones. Modules including ‘adulting’, substance use, balancing 
independence with looping in parents, and setting the stage for next steps in the workplace make 
this set of  skills unique and highly relevant. I would highly recommend this program to any clini-
cian working with college students coping with a full-fedged diagnosis of  ADHD or with related 
symptoms.” 

Steven A. Safren, Ph.D., Professor of  Psychology, University of  Miami. Author, 
Mastering Your Adult ADHD: A Cognitive-Behavioral Treatment Program 

“Thriving in College with ADHD is exactly what clinicians are looking for. This is the right program at the 
right time for the feld. The Therapist Guide ofers a modular structure grounded in rigorous science 
with fexibility to meet individual client needs. The accompanying Student Workbook for clients is 
inviting and user-friendly with accessible language and relatable examples. The package helps clini-
cians transform science into action. Exactly what university counseling centers need right now.” 

Julie S. Owens, Ph.D., Professor of  Psychology and Co-Director 
of  the Center for Intervention Research in Schools, Ohio University 
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THRIVING IN COLLEGE WITH ADHD 

Developed by four professors who also happen to be experts in attention-defcit/hyperactivity 
disorder (ADHD), this interactive and customizable workbook provides coaching to students with 
ADHD to make skills like managing time, motivating and organizing oneself, and “adulting” a 
workable part of  everyday college life. 

Other books for college students with ADHD only describe personal experiences or just 
give advice, but this workbook promotes learning through interactive exercises and behavioral 
practice. It will allow you to address issues most relevant to your needs at whatever pace feels 
right. Modules are designed to be engaging, digestible, and activity-oriented. With practice, you 
will come away with improved skills that will help you to succeed in college and to live your best 
life. This workbook can be used on its own; however, an accompanying Thriving in College guide 
for therapists uses an approach that mirrors what you will be learning and doing. If  you have this 
workbook and are getting support from a therapist, encourage them to use the therapist guide 
along with you! 

Parents can also beneft from information in this workbook, to help their college students along 
the way and to understand ADHD and how it impacts the college years. 

Laura E. Knouse, Ph.D., is Professor of  Psychology at the University of  Richmond. She is an 
expert in CBT for adult ADHD and study skills for college students with ADHD. 

Will Canu, Ph.D., is Professor of  Psychology at Appalachian State University. His research 
focuses mainly on ADHD in adulthood, including adjustment, assessment, and interventions. 

Kate Flory, Ph.D., is Professor of  Psychology at the University of  South Carolina. She studies 
social, emotional, health, academic, and other outcomes among children, adolescents, and young 
adults with ADHD. 

Cynthia M. Hartung, Ph.D., is Professor of  Psychology at the University of  Wyoming. She 
studies the assessment and treatment of  ADHD in adolescents and emerging adults and sex/ 
gender diferences in psychopathology. 
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Introduction 

Understanding ADHD and Workbook Overview 

I Have ADHD: What Does That Mean? 

Maybe you were diagnosed with attention-defcit/hyperactivity disorder (ADHD) as a child 
and all you were told by your parents was that taking medication would help you do bet-
ter at school. Maybe you went to the doctor as a teenager and mentioned struggling with 
grades and focusing in class and your doctor wrote a prescription for Adderall or another 
medication. 

Whether you know little about ADHD or feel like you are pretty well informed, it can be helpful 
and empowering to review what having ADHD means, especially for succeeding in college. 

ADHD is a disorder with three core symptom areas: inattention, hyperactivity, and impulsiv-
ity. Hyperactivity and impulsivity are often grouped together in talking about ADHD symp-
toms. In addition, ADHD often involves difculty with feeling and acting on strong emotions 
(which is known clinically as emotional dysregulation). It is important to note that not everyone 
with ADHD has symptoms from all of  these areas. For example, some people only have symp-
toms of  inattention, which in earlier decades was referred to as attention-defcit disorder or 
ADD. Others have symptoms from two or even all three categories (see Table 0.1 for examples). 

As you probably already know, it is also important to understand that, in ADHD, the symptoms 
of  inattention, hyperactivity-impulsivity, and emotional dysregulation are chronic (they are a pat-
tern for you) and impairing (they cause problems for you). People with ADHD usually start expe-
riencing these symptoms in early childhood, and they often cause problems across many areas, 
including (a) school, (b) work, (c) family, friend, and (later on) romantic relationships, (d) leisure 
and sports activities, (e) money management, and (f) risky behaviors, that later in life include 
unsafe driving, risky sexual behavior, and drug and alcohol use problems. One thing that may 
vary over time is the amount of  difculty that these symptoms cause for you. For example, some 
people might have done okay in elementary school but encountered more difculty in middle 
school or high school. A delay in the appearance of  difculties might happen when, for example, 
a child has a teacher who is very in-tune with the child’s strengths and weaknesses and provides 
some informal accommodations (like extra time for homework assignments). 

One thing that we also know about ADHD is that having it does not mean you cannot succeed in 
your life! We personally know lots of  people who have dealt with ADHD and gone on to com-
plete college, graduate school, become leaders in their feld, and so on, and there are tons of 
others who are in the public eye who have ADHD, too. Michael Phelps and Simone Biles, 

DOI: 10.4324/9781003149620-1 
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2 Introduction 

Table 0.1 Core symptoms of  ADHD. 

Symptom Area Defnition Example 

Inattention Often having difculty following 
clearly delivered instructions, losing 
track of  the topic in conversations, 
or being distracted by things in the 
environment that are not central to 
the task at hand. 

Hyperactivity- Problems like often blurting out 
impulsivity responses before a question has 

been fully posed, making decisions 
without thinking about all the 
possible consequences, and feelings 
of  restlessness that often result in 
fdgeting. 

Emotional A tendency to react quickly and 
dysregulation intensely to your emotions. 

You are trying to fnish your homework 
for class tomorrow but can’t stay 
focused. You are distracted by your 
phone, friends working nearby, and 
pretty much everything around you. 

You have a lot of  trouble sitting through 
a lecture or standing in line because 
you would rather be moving around. 
You often make quick decisions that 
you later regret. You interrupt others 
or blurt out answers in class more 
often than your classmates. 

Your friend makes a comment that you 
fnd ofensive. You become instantly 
upset, curse your friend, and storm of. 

world-famous US gold-medal Olympians? Yep, they have ADHD. Dave Grohl, Foo Fighters 
front-man? Has ADHD. Emma Watson, amazing actor and Ivy-league graduate? You guessed 
it, she has ADHD, too. So does Ryan Gosling. Silicon Valley giant and billionaire Bill Gates, and 
IKEA founder Ingvar Kamprad have “gotten by” while having ADHD, as well. While these are 
clearly exceptional individuals, they prove a point: Just because you have ADHD does not mean 
you should sacrifce your dreams. And if  those dreams involve fnishing a college degree, well, 
we’re here to help! 

What Causes ADHD? 

The root causes and underlying mechanisms of ADHD have been the subject of much research. 
Two factors have received the most support: (a) biological and genetic factors that are thought 
of  as causes of  ADHD, and (b) environmental factors that exacerbate (make worse) symptoms of 
ADHD. Table 0.2 highlights the causal and exacerbating factors for ADHD. 

Who Has ADHD and Do They Grow Out of  It? 

One well-known truth about ADHD is that there is a gender diference in who is afected. 
Research has shown that boys are about two-to-three times more likely than girls to be diagnosed 
with ADHD. The diference is smaller in adults (three men for every two women). Girls and 
women with ADHD are more likely to experience inattention, while boys and men with ADHD 
often have more problems with hyperactivity and impulsivity. Unfortunately, this often leads to 
later identifcation of girls or women with ADHD, who are frequently the “daydreamers” in ele-
mentary school but don’t disrupt the class or perform too poorly in academics. Boys with ADHD 
more commonly engage in impulsive behaviors (e.g., pushing another student down to reach for 
an eraser instead of  fnding another) or hyperactivity (e.g., wandering into the hallway during a 



 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

Introduction 3 

Table 0.2 Things that cause ADHD or make it worse. 

Factors Examples 

Causes 
Genetics The heritability of  ADHD is quite strong, similar to some physical characteristics, 

like height. ADHD is linked to genes involving neurotransmitter regulation in 
the brain. 

Other biological Lead exposure, complications at birth (like oxygen deprivation), and brain injury 
factors have been shown to lead to ADHD symptoms. 

Might make it worse 
Nutrition Not eating breakfast has been linked to poor concentration in school for children. 

Limited intake of  specifc nutrients may be also be linked to sub-par brain functioning. 
Sleep Sleep loss is linked to impaired task completion, inattention, and emotional 

dysregulation. 
Stressors Child or spouse abuse in the home (or other major family-related disruption) is 

linked to impulsivity, inattention, and dysregulated emotions. Stress can reduce 
your capacity to concentrate. 

Environment ft Roles that require multitasking and independent work will increase ADHD 
impairment. Tasks that are frequently reinforcing, like video games, will be easier 
for people with ADHD. 

lesson), and therefore tend to be noticed and then referred earlier to health professionals or school 
staf for intervention. Have you been diagnosed with ADHD? If  so, do you know how old you 
were when you were frst identifed as having ADHD? 

You may have wondered about whether ADHD occurs only in the United States. Studies have 
been conducted now on every continent in the world, and while these have shown some difer-
ences in how many children and adults have ADHD across countries, the take-home message is 
clear: ADHD is a real disorder that is seen worldwide and has been documented by doctors since 
the late 1700s. 

Finally, while we used to think that ADHD only occurred in children and adolescents, it is now 
understood that ADHD often continues into adulthood. In fact, it is not very unusual for ADHD 
to be frst diagnosed in college, because symptoms were either not disruptive or at least not prob-
lematic enough to warrant professional attention, earlier. It is important to note that all people 
with ADHD (or their parents or siblings or teachers) should, however, be able to recall some prob-
lems with inattention, hyperactivity-impulsivity, and/or emotional dysregulation in childhood. 

The way ADHD looks for adults can difer across individuals. Some people with ADHD have 
many symptoms and meet diagnostic criteria in both childhood and adulthood. Others have 
fewer symptoms as adults than they did as kids, and therefore only partially meet the “ofcial” 
diagnostic criteria. However, many like this still experience daily problems related to their remain-
ing symptoms. Still others are negatively afected by ADHD as children but either learn to cope 
with their symptoms as adults or choose careers that do not require too much concentration, so 
they seem like they do not really have ADHD anymore. And some children with ADHD – probably 
mainly in mild cases – do somehow seem to “grow out of ” their symptoms. Which one of these 
describes your experience with ADHD? 



 

 

4 Introduction 

So, How Does ADHD Afect College Students Like Me? 

In people of  all ages, the symptoms of  ADHD usually occur along with what is known as execu-
tive functioning (EF) problems. Let’s talk about EF and its impact on functioning in college. EF 
involves several specifc cognitive (thinking) abilities related to self-regulation. These abilities include 
set-shifting (the ability to purposefully shift your attention back and forth between tasks), working 
memory (taking in, using, and manipulating information in your mind), inhibition (the ability to 
delay a response), and maintaining sustained attention (like you need in many activities that aren’t 
“fun”). These abilities are the building blocks for planning and goal setting, completion of  com-
plex tasks that require lots of  efort, and successful social interactions. EF also helps us to regulate 
our thoughts, feelings, and behaviors, and to manage our time and energy. All of  these abilities 
are critical to success in college. So, it should be clear how people with ADHD who have problems 
with EF often also have difculty in college. 

The greatest challenge that all college students face is the complicated task of  mastering inde-
pendent living in a setting that is intellectually and organizationally challenging. Gone are the 
highly structured days of  high school with a class scheduled every period, where parents, teachers, 
and administrators helped to keep you on task and in the right location and often provided special 
in-class learning assistance or at-home help with organization. This transition also means you will 
let go of  the help provided by your parents or other guardians. No one is there to make you start 
and focus on homework after class. No one is there to ensure that steps are taken early enough to 
complete long-term projects. No one is there to provide money on a need-to-have basis. For any 
college student, assuming all of  the responsibility that such independence entails can be difcult, 
if  not overwhelming. However, for those afected by ADHD and EF problems, all of  this is so much harder. 

Consider a college freshman named Drew who has ADHD and difculties with EF. Drew is 
very smart but has problems with staying organized and planning ahead. In elementary, middle, 
and even high school, Drew’s parents oversaw his daily home schedule, including time for home-
work. They helped him plan for big school projects and schedule adequate time for studying for 
tests. Drew’s teachers also helped him and the other students stay organized by breaking up long-
term projects into smaller parts with deadlines and giving outlines for in-class lectures. Drew had 
a curfew, and his parents had rules for completing his schoolwork before he could hang out with 
friends. 

In college, although he is intellectually capable of  doing the work, Drew is falling behind in all 
of  his classes. He has missed the deadlines for multiple assignments and has not studied for exams 
in advance, resulting in poor grades. Drew is also having trouble keeping his dorm room clean 
and organized; he often cannot fnd his textbooks or other materials that he needs for class. He is 
also having trouble staying focused and taking notes in class when the professors give unstructured 
lectures, which they often do. Finally, feeling discouraged about his school performance, Drew 
is fnding it harder and harder to motivate himself to attend classes and study when there are so 
many other fun social opportunities with friends. 

Perhaps some aspects of  Drew’s experiences are similar to yours in college so far. Perhaps you 
are just hoping to avoid these sorts of  problems. Either way, you have come to the right place! 

How Will This Workbook Help Me? 

We (the authors of  this workbook) are all college professors who teach and mentor undergraduate 
students. We are also licensed clinical psychologists who specialize in research on and treatments 
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for college students with ADHD. Collectively, we have over 60 years of  experience working with 
students like you. In this workbook, we have put together a set of  skills that address the biggest 
problems that college students with ADHD and EF difculties face. The skills we present are 
straightforward, although it will likely take practice to get them to be a solid part of your routine. 
The skills are based on research evidence about what helps youth and adults with ADHD, and our 
own clinical experience providing treatments to college students with ADHD. We have seen many 
college students with ADHD master these skills and make big improvements in their academics, 
personal relationships, and other aspects of  their lives. We are confdent that these skills will help 
you too! 

How Do I Use This Workbook? 

This workbook is organized into six skillset sections, each addressing a topic that is often challeng-
ing for college students with ADHD and EF problems. These topics include: 

• organization and time management skills 
• professional learner skills (like taking quality lecture notes and fnding your ideal study space) 
• skills for thinking and acting diferently 
• skills for taking good care of  yourself  (like getting good sleep, exercising, and reducing sub-

stance use) 
• skills for building strong relationships 
• skills for efective “adulting” (which includes life skills such as taking care of  your money and 

your living space). 

Take a look at the table of contents. As you will see, each skillset contains multiple modules, 
each of  which addresses a very specifc skill within that section topic. We’ve designed this book 
so that you can use it fexibly. If  you are using this workbook with a therapist, you will work with 
them to plan out which skills to work on and in what order. If  you are using the workbook on your 
own, you can select the skillsets and modules that seem most helpful to you or that best address 
the main problems you’re facing in coping with ADHD. Or you can start from the beginning, and 
go skill by skill, module by module. It’s up to you! 

Either way, we strongly recommend that you begin with Skillset 1 on Organization 
and Time Management, because these skills serve as a foundation for everything 
that comes after. 

Throughout the workbook, you will fnd lots of  examples, worksheets, and activities. There 
are also some questions at the beginning of  each skillset that will guide you in choosing the mod-
ules in that section likely to be most helpful for you. In addition, we’ve added a few “road signs” 
throughout the book to help you easily identify particular kinds of information. You can use the 
key below to learn more. 

Caution! 

This symbol indicates a place where we want to warn you about a common challenge or particu-
larly sticky issue related to using the skills in this book. When you see a caution sign, be sure to 
review the information and consider whether it applies to your situation. 



 

 

  
 
 
 

 

 

 

 

 

6 Introduction 

Focus on Your Goals 

We use this symbol when we think it might be helpful to remind yourself why you’re striving to use the 
skills in this book. When the going gets tough, it can be helpful to remind yourself  what your goals are – 
whether it’s getting good grades, working more efciently so that you have time to do things other than 
studying, or working more efectively to keep your stress level low. Be sure to complete the following 
section on motivation (Introduction part 2) – you’ll need it as you work through the skills in this book. 

Support System 

We use this symbol when we think there might be a useful source of  help outside of  this book. 
We’ll explain the type of  help available and talk about how to go about getting it. 

 Go Deeper 

We use this symbol when we have additional sources of  knowledge we’d like to recommend about 
a particular topic. If  you’re curious to learn more, you can fnd it here. When possible, we’ll 
include a link to resources that can be accessed online. 

I have more questions about ADHD, treatments, or accommodations. 

That’s great! One way to take ownership over your ADHD is to learn all you can about it and 
how it can be treated or accommodated at school or at work. Here are some links to resources 
from Children and Adults with Attention-Defcit/Hyperactivity Disorder (CHADD) the largest 
ADHD advocacy organization in the United States. ADHD experts review this information and 
make sure it’s up to date and accurate. 

Do I really have ADHD? How do I know if  it’s the right diagnosis for me? 

Assessment and Diagnosis of  ADHD in Adults: https://chadd.org/for-adults/diagnosis-of-
adhd-in-adults/ 

What about medication? 
Medication Management of  ADHD in Adults: https://chadd.org/for-adults/medication-

management/ 
Should I get therapy for my ADHD? 
Cognitive Behavioral Therapy for ADHD in Adults: https://chadd.org/for-adults/cognitive-

behavioral-therapy/ 
Should I get accommodations for ADHD in college or at work? 
Legal Rights and Accommodations in Higher Education and the Workplace: https://chadd. 

org/for-adults/legal-rights-in-higher-education-and-the-workplace/ 

https://chadd.org
https://chadd.org
https://chadd.org
https://chadd.org
https://chadd.org
https://chadd.org
https://chadd.org
https://chadd.org


 

 
 

_________________________________________________________________________ 

_________________________________________________________________________ 

_________________________________________________________________________ 

_________________________________________________________________________ 

_________________________________________________________________________ 

_________________________________________________________________________ 

_________________________________________________________________________ 

Introduction 7 

Get Motivated 

Learning new things can be hard, so in this short section we’ll use some solid psychology strategies 
to help you get “In It to Win It”, so to speak. Throughout this workbook, we’ll be asking you to 
try out some new things that may honestly feel clunky at frst. You don’t need to be perfect, but 
you do need to be willing to try out the skills in your real life and make changes if  things don’t 
work out the frst time. The key is to tweak each skill so that it fts into YOUR life, and that can 
take some practice. 

But maybe you’re thinking, “Okay, I’ve tried to use tricks to work on my ADHD before and it 
hasn’t worked for me”, or you’re worried about whether you’ll be able to follow through. You may 
not trust the You of  the Future to get it done. 

There is some truth to the idea that ADHD itself  can make follow-through more of  a struggle. 
You didn’t ask to have ADHD! But we also know from our experience working with college stu-
dents like you and from scientifc research that students like you can and do learn to use skills that 
help them thrive with their ADHD. These strategies aren’t something you’re born with; they’re 
new habits that you can learn with practice. Our behaviors and even our brains can grow and 
change. Remember, like any new skill: 

You Can Improve Your Ability to Manage ADHD 

Since you’ve made it this far in your education, you’ve actually probably learned hundreds of  new 
skills across your lifetime. Let’s do a quick thinking and writing exercise about this. First, think of 
a skill that you’ve learned in your life as a result of practice. This could be an academic skill (read-
ing, writing, or math) or one related to a sport, artistic, or musical pursuit. 

A skill I’ve learned through practice is: 

How difcult was this skill to learn? Did you experience any setbacks? If  so, describe them: 

How did you respond when you experienced these setbacks? What kinds of  strategies or help 
did you use to move forward: 

Great! That’s good evidence that you can do hard things. :) 
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8 Introduction 

Take Your Motivation Temperature 

It’s impossible to be equally motivated to do all the things all the time, so it can be helpful 
to refect on your current motivation level before we get started. We’re going to use a quick 
thinking exercise developed by psychologists who study what motivates people (Case West-
ern Reserve University, 2010). Answer the following questions to uncover your sources of 
motivation. 

How important is it to learn skills to better manage ADHD right now (Figure 0.1)? 
Choose a number: 

Figure 0.1 Importance of  change scale. 

Write the number you chose here: ____________ 

Did you write zero (0)? If  not, for how important this change is, why did you choose that number 
and not a zero (0)? 

What would it take for you to get from the number you chose to the very next number? 

How confdent are you about learning skills to better manage ADHD (Figure 0.2)? 
Choose a number: 

Figure 0.2 Confdence in change scale. 
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Write the number you chose here: ____________ 

Did you write zero (0)? If not, for your confdence in making this change, why did you choose 
that number and not a zero (0)? 

What would it take for you to get from the number you chose to the very next number? 

Notice anything interesting about what came up in your responses? It’s important to recognize 
that there’s no “correct” level of  motivation and that motivation is naturally going to go up 
and down over time – you’ve got a lot on your plate! But, if  you feel your motivation waning, 
you can always come back to this exercise to tap into the reasons that making this change was – 
and might still be – important to you. And, you should also remind yourself  of  something 
we call: 

Your Big Why 

A Big Why is a “big picture”, meaningful and personal reason why you want to make a change 
in your life. A Big Why isn’t about simply getting papers turned in on time or getting good grades 
(although those things are nice!), it’s about how you want to be in the world with respect to areas you 
value. 

For example, think for a moment, in each of  these areas, could your life be diferent if  you were 
able to better manage ADHD? If  so, how? 

• Family Relationships 
• Friendships 
• Intimate Relationships 
• Life-Long Learning 
• Life’s Work 
• Recreation 
• Health and Well-Being 
• Spirituality 
• Community 

We know this might seem like heavy stuf when all you’re trying to do is make it through the day 
in college, but we frmly believe that learning the skills in this book can actually help you live a 
more vital, meaningful life – to actually thrive with your ADHD. And, when the going gets 
tough, it’s these meaningful Big Whys that can really keep you trying again. 

So, for you, right now, which area of  life we just listed is most meaningful to you? Which area 
could grow the most if  you were able to better manage ADHD? Write it here: 



 

  

  

  

 

10 Introduction 

Now, write down three ways that this area would “look diferent” if  you could better manage 
ADHD: 

1. __________________________________________________________________________ 

2. __________________________________________________________________________ 

3. __________________________________________________________________________ 

Congratulations! You’ve identifed your frst Big Why. We recommend that you fip back to this 
page anytime you need to remind yourself  why you’re on this journey to begin with. And, you 
can always repeat this exercise to identify new Whys as they emerge. Finally, throughout the work-
book, we’ll also remind you to remind yourself of  your Big Whys using this symbol: 

Congratulations! Let’s Get Started! 

Reference 

Case Western Reserve University. (2010). Readiness Ruler. Center for Evidence-Based Practices. https:// 
case.edu/socialwork/centerforebp/resources/readiness-ruler 

https://case.edu
https://case.edu


 

 

  
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 

 1 Organization, Time Management, 
and Planning 

Module 1.0 Why It Matters and Roadmap 

Organizational skills are about fguring out what you need to do when and then actually doing 
it. Strategies for organization and time management include efective use of  personal planners, 
task lists, and prioritization techniques. With everything going on in college, these skills will be 
vital to your success as a student. But . . . it’s rare that anyone actually teaches students how to do 
these things. People usually fgure things out pretty haphazardly through trial-and-error. Organi-
zation and time management are hard for most college students. Unfortunately, for students with 
attention-defcit/hyperactivity disorder (ADHD) and executive functioning (EF) problems, these 
skills can be especially hard to learn and maintain. You have to balance new responsibilities, more 
independence, and probably lots of  social opportunities. This means you have a lot that can dis-
tract you from developing better organizational habits. 

The sooner you learn these skills and learn how to use them consistently, the greater the 
beneft. Some research has suggested that, with the right instruction and support, even mid-
dle schoolers can efectively implement organizational skills. And now with the help of this 
workbook and your willingness to try out some new strategies, so can you! But don’t worry – 
learning some new skills won’t take away all your spontaneity and spunk. Instead, being more 
organized and planful in your life will help you be less stressed with the demanding work in 
college and you can carry those helpful habits with you after graduation and into “The Real 
World”. 

Organizational skills help reduce unpleasant surprises. They provide a structure for you to keep 
track of  when assignments are due and when exams will be happening so you can choose how to 
best use your time and energy. Organization can also help you to get past low motivation that you 
might experience to work on more complex assignments, like papers that require a lot of  thought, 
research, and writing. This can be accomplished by breaking all the tasks and subtasks that are 
necessary for completion of  such an assignment into manageable chunks. Students often fnd this 
a much easier path to completion because it provides a steady stream of  accomplishment that is 
motivating and a to-do-next list that is not overwhelming. 

While there’s a seemingly endless list of  organizational strategies that might be helpful, we’ve 
found that these key skills provide the most beneft: 

• Adopt and consistently use a calendar and task or to-do list system 
• Systematically prioritize tasks based on urgency and importance 
• Break tasks into smaller steps to prevent procrastination and increase satisfaction 
• Reward yourself for completing tasks using a “when-then” rule 

DOI: 10.4324/9781003149620-2 

https://doi.org/10.4324/9781003149620-2
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How Good Am I at Organization Now? 

ADHD impacts diferent people in diferent ways. For example, you might be great at using a 
planner to keep track of upcoming commitments, appointments, and tasks, but be really chal-
lenged in prioritizing work on important, long-term projects. So, step one for you is to do some 
self-assessment to identify where you actually have room to grow in terms of  organizational skills 
before you proceed with the modules in this section. 

Self-Assessment of  Organizational Skills. Complete the following worksheet, based on 
how these apply to you on a day-to-day basis in recent memory (about the last six months). 
Circle one response per item, using this scale: 0 = Never, 1 = Sometimes, 2 = Often, 
3 = Very Often. 

1. I have difculty with attendance or being late at school or work 0 1 2 3 

2. I have difculty keeping appointments (doctor, professor, etc.) 0 1 2 3 

3. I have trouble keeping track of  when tests are scheduled or when assignments are due 0 1 2 3 

4. I have difculty getting to bed at a reasonable time. 0 1 2 3 

5. I have problems getting ready to leave for the day. 0 1 2 3 

6. Others do important things for me (parents, friends, roommates, etc.) 0 1 2 3 

7. I have problems getting work done efciently (completing assignments, etc.). 0 1 2 3 

8. I have problems getting started on tasks at school and/or work 0 1 2 3 

9. I have problems working to my potential (assignments are rushed or missing, etc.). 0 1 2 3 

10. I use the internet, social media, video games, or TV excessively or inappropriately.* 0 1 2 3 

11. I have problems keeping up with chores (laundry, dishes, shopping, etc.).* 0 1 2 3 

12. I have problems managing money (paying bills on time, sticking to my budget, etc.).* 0 1 2 3 

*Note: This workbook contains additional skills for these areas; however, we strongly recommend you 
complete Skillset 1 frst because it builds a crucial foundation. 

Alright, now that you have completed that inventory, there are a few diferent ways to look at 
the results. Each will give you diferent information about how your organizational skills work for 
you now. 

First: Have you answered more than two of  the questions with a “2” or a “3” (i.e., 
Often or Very Often – the grayed out numbers)? If  so, this is a broad indicator that organization 
is something that you can improve, and that doing so may make a diference in your life. So, this 
Skillset is the right place for you. If you are reading this, the chances are that you have circled 
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several answers in this range, but if  not then you may want to consider focusing on other Skillsets 
in the book in order to maximize your immediate benefts. 

Second: Consider your responses on items 1–3 (top section) and 4–12 (bottom section). Broadly, 
items in the top section correspond roughly to keeping and efectively using a calendar 
and items in the bottom section correspond to prioritization, organization, and comple-
tion of tasks. Look at the number of  “2” or “3” responses you have in these areas. Having one 
or more 2’s or 3’s in the top section, means you may urgently need to focus on selecting and 
implementing a calendar and basic task list system (Modules 1.1 and 1.2). Two or more 2’s 
or 3’s in the bottoms section indicates you should learn skills to prioritize tasks and motivate 
yourself  to complete them (Modules 1.3, 1.4, and 1.5). 

Make Your Plan 

Given what you have learned about (a) what organizational skills are and (b) how well you may 
“do organization” already, think about the following list of  organizational modules, and check the 
ones you need to complete in the “In my plan?” column. 

In our experience, nearly ALL students could improve on their calendar and task list 
system, so we strongly recommend starting there. 

Remember, you do not have to tackle these all at once! Take the modules one step at a time, 
because these skills really build on each other. 

Organization and Time Management Skills Plan 

In my plan? Done Module Pages 

Module 1.1: Choose Your Calendar and Task List 13–18 

Module 1.2: Use Your Calendar and Task List Efectively 18–25 

Module 1.3: Set Your Priorities 25–27 

Module 1.4: Make Yourself  Do Things 27–32 

Module 1.5: Get Unstuck From Procrastination 32–38 

Module 1.1 Choose Your Calendar and Task List 

The frst and one of  the most important steps to getting organized is to choose and begin using a 
calendar and task list system. Your calendar will help you keep track of  your daily schedule and 
activities and manage your time, while your task list will be where you keep track of  things you 
need to do, like assignments for school. 
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Most college students are really busy with classes, social events, clubs and organizations, intern-
ships, jobs, and other activities. You also have to ft in studying for exams, completing projects, 
doing errands and chores, exercising, seeing your family and friends, eating meals, and sleeping. 
You get the point! Many of  these activities require multiple steps over an extended period of  time 
and some require special materials. 

Using a calendar and task list system is the key to getting organized and getting things done 
in all of  these areas. It is very difcult to efectively organize, manage one’s time, or plan for 
the future without a written (or electronic) record to work from. This is true for individuals 
without ADHD and EF problems, and especially true for those with these difculties. Also, 
imagine how much “brain space” is used up by holding all these activities and tasks in your 
mind. Essentially, a calendar and task list can be thought of  as a necessary lifeline when it 
comes to organization and time management. And, these tools can “free up brain space” 
so that you can be more efcient and efective in actually completing your activities and 
assignments. 

You and Calendars 

Do you currently use a calendar system to keep track of  appointments, events, 
and due dates? If  so, what kind of  system do you use (e.g., paper planner, elec-
tronic calendar app) and how well is it working? If  you don’t currently use a cal-
endar, have you ever used one? What was that like? 

Check Which of  the Following Best Applies to You 

 My calendar system works SO WELL! I don’t need to do anything diferently. 
 My calendar system works pretty well but I think I could make some 

improvements. 
 I use a calendar system . . . sometimes. I defnitely need to fnd a way to use it 

more consistently. 
 I don’t currently use a calendar system at all, but I’m willing to give it a try! 

Great! If  your current system works SUPER WELL, then keep doing what you’re doing! Oth-
erwise, read on for tips on fnding a good calendar system to try or re-committing to what you 
currently use. 

You and Task Lists 

Do you currently use a task list system to keep track of what things you need to 
remember to do? If  so, what kind of  system do you use (e.g., paper and pencil, 
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sticky notes, task list app) and how well is it working? If  you don’t currently use a 
task list, have you ever used one? What was that like? 

Check Which of  the Following Best Applies to You 

 My task list system works SO WELL! I don’t need to do anything diferently. 
 My task list works pretty well but I think I could make some improvements. 
 I use a task list . . . sometimes. I defnitely need to fnd a way to use it more 

consistently. 
 I don’t currently use a task list at all, but I’m willing to give it a try! 

If  your current system works SUPER WELL, then keep up the good work! Otherwise, read on for 
tips on fnding a good task list system to try or re-committing to what you currently use. 

You may have tried using a calendar and task list in the past, but found they were not helpful. 
Often, we have discovered that when a calendar or task list system is not helpful for a student, it is 
because the student was not using it daily or for a long enough period of  time for it to be helpful. 
Or, maybe the student was not including all of  their important activities and assignments on the 
calendar and task list. In this chapter, we will guide you through selecting a calendar and task list 
system. In the next chapter, we will cover how to use your calendar and task list system efectively 
to get and stay organized. 

If  you have not had a good experience with using a calendar system in the past, 
you may have some concerns about life being “too scheduled” if  you begin using 
a calendar. One thing we often tell our students who have this concern is that it is 

possible to both stick to a calendar and task list system and be spontaneous. For example, 
perhaps you will carefully schedule most hours of your weekdays in order to ft in classes, 
club activities, and your job. But, on the weekends, you will leave large blocks of  time open 
for relaxation or “to-be-decided” activities, and in these times, you can be spontaneous. 
Or perhaps, on weekends, instead of  scheduling all your tasks on your calendar, you create 
a to-do list of  tasks that need to be completed before the weekend is over. Then, you ft 
these tasks around other activities that you spontaneously do. Even if  you are skeptical of 
being “too scheduled”, we urge you to give a calendar and task list system a fair try by 
working through this chapter and the next one. We bet you will fnd these tools to be as 
useful as we do! 
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Select Your Calendar System 

Your calendar can be paper or electronic. Calendar systems commonly used by our students 
include paper-and-pencil planners, Google Calendar, Outlook, and Apple Calendar. Here (Figure 1.1) 
is an example of  a college student’s Google Calendar. Outlook and Apple Calendar look very similar. 

One size does not ft all, so you should choose the best calendar system for you. However, one 
very important factor in choosing your system is that it needs to be available to you at all 
times. This is because updating and checking your calendar frequently is the best way to use it 
efectively. 

Most college students have already developed the habit of having their phone with them at all 
times, and because of  this we often encourage our students to pick a smartphone-based calendar 
app. Other benefts of  this choice include the possibility of  online or computer-based back-up for 
such calendars, most smartphone calendar apps are free, and also there’s a lower likelihood of 
losing the calendar since you may be in the habit of  keeping your phone with you already. 

However, some students do not have smartphones or may simply prefer a paper-and-pencil cal-
endar, and this is usually fne, as long as it is a size and format that will allow you to have it with 
you at all times in a pocket, a backpack, or a purse. 

Figure 1.1 Example Google Calendar. Google and the Google logo are trademarks of  Google LLC. 



 

 

  

 

 

  
 
 
 
 
 
 

  

Organization, Time Management, and Planning 17 

I’ll Use A/An 

 App-based calendar, specifcally: _______________________________________________ 

 Check here when you’ve downloaded the app and fgured out how to pull it up on your 
computer, too 

 Paper calendar 

 Check here when you’ve purchased the calendar or ordered it online 

Select Your Task List System 

Your task list may be integrated with your calendar system (e.g., a list within Outlook or Google Cal-
endar) or separate from it (e.g., a pad of  paper or Trello). Task list systems commonly used by our 
students and colleagues include paper-and-pencil lists, dry-erase boards, Trello, Google Keep, Google 
Calendar list, Apple Notes, and Apple Reminders. See Figure 1.2 for an example of  a college student’s 
task list using Trello. 

Again, the advantage of electronic lists is that they can be readily accessed. Applications 
like Trello are internet-based and can be accessed from any computer or smartphone. In 
addition, electronic calendar applications can double as a task list by entering tasks to be 
completed on the current day or later, depending on the urgency. For instance, one student 
noted that he schedules tasks as “all day” events in his electronic daily calendar, which tend 
to be highlighted and easy to see in the schedule and yet do not interfere with hour-to-hour 
appointments or activity listings. Such “events” (or, in this case, tasks) can also be set to repeat 
such that they appear every day until completed, when the student can delete future occur-
rences of  the task. 

Figure 1.2 Example task list created with Trello. The authors are not afliated with Trello and Trello does 
not endorse the contents of  this workbook. 
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I’ll Use A/An 

 App-based task list, specifcally: ________________________________________________ 

 Check here when you’ve downloaded the app and fgured out how to pull it up on your 
computer, too 

 Paper task list 

 Check here when you’ve gotten your paper list or ordered one online 

Go for It! 

In the next module, we will cover how to use your calendar and task list systems efectively to get 
and stay organized. In preparation, if  you selected an electronic calendar and task list, download 
the applications onto your smartphone and computer and familiarize yourself  with their formats 
before you begin the next module. If  you selected a paper-and-pencil calendar or task list, pur-
chase these items before you move ahead. 

Regardless of  which system you selected, in preparation for the tasks in the next module, begin 
collecting your class syllabi, club and activity schedules, work or internship schedules, and other 
listings of  your required assignments, activities, and tasks. In the next chapter, we will review how 
to enter these items on your calendar and task list and how to use these new systems efectively. 

Your Task List 

 Check here when you’ve got your calendar app or planner 
 Check here when you’ve got your task list app or paper list 
 Check here when you’ve gathered your class syllabi and other schedules into one 

place (paper folder or electronic folder) 

Module 1.2 Use Your Calendar and Task List Efectively 

Welcome back! Now that you have chosen and gotten your hands on your calendar and task list 
systems, we’re going to talk about how best to use them. 

Setting Up Your Calendar and Task List 

The frst step is to: 

 add all of  your regularly scheduled classes, appointments, meetings, and extra-
curricular events (e.g., club meetings) to your calendar (Figure 1.3). 

You can use your class syllabi and other materials you gathered after the last chapter to help with 
this task. You may believe that you do not need to include your recurring classes, appointments, 
meetings, and the like on your calendar since you might have your schedule for those memorized. 
However, there are two big benefts to adding these regular events to your schedule. 

First, entering all classes, work or internship times, and regular appointments or meetings into 
the calendar is helpful for making sure that you do not forget to go to these things! 
Because ADHD and EF problems can make it hard to remember things and plan ahead, many 
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students with ADHD forget to attend these regularly scheduled events even if  they generally 
have their schedule memorized. Having these on your calendar serves as a reminder to attend, 
and also, for electronic calendar systems, you can set an alarm to remind you of  an event that is 
coming up, say in 15 minutes. Do you sometimes lose track of  time and forget to attend class or 
a meeting? 

Second and maybe more importantly, entering these events on your calendar is critical for 
being able to see how much time you have available to complete other things on 
your task list before, after, or in-between classes or regularly scheduled appointments/meet-
ings and, thus, learn to manage your time. For example, if you have a block of time open 
between classes, you might add to your schedule to study in the library for an upcoming test 
during that time. 

Many students fnd it helpful to color-code events on their calendars by using a diferent color 
for each type of  event. For example: 

classes=blue 
work=yellow 
internship=red 
extracurricular meetings=green 

Figure 1.3 Calendar with recurring weekly events. Google and the Google logo are trademarks of  Google LLC. 
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If  you’re using an electronic calendar, you don’t need to enter repeated events individually. 
You can set the recurrence of  these events – for example, adding your Chem 101 class at 10:30 
every Tuesday and Thursday. Do a search for “how to set recurrence” for whatever calendar 
app you’re using. Additional tip: You can also set the location of  events or add a Zoom link 
right on the event so you’ll have it when you need it! 

Once you have entered all of your class meeting times and regularly scheduled commitments 
into your calendar, the second step is to: 

 transfer all exam dates and assignment due dates from your course syllabi to 
your calendar and also add them to your task list (Figure 1.4). 

If  you are using an electronic calendar system, it works well to add these due dates as an “all day 
event” at the top of  a day’s calendar. Be sure to add a reminder notifcation or email! You should also 
add these items to your task list with due dates, starting with the ones that are coming up the soonest. 

Figure 1.4 Calendar with assignment due dates at the top. Google and the Google logo are trademarks of 
Google LLC. 
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Once you have entered due dates for items required for your classes into the calendar, the third 
step is to: 

 schedule in regular study times and times to work on class assignments. 

For example, if you have weekly Spanish quizzes on Friday, you might schedule in blocks of 
time earlier that week for studying. Likewise, if  you typically have papers due on Tuesdays, you 
might schedule writing time blocks several days prior. Right now, you might not have a very good 
sense of  how much time you need to schedule to complete each project or study for an exam, but 
make your best guess and you can determine later if  it was enough, too little, or too much time, 
and adjust your schedule moving forward. 

For the fourth step, you should: 

 enter meal times, travel times, and times for exercise on your calendar as well 
as any non-recurring special events. 

This includes school breaks and social events with friends. Here is an example of  what your fnal 
calendar for a given week might look like (Figure 1.5): 

Figure 1.5 Example of  fnal weekly calendar. Google and the Google logo are trademarks of  Google LLC. 
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If  you have not previously used a calendar and task list system, it may feel very 
overwhelming to begin entering information into these tools. This can be a pro-
cess that takes some time, so we urge you to set aside a couple of  hours to com-

plete the task of  setting up your calendar and task list systems. (Try to make it fun! 
Maybe you need a Scheduling playlist.) That way, you will not feel rushed or frustrated 
with how long it is taking. We have found that once students have gone through this 
process for one or two semesters, they are usually less overwhelmed with the task. And, 
the big payofs are less stress, better readiness for tests and other assignments, and fewer 
missed opportunities. 

Check Your Calendar and Task List Regularly 

Now that you have created your calendar and task list systems, the fnal step is checking 
and updating your calendar and task list regularly. We typically suggest that you 
check and update these tools at least three times per day. To develop a habit of  doing this, 
it is helpful to connect or “yoke” this to a daily activity (e.g., while drinking cofee in the morn-
ing, while brushing teeth at night). For example, a student might check their calendar and task 
list at night before going to bed to get an overview of  what the next day will look like, again in 
the morning before leaving the house, and mid-day right after lunch. It does not matter exactly 
when you check your calendar and task list, as long as you get in the habit of  referencing it 
several times a day. 

Some students have found it difficult to remember to check their calendar and task list 
regularly despite yoking this to daily activities. In these situations, students have used other 
methods to remember to check their calendar and task list, including setting an alarm on 
their phone, keeping the calendar or task list open on their computer screen, or putting a 
sticky note on their refrigerator handle (to remind them to check before having breakfast in 
the morning and before dinner). No matter which strategies you use to regularly check your 
calendar and task list, we are certain that you will find these tools to be most useful when 
you do. 

In addition to checking your calendar and task list regularly, you should update your calen-
dar immediately when you schedule a new appointment, receive a new assignment, or think 
of  something that needs to be completed. This is the best way to keep track of  your schedule and 
be certain that you will not forget to attend an appointment. 

I’ll plan to check and update my calendar and task list daily at the following 
times (times of  day OR while doing something you regularly do daily): 

 Check here when you’ve set up reminders for these, if  appropriate. 
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Optimize Use of  Your Calendar and Task List 

In addition to checking and updating your calendar and task list system regularly, there are some 
ways to optimize your use of  these tools: 

1. Use Your Calendar to Keep Track of  How Much Time Is Spent on Tasks 

Many people have had the experience of  tasks taking longer than planned. In addition, most of 
us have thought that there are not enough hours in the day to complete all of  the things that we 
need to do. Individuals with ADHD and EF problems actually have more difculty than others in 
estimating how much time has passed or how long it will take to fnish something. Because unre-
alistic task-time estimates can sabotage students’ efort to improve organizational skills and related 
academic performance (e.g., your motivation might decrease after repeated late- or all-nighters 
to fnish tasks where the amount of time and efort needed were poorly judged), it may be most 
helpful to incorporate a time-tracking exercise early in your use of  a calendar in order to inform 
your planning and time management. 

Try keeping a log of  how your time is spent over the course of a few days. For example, if  you 
learn that making dinner, eating dinner, and doing the dishes consistently takes 45 minutes, then 
you will know how much time to allocate for that activity in the future. Likewise, if  you learn that 
it takes approximately 4 hours to study for an exam to earn your desired grade, you will know 
to plan that much study time into your schedule for upcoming exams. You can actually use your 
calendar to log or track the time needed for a given task by adding these tasks to your calendar 
and then making notes about how long they actually took after the task is complete. 

2. Reschedule Unfnished Tasks for Tomorrow 

If  you allocated two hours today to fnish an English paper, but you were not able to complete it (either 
because the time was too short or for other reasons), you should schedule additional time in the next 
day or two to fnish the paper. The rescheduling of  unfnished tasks is a good activity to do when you 
look at your calendar at the end of  each day and look ahead to the next day or two. This process of 
evaluating whether a task was completed, and if  not, rescheduling it for tomorrow, will also help you 
to gain a better sense of  how long it will take to complete similar tasks and assignments in the future. 

3. Make Better Use of  “Time Cracks” in Your Day 

The term “time cracks”, coined by psychologist Mary Solanto (2011), is used to describe relatively 
short periods of  time (e.g., 10–30 minutes between classes or meetings) that can easily get spent on 
less meaningful activities (e.g., surfng the internet, checking social media, playing a mobile game). 
Use your calendar to notice when these time cracks occur and search your task list for items that 
will ft in the cracks and can be quickly completed. For instance, 20 minutes between classes could 
be used to schedule a dentist appointment, respond to an important email, review your budget, 
grab some lunch, or proofread an essay. 

Some students schedule tasks on their calendar for their time cracks, or keep a separate “menu” 
of  tasks that can be completed quickly during a time crack. Using time cracks wisely can help 
you to maintain a sense of  accomplishment throughout the day and help you stay oriented to 
completing the tasks on your list. 
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Options for Filling Your Time Cracks 

Check of any time crack fllers that seem useful to you and add your own. Be sure to copy these 
into a section of  your calendar or task list. 

	Review and rearrange the priorities on your task list 
 Review your calendar for upcoming appointments 
 Make a phone call (e.g., to schedule an appointment) 
 Complete a “C” task from your list (see Module 1.3!) 
 Study for an upcoming quiz 
 Review the instructions for an upcoming assignment 
 Write and email or text of  gratitude to someone 
 Make a grocery list or meal plan 
 Organize your backpack or purse 
 Unsubscribe from “junk” emails 
 __________________________________________ 
 __________________________________________ 
 __________________________________________ 

Go for It! 

Complete your calendar and task list according to the steps described in this module, and begin 
checking and updating them at least twice a day (three times is recommended). It is also encour-
aged that you try some of  the additional strategies to optimize use of  your calendar and task list 
that were introduced in this module. 

 Calendar and Task List Set-Up 

 add all of  your regularly scheduled classes, appointments, meetings, and 
extracurricular events (e.g., club meetings) to your calendar 

 transfer all assignments, exam dates, and due dates from your course syl-
labi to your calendar and use these to set up your task list 

 schedule in regular study times and times to work on class assignments 
 enter meal times, travel times, and times for exercise on your calendar as 

well as any non-recurring special events 

 Plan for Checking and Updating 

 Check-in Times: 

 Check here when you’ve set reminders for these times (if  appropriate) 

 Optimize Your Systems – Check Of the Strategies You Plan to Try 

 Use your calendar to track how much time tasks take 
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 Reschedule unfnished tasks for the next day 
 Make note of  “time cracks” in your schedule and make a “menu” of  pos-

sible time crack activities. Then do them! 

Module 1.3 Set Your Priorities 

Looking at a full task list, it can be difcult to decide what to do frst or when to start a task in 
order to complete it by the due date. To help out, you can assign priority ratings to the items 
in your task list and then tackle them in priority order. Task priority is usually determined by a 
combination of the urgency of the task (how soon must it be completed?) and the task’s impor-
tance (how big of  a deal is this task in terms of  your overall life goals?). 

The grid here shows how urgency and importance of  a task can be considered together to 
determine your priorities (Figure 1.6). 

Based on this grid, it is easy to realize that the tasks that are urgent and important (e.g., tests 
or academic assignments with deadlines in the next few days) should probably be completed frst. 

Figure 1.6 A model for task priorities. 
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So, like psychologist Steven Safren (Safren et al. 2017), we designate these as “A” Tasks in our 
priority system. 

Tasks that are important but not (yet) urgent are ones that could wait a few days – for example, 
working on a big paper due in two weeks. However, these might also be good tasks to set aside some time 
in the next few days to get started on, even though they’re not yet especially urgent. On the other hand, 
the tasks that are urgent but not important have an impending deadline, but they’re not as impor-
tant as “A” tasks. Taken together, we designate these middle-of-the road priority tasks as “B” Tasks. 

Finally, we have our not-urgent-not-really-important “C” Tasks. Ahh . . . those “C” tasks. They’re 
the ones that can sometimes suck up lots of  time even though they’re not going to move you toward 
your important goal. These tasks can make you feel like you’re accomplishing something, especially 
when you might be avoiding getting started on a big, scary “A” Task or a daunting “B” Task. Exam-
ples of  “C” Tasks might include tidying your room when you should be studying for fnals, checking 
your email ONE MORE TIME, or “researching” something interesting on the internet. 

It’s time to practice setting priorities. Take out the fresh, new task list you’ve set up and 
sort the items onto the grid in Figure 1.7. 

Figure 1.7 Sort your own tasks onto the priority grid. 

How did it go? Was it challenging to fgure out an “A” versus a “B” versus a “C” task? And, 
do you think you usually fnd yourself doing your “As” and “Bs” before you “Cs”? Write down 
your thoughts about this activity here: 
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Did you do the following? 

• Recognize some “C” tasks that might eat up time better spent on “A” or “B” 
tasks? You might consider leaving some “C” tasks of of  your list altogether. For example, 
buying a new video game might not need to be there because, if  you forget, there are no dire 
consequences and you might be motivated to remember it regardless. 

• Look at your task list – especially those “A” tasks – and feel overwhelmed? That’s 
pretty normal when there’s a lot to do but it’s also good to recognize so you can be strategic with 
yourself. For example, you might occasionally prioritize an “easy” “B” or “C” task to maintain 
your motivation to tackle the task list. It may also be helpful to break down larger into steps that 
are easier to tackle. 

• Notice any tasks that are good candidates for “time cracks”? If so, circle those and 
put them into your calendar on a day when there’s a crack or two! 

Nice work! To review, here’s a summary of  the ABC rating system: 

“A” Tasks: urgent and important; MUST to be done today or tomorrow 
“B” Tasks: less urgent but still important; some part needs to be done soon 
“C” Tasks: lowest importance and urgency; these tasks are usually easy to do, 

so it’s tempting to spend (waste?) time on them 

Go for It! 

Based on the practice you just did and the box here, label each task on your task list with 
an “A”, “B”, or “C”. With an electronic system, you can add a letter to the task item, color-
code your items by priority, or make separate “A”, “B”, and “C” lists and move tasks between 
them as they change in priority. At least once per day, you’ll need to add labels to new tasks and 
revise any labels on your existing tasks as deadlines approach. 

Finally, you should commit to tackling those “A” Tasks, followed by some work on your “B” 
Tasks. But be patient with yourself ! Learning this new system and being able to “work it” consist-
ently will take time. You’re going for consistent practice, not perfection. 

 Check here when you’ve fnished labeling or listing your tasks by priority 
 Check here when you’re ready to commit to doing “A” Tasks before “B” Tasks 

before “C” Tasks. 

Module 1.4 Make Yourself  Do Things 

Even if  you’re using your calendar and task list system regularly and efectively prioritizing your 
tasks, you might still have trouble making yourself  do certain tasks. All students struggle with 
motivation to do tasks at times, but for students with ADHD and executive functioning problems, 
difculty motivating yourself  can be a big barrier to getting things done. This module introduces 
several strategies that you can use to help you tackle the things on your task list. 

Reward Yourself  for Task Completion 

Every living creature on the planet – including humans in general and college students specifcally – 
is motivated to engage in activities that are followed by rewards, or what psychologists call reinforcers. 
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Sometimes though, students have a narrow view of  what rewards are (think stickers or candy) or 
think they aren’t “supposed to” need rewards to get themselves motivated. Instead, we encourage 
you to think fexibly and creatively about what rewards might motivate you and to fully embrace 
the use of  self-reward to help keep you rolling in the right direction throughout the day. 

Rather than thinking of  rewards as things or objects, we prefer to think in terms of rewarding 
activities – for example, eating your lunch, tasting a caramel latte, listening to a podcast, laughing at 
an episode of  The Ofce, or seeing the step count on your ftness tracker increase. 

Jot down a few of  your rewarding activities in the space given here. For example, what would 
you do if  you had a whole day free to yourself ? What do you sometimes fnd your-
self  doing instead of items on your task list? 

Now that you’ve got a menu of  rewarding activities, you’re going to pick one and strategically 
do it after you’ve completed a pesky task list task. 

We call this: 

The When-Then Rule 

For example, 

• When I fnish my chemistry homework, then I will watch an episode of The Big Bang Theory. 
• When I have chosen a topic for my term paper, then I will play Call of  Duty for 30 minutes. 
• When I fnish the frst-page of  my English paper, then I will get a cofee. 
• When I fnish washing the breakfast dishes, then I will eat lunch. 
• When I fnish reading this chapter, then I will tidy up my room (!) 

Wait, what?! Tidying up your room may not seem like a particularly rewarding activity; how-
ever, we seem to remember suddenly getting VERY MOTIVATED to tidy our dorm rooms 
when we were supposed to be studying for fnals! This is because the extent to which an activity 
is rewarding is both personal and relative to other available activities. So, it’s important 
to consider what you personally fnd motivating and continue to add new activities to your menu. 
And, recognize that if a task list item like room-tidying is less icky for you than studying for fnals, 
something like, “When I study for 30 minutes, then I can tidy up for 10 minutes”, may in fact 
accomplish two items on your task list, using one as a reward for the other. 

It’s time to construct your frst set of  when-thens. Choose three (3) challenging tasks from your 
task list – maybe some A tasks or pieces of  B tasks that need attention – and list them in the spaces 
under the When column. Next, identify a rewarding activity for each from the list you made ear-
lier and put them in the Then column. 
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When I . . . Then I will . . . 

 ___________________________________ ___________________________________ 

 ___________________________________ ___________________________________ 

 ____________________________________ ___________________________________ 

Now, you need to fgure out when exactly you’ll carry out this plan. 

 Check here when you’ve assigned these when-thens to a time in your calendar 

You should consider the appropriateness of  diferent rewarding activities for various 
accomplishments. Choosing a term paper topic probably doesn’t call for a large and 
potentially disruptive reward (e.g., watching a feature-length movie), whereas fnish-

ing your last take-home exam for the semester certainly could be followed with a major 
reward. Minor rewards that can be completed quickly, such as grabbing your favorite Star-
bucks drink, “surfng” your social media accounts for a few minutes (set a timer!), taking a 
quick walk, or calling a friend to catch up are great to use as short study breaks that also 
reward you for your eforts along the way. 

Holding Yourself  Accountable 

When-thens are one strategy for helping to increase motivation. Here are a few other strategies 
for holding yourself  accountable and increasing the likelihood that you’ll follow through. 

• pair up activities to create rewarding routines 
• use strategic scheduling to maximize your motivation 
• use implementation intentions to remember when to do things 

First, creating rewarding routines can help you to tackle tasks that you might otherwise 
avoid. To do this, you’ll pair a difcult or unpleasant task with a more rewarding 
activity. For example, suppose that you avoid doing laundry until you have almost no clean 
clothes to wear. You can establish a routine where you do laundry each Sunday evening while 
watching your favorite Netfix show or playing a favorite video game in between transferring and 
folding clothes. The strategy will be most powerful if  you only watch that show or play that game 
during your weekly laundry time! By pairing the laundry with screen time, you may get the laun-
dry done and fnd the process mildly enjoyable. And, in the long term, having clean clothes to 
start a new week will itself  be a reward. 

Try creating your frst rewarding routine! First, choose a task that you frequently avoid 
and one that you could possibly pair with another activity. For example, don’t choose 
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reading assignments or writing because it’s hard to do those at the same time as another activity 
or alternate between that and something else. Good choices might be chores, errands, organiza-
tion tasks, or exercising. 

Avoided Task:_______________________________________________________________ 

Now, choose a rewarding activity that you will do – and ONLY do! – while you’re engaged with 
the target task such as listening to a favorite podcast or playlist. 

Rewarding Activity: __________________________________________________________ 

Finally, schedule this set of  activities together in your calendar. 

 Check here when your new rewarding routine is in your calendar. 

Second, you can use strategic scheduling to optimize your productivity. For example, per-
haps your big calculus class homework assignments are always due on Thursday mornings, but 
you have difculty getting started on them until later Wednesday evening. If  you schedule a 
weekly session with a tutor or study group on Wednesdays at 5 p.m., this can help motivate you to 
get started earlier than you would otherwise. 

Take a look at your task list and identify a task that you may have been avoiding or one 
that you put of doing until the last possible moment. Next, look at your calendar for the next 
week and identify the time that you’re most likely to be motivated to tackle that task. Could you 
pair it with another activity, such as your lunchtime? Could you use a “fun” activity that comes 
after it as a reward? 

 Check here when you’ve added the task to a strategic spot in your calendar. 

Third, you can boost the benefts of  planning and strategic scheduling by stating or writing 
down an implementation intention – a statement about when, where, and how you will 
do something. Not only do implementation intentions help you make a plan to complete a task, 
but also imagining yourself  doing the task in that situation can help you remember to actually do 
it. Here are some examples: 

• After my psychology class on Monday morning, I will walk to the library, sit in the quiet study 
section, and study for one hour. (Imagine the walk from the psychology building to the library 
and then put the study time in your calendar.) 

• When I brush my teeth in the morning (assuming you do this consistently!), I will take my 
ADHD medicine. (Imagine putting your toothbrush back in the holder and picking up your 
medication bottle. Maybe even duct tape your toothbrush TO the bottle!) 

• When I go to the dining hall for lunch, I will call the student health service to schedule an 
appointment. (Imagine yourself  going through the line, sitting at your usual spot, and taking 
out your phone before you take your frst bite. Also, schedule the task on your phone and set a 
reminder.) 
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Positive Peer Pressure: Using the Help of  Accountability Partners 

You might experience some difculty using self-discipline to hold yourself  to the 
types of  agreements we have described in this chapter. If  this is the case, you might 
fnd it benefcial to involve a friend in your accountability plans. Psychology 

research shows that we are more likely to stick to our plans and promises when we’ve stated 
them out loud to others. It can also be more rewarding to do a task with someone else versus 
doing it alone. And, fnally, a friend might be able to help keep you from the rewarding 
THEN activity until you’ve done your less-fun-but-important WHEN activity. So, you may 
want to employ a friend in just one piece of  your agreement or the whole plan. Remember 
that the helping can (and probably should) go both ways. You can help each other stick 
to your WHEN so that you can do your fun THEN. For example, consider the following: 

• At the start of  the day, tell your roommate the key thing you want to accomplish by the time 
you see them at the end of  the day. 

• Ask your roommate to do a 10-minute dorm room clean-up session with you before the two of 
you go get lunch together. 

• Agree to play tennis or basketball with your friend only after each of  you has fnished your most 
important homework assignment for the following day. 

• Ask your hallmate, who also wants to exercise more, to meet you at the gym on Wednesdays at 
4:00 for bootcamp class. Then go to dinner together afterwards. 

Who might make good accountability partners? A good accountability partner is someone 
you’re comfortable talking to about your goals and someone who will support (not 
sabotage!) you in meeting them. Make a list of  possible accountability partners in the space 
here: 

Now take a look at your task list and choose a task you have been avoiding. It can be the same 
one you’ve picked for other strategies in this module! (Sometimes you need to super-charge your 
strategies to get things done.) 

Which person listed earlier might be a good partner for this task? Choose an aforementioned 
name and write out what your “ask” will be: 

 Check here when you’ve texted or emailed your potential partner about your ask. 
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Go for It! 

We’ve given you a LOT of  possible strategies in this module to help make yourself  do hard things. 
The only way to know which will work for you is to try them out! After you’ve tried 
some strategies, in the space here, write about the results of your experiments in accountability. 

• When-Then (Task Activity followed by Rewarding Activity): 

• Rewarding Routines (Pairing Task Activity with Rewarding Activity): 

• Strategic Scheduling: 

• Implementation Intention (Imagining exactly when/where you’ll do a task): 

• Accountability Partner: 

Module 1.5 Get Unstuck From Procrastination 

Do you often put tasks of until the very last minute even when you know it’s going to stress you 
out, mess up your sleep, and possibly have a negative impact on your grades or relationships? 
Many students, regardless of  whether they have ADHD, struggle with procrastination. Pro-
crastination can snowball: the more you procrastinate on tasks early in the semester, the more 
things start to pile up and you start to feel like you’re constantly playing catch up on your work 
and maybe your sleep. On the fip side, procrastination can feel good in the moment because you 
can escape stressful thoughts and feelings and un-fun tasks, therefore increasing the likelihood 
of procrastinating again in the future. Overall, the downsides to procrastination generally out-
weigh any positives, so it can be very benefcial to learn strategies to decrease procrastination 
and increase motivation. 

In this module, we cover three strategies for breaking the procrastination habit: 

• Break tasks down into smaller steps 
• Notice and fip the scripts (thoughts) you have about the task 
• Change the routines preventing you from getting started 

Break Tasks Down Into Smaller Steps 

One reason for procrastination might be that the task is too large and overwhelming to tackle in 
one go. You might not know where to start and thinking about a task that big might just cause 
you to want to do anything BUT that task as soon as possible. For example, imagine that one of 
the tasks on your list is: 

Write ten-page history paper. 
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How do you think you’d feel reading that item on your task list? Ready to jump right in to some 
historical research? Or, would you feel anxious, overwhelmed or just a sense of “UGH!” along 
with the urge to avoid? We think most students would feel the same way. Those feelings are a huge 
clue that this task needs to be broken down into smaller and less yucky steps. As a rule of thumb, 
if  you don’t know where to start, then the task is too big (Solanto, 2011). Or, put another way: 

If  you look at the task and want to RUN, then you need smaller steps! 

Here’s an example of  how you could break down the task of  writing the ten-page history paper: 

1. re-read the directions for the assignment (always a good frst step!) 
2. choose a topic for the paper 
3. fnd sources for the paper (literature search) 
4. read and take notes on each source 
5. create an outline for the paper 
6. draft each paragraph (with a short break and small reward between each) 
7. draft the introductory and concluding paragraphs 
8. re-read and revise the paper for clarity 
9. submit the paper to your professor. 

We think that this list of  steps provides a better “on ramp” to getting started because re-read the 
directions for the assignment is a smaller, more well-defned task that will set you of on the right path 

Figure 1.8 Break big tasks down into smaller, more manageable steps. 
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for the rest of  the task. And, as illustrated in Step 6, smaller tasks can be combined with small 
rewards (e.g., a when-then) per the strategies introduced in Module 1.4 to increase the likelihood 
of  the steps being completed. 

Breaking tasks down into smaller steps can also help you to fgure out how to allocate your time 
in order to fnish the task by the due date. If  you determine that there are 12 steps involved in 
writing the paper and it is due in 14 days, you can set a goal for completing one step a day with 
two days allowed for breaks. 

Caution: Avoidance Ahead! 

Sometimes students fnd that looking at the whole list of  individual steps can be overwhelm-
ing because it lays out exactly how much needs to be done . . . which might be a lot. If  this 
applies to you, you can assign an A task rating to just the next step and keep the full 
list of  steps in the B section of  your task list or in a separate space. One of  the authors of 
this workbook does this by having a “Tasks for Today” section of  her task list on Trello and 
moving the small pieces of  a big task to that list as their turn comes up. 

Okay, your turn. Choose a big task from your task list and follow the steps to break it down. 

Task List Item: ______________________________________________________________ 

What is the frst, smallest step you can think of to get started on this task? (Hint: No step is too 
small.) 

1. __________________________________________________________________________ 

Re-read that step. How badly do you want to run away? Make it smaller if  you need to. 
Next, draft a list of  steps needed to complete the task. Don’t worry if  your list isn’t perfect – this 

is a try-your-best plan, not a precise prediction of  the future! 

2. __________________________________________________________________________ 

3. __________________________________________________________________________ 

4. __________________________________________________________________________ 

5. __________________________________________________________________________ 

6. __________________________________________________________________________ 

7. __________________________________________________________________________ 

8. __________________________________________________________________________ 
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(Add additional steps if  you need to in the margins or on a separate piece of  paper.) 
Great! Look back at your steps. Are there any places where you think you could add 

some when-thens, rewarding routines, or accountability partners to help you get 
things done? If  so, make notes about that on your list. 

 Check here when you’ve added these steps to your task list and scheduled some time to work 
on putting the frst step into your calendar. 

Notice and Change Your Mental Script 

A second powerful tool to get unstuck from procrastination is to frst notice what you’re thinking 
and feeling just before you procrastinate and then coaching yourself  in a way that helps you engage 
rather than avoid. It makes sense, honestly, that students with ADHD might be particularly sus-
ceptible to unhelpful thinking about their ability to get things done, given that struggles with pro-
crastination are so common. Examples of  these types of  thoughts include the following: 

I can’t do it. 
I can’t pay attention right now. 
It’s going to suck. 
I have more time to do it later. 
I’ll feel like doing it later. 

Try this: Imagine it’s time for the next step on the task list for the hypothetical ten-page history 
paper we talked about earlier. You’re feeling a little tired already and you read the task list item: 

Create an outline for the paper. 

What less-than-helpful thoughts do you think you might have? 

If you had some unhelpful thoughts that might veer you into Procrastination Territory, 
you’re not alone. Research shows that students in general engage in this type of  thinking and 
that students with ADHD are even more likely to have these procrastination-related thoughts. 
A further complication is that some adults with ADHD can, at times, be overly optimistic about 
their own abilities (including their ability to complete schoolwork) and about how long a task 
will take them to complete, which presents its own challenges to successful task completion 
(Knouse & Mitchell, 2015). And so the thoughts that push in the direction of  procrastination 
aren’t always negative (“I can’t do it!”) but often end up having negative consequences (“I can 
do it later!”). 

What can you do about this? The frst step is simply to start noticing your mental scripts 
as they happen in those moments just before you avoid an important task. You might notice that 
the script is paired with a slight negative emotion, such as a twinge of  anxiety, a sense of  feeling 
hemmed in, or just an UGH kind of  feeling. 
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The next step is to coach yourself diferently. Don’t try to suppress or push away the original 
less-than-helpful thought because research shows that doesn’t work. Instead, practice intro-
ducing new lines into your script, such as: 

Once I start, it won’t be so bad. 
I can do this for 30 minutes. 
It’ll feel great to fnish this. 
I can do hard things. 
I’m being nice to the Me of  the Future. 

It’s not easy to notice and change your scripts, so if  you notice that scripts have a pow-
erful efect on your procrastination, we recommend that you complete Skillset 3: 
Thinking and Doing Diferently, which will give you much more in-depth prac-

tice with these thought-related skills. 

How can you coach yourself  to engage with a task rather than avoid? Write some ideas for 
new scripts here and then consider posting them by your desk, on your computer desktop, or 
at the top of  your task list. 

• ___________________________________________________________________________ 

• ___________________________________________________________________________ 

• ___________________________________________________________________________ 

Change Your Procrastination Routines 

Another reason for procrastination may involve becoming “stuck” in unhelpful routines that 
involve repeated patterns of thoughts, feelings, and actions. It could be benefcial for you to 
evaluate how your habits or routines are contributing to procrastination. Along these lines, a 
student might state that he “can’t” study after 7 p.m. because his medication has worn of and 
he is “fried”. Although working after 7 p.m. might be legitimately challenging, it’s worth evaluat-
ing this routine to see whether there is more fexibility than meets the eye, since working after 
7 p.m. might be necessary at certain times of  the semester. This student’s unhelpful routine 
response might go as follows: 

1. Looks at next task list item: “Write ten-page history paper”. 
2. Feels tired and stressed. Notices that it’s after 7 p.m. 
3. It’s too late for me to start that now. I won’t be able to pay attention at all anyway. 
4. Switches to playing video games “to relax”. 

Now, following this routine a couple of  times probably won’t result in too many negative conse-
quences, but if  the student repeats this routine until the night before the paper is due . . . well, it’s 
probably not going to be a fun night. 
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In situations like this, how can you respond diferently? Psychologist Russ Ramsay (2016) rec-
ommends developing new routines in procrastination danger zones. Steps can include: 

1. Notice and acknowledge your feelings 
2. Notice your mental script 
3. Break down the task 
4. Develop a WHEN-THEN for the frst step 
5. Coach yourself  in a helpful way 

For the student in the aforementioned example, this might look like: 

1. Notice and acknowledge your feelings: I’m feeling super tired and a little bit stressed. Lemme 
take a deep breath. 

2. Notice your mental script: I notice I’m thinking that it’s too late for me to start that now because I 
won’t be able to pay attention at all. That’s a thought I have a lot. But I also think I need to get a solid start on 
this paper and at least do a little bit. 

3. Break down the task: Thinking about this whole ten-page paper is making me feel gross. It seems like I 
need to break it down, so how about I start by re-reading the assignment instructions and thinking about my topic. 

4. WHEN-THEN for the frst step: Then after I nail down my topic idea, I’ll play Overwatch for 30 minutes. 
5. Coach yourself: Good plan – go me! This won’t be as bad as I thought. 

As usual, it’s your turn! Try developing a new routine response for a situation that usually puts 
in you in Procrastination Quick Sand. You can think of  ideas about a typical situation for you OR 
keep this page open in your workspace and go through the steps in an actual situation where you 
have the urge to avoid. 

1. What are you feeling right now: 

2. What are you thinking? Is this script old or new? Helpful or unhelpful? 

3. What’s a smaller piece of  the next task you could do? 

4. How can you reward yourself  for completing this step (WHEN-THEN)? 

5. What would a good coach say to you about this new plan? 

 Check here when you’ve completed this practice. You may want to copy down, print out, or 
post these steps in your workspace or on your computer to cue you the next time you feel the 
urge to procrastinate. 
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Go for It! 

Congratulations for reaching the end of  Skillset 1! You should now have a whole new toolkit for 
getting organized, managing your time, and completing tasks. Remember to continue to check 
and update your calendar and task lists on at least a daily basis, and to keep trying out the moti-
vational techniques that were introduced in the last few modules. 

At this point, it’s good to take stock of which strategies seem to be the most useful and helpful 
for you so far. Take a moment to refect here. 

Module 1: Top 3 Most Helpful Strategies 

1. __________________________________________________________________________ 

2. __________________________________________________________________________ 

3. __________________________________________________________________________ 

Module 1: Strategies I Still Need to Try Out or Troubleshoot More 

1. __________________________________________________________________________ 

2. __________________________________________________________________________ 

3. __________________________________________________________________________ 
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 2 Professional Learner Skills 

Module 2.0 Why It Matters and Roadmap 

For you as a college student, learning is a more-than-full-time job. You need to learn a huge 
amount of  information quickly so that you can remember and use it when you need it most. You 
need to study and work for lengthy periods of  time when all you really want to do is take a nap or 
hang out with friends. And you need to do all of  this in an environment that seems tailor-made 
to distract you with other interesting activities and people. More than at any time in your life, 
the responsibility for learning falls squarely on your shoulders. The modules in this chapter are 
based on the science of  learning and they’re designed to give you specialized skills to learn more 
efectively and efciently. 

You’ve probably encountered “study skills” like these before. In the past, you may have gotten 
along just fne with the support you had in high school. Even when you’ve struggled, you may 
have thought, “There’s nothing wrong with the way I study. ‘Study skills’ are just for people who 
need ‘remedial help’”. Yet, in our experience as college professors, we’ve found that the most 
successful students are those who are willing to experiment with and improve the way they do 
things, and this certainly includes those with ADHD. College can easily overwhelm the brightest 
of  students because of  the amount of  learning and studying that needs to be completed across 
the semester. So we encourage you to keep an open mind about the skills in this module and be 
willing to try out some new strategies. Who knows? You may fnd your new favorite strategy in the 
pages that follow. 

Check Yourself: Which Skills? 

Complete the checklist to help you fgure out which modules in this chapter may be most helpful 
for you. 

DOI: 10.4324/9781003149620-3 
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Self-Assessment of  Learning Skills. Complete the worksheet here, based on how these apply 
to you on a day-to-day basis in recent memory (about the last six months). Circle one response per 
item, using this scale: 0 = Never, 1 = Sometimes, 2 = Often, 3 = Very Often. 

1. I get distracted when trying to study. 0 1 2 3 

2. It takes me a very long time to complete tasks and assignments. 0 1 2 3 

3. I have difculty getting started on tasks I need to complete. 0 1 2 3 

4. I have difculty sticking with tasks I need to complete. 0 1 2 3 

5. I avoid tasks that seem too big or overwhelming. 0 1 2 3 

6. I have difculty remembering what I learned when it’s time for the test. 0 1 2 3 

7. I complete my studying at the “last minute”. 0 1 2 3 

8. I “cram” for tests and exams. 0 1 2 3 

9. I usually study by re-reading my notes or the textbook. 0 1 2 3 

10. I use fashcards but they don’t seem to work for me. 0 1 2 3 

11. I have difculty remembering what was covered in class or in readings. 0 1 2 3 

12. The notes I take in class are incomplete or unhelpful. 0 1 2 3 

13. I have difculty asking my professors for what I need from them 0 1 2 3 

14. Professors don’t seem to respond positively to my requests or emails 0 1 2 3 

15. I avoid using my peers as a resource for academic help when I need it 0 1 2 3 

Make Your Plan 

1. Choose modules based on the following and check them of in your plan here: 

Questions 1–5: If  you marked several items “2” or “3”, include Module 2.1 and 
Module 2.2. 

Questions 6–10: If  you marked “2” or “3” for several of  these items, include Module 2.3. 
Questions 11 and 12: If  you marked either of  these items “2” or “3”, include Module 2.4. 
Questions 13–15: If  you marked “2” or “3” for these items, include Module 2.5. 

2. Look over the titles of  the modules, in the following table, and fip through them briefy. 
Include any additional modules that you think might be helpful or that you’re 
curious about. 
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3. Work on the modules you selected in the order that they appear by adding each module to 
your task list and/or calendar and tackling them one at a time. Check of each module 
when you fnish it and reward yourself  for a job well done! 

Professional Learner Skills Plan 

In my plan? Done Module Pages 

Module 2.1. Create Your Ideal Work Space 41–45 

Module 2.2. Get In (and Stay In) the Focus Zone 45–48 

Module 2.3. Power Studying 48–54 

Module 2.4. Take Efective Notes 54–57 

Module 2.5. Seek Help Efectively 57–62 

Module 2.1 Create Your Ideal Work Space 

Like any professional, you as a professional learner need to have a space where you do your 
work. And, while it’s hard to control the classroom environment, you can skillfully choose work-
places that will maximize your ability to learn and work efciently when completing work on 
your own. In this module, you will set yourself  up for success by thinking through exactly what 
you need to work and learn most efciently. Staying on task during less-than-interesting work 
is a challenge under the best of  circumstances. Yet it’s been said that the best self-regulators 
simply put themselves in situations that don’t require much self-regulation – they choose envi-
ronments that help do the work of  keeping them focused and on task. For example, choosing 
to write a paper in the same room where your friends are partying probably exceeds just about 
everyone’s self-regulation ability. Even studying with your phone nearby or in bed when you’re 
sleepy can be too much of a temptation. Why put that burden on yourself ? This module is 
about lightening the self-regulation load, using the environment to boost your attention span. 

Check Your Motivation 

Although it might be tempting to do your work “the old way” with your phone nearby or the 
TV on in the background, it’s a good idea to consider whether these ways of  doing things are 
in line with your goals. For example, maybe you’d rather get your work done so you can have 
more time to relax. Changing up your work space strategies might contribute to that goal. 

Check Yourself: What Distracts You? 

Complete the frst column only of  the following table with your own personal distractors. You 
can also ask a good friend or study partner what they’ve observed about you. 
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Source of  Distraction How to Manage 

Sound/noise: 

Sights/visual: 

Comfort/discomfort: 

Devices: 

Other humans: 

Emotions: 

Thoughts: 

What keeps you “in the zone?” 
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Next, review the following list of  distractions, based on what we’ve heard from students, and see 
if  you want to add anything to your personal list given earlier. 

Sound/noise: anything other than complete silence; complete silence distracts me; people talk-
ing, people whispering, music with lyrics; any music; noises that follow a rhythmic pattern (e.g., 
water dripping); and alerts coming from my phone/laptop 

Sights/visual: phone/laptop notifcations, TV screens, people in the room, lights that are too 
bright, and fuorescent lights 

Comfort/Discomfort: uncomfortable seat, lack of  writing surface, too hot/too cold, hungry, 
thirsty, and hung over 

Devices: phone, laptop, TV, clock, specifc apps, or websites 
Other humans: friends, romantic partner or interest, and of-task people 
Emotions: feeling confused, feeling tired, feeling anxious, and feeling sad 
Thoughts: remembering something else I need to do; worry thoughts; thoughts about some-

thing I’d rather be doing 

Now, think about things that have the opposite efect. In other words, what keeps you “in the 
zone”, or focused on what you need to do? 

What keeps you in the zone? Cofee, having taken my medication, feeling like I’m accom-
plishing goals, I need really (inspiring/chill) music, other people around me working and on 
task, making a checklist of  small steps and ticking them of as I get things done 

Management Strategies 

Now, complete the second column of  the table and think up some ways you could manage each 
distraction so that it doesn’t derail you from the task at hand. Here are some examples to get you 
started: 

Distracting noises: study in the silent section of  the library; wear noise-canceling headphones; 
and listen to lyric-free music (e.g., flm soundtracks). 

Sights/visual: keep all screens (phone, TVs, and computer monitors) out of  sight 
Comfort/discomfort: make sure I’m warm enough; don’t study in bed because I’ll fall asleep; 

and study at a desk only 
Devices: only study with devices completely turned of; remove apps that are key distractions; 

turn of app and email notifcations on laptop; set a timer so I don’t have to keep checking the 
clock 

Other humans: study alone; study alongside a friend who’s good at staying on task; study at a 
cofee shop or at the library where others are on task 

Emotions: set a specifc goal for the work period, read directions twice, do a short mindfulness/ 
deep breathing exercise before getting started (see Skillset 3) 

Thoughts: write a quick note to myself  for later if I think of  something I need to do, tell myself 
I can do a “rather be doing” thing later if  I fnish my work 
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Set Priorities 

Looking back at your list, choose the TOP THREE (or slightly more or less) distractions you need 
to manage and list them here: 

Distraction How to Manage 

Now, based on your priorities, choose an ideal work location and a back-up. Also, write 
down any strategies you identifed for staying in the zone. Examples: silent study section of  the 
library, cafe or cofee shop, smaller on-campus specialty library (e.g., law or music), less-used 
common room or other space in the dorms, outdoor locations, student workroom in your major 
department, desk in your room. 

You can also ask other students about “secret study spaces” around campus. 

Ideal Work Location 

Back-Up Work Location 

Strategies to Stay in the Zone 

Now, when you have tasks to do that require maximum concentration, use the locations and 
the strategies you identifed to set yourself  up for success. Remember, you can always modify your 
plan if  you learn new things about what works best for you. 

Stalling Tactics! 

Sometimes your ideal study location isn’t available or circumstances for doing work are less 
than ideal. Be careful that your ideal requirements for a work space on the previous page 
don’t become excuses NOT to engage with a task. If  you start spending excessive time mak-
ing things just right for studying, you may be engaging in a stalling tactic! Use your back-up 
location or another “good enough” location. 
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Go for It! 

The next time you settle in for a study or work session, frst follow your new plan. To remind 
yourself, you may want to jot down some notes about this module in your task list or calendar. 

 Check here when you’ve done that! 

Module 2.2 Get In (and Stay In) the Focus Zone 

There’s no doubt that succeeding in college requires some long periods of  sustained work 
and focus. From writing papers to doing computer coding to completing long reading assign-
ments to reviewing for fnal exams, these tasks all require you to get “in the zone” and engage 
until the task is done. At the same time, these can be some of  the most difcult tasks to get 
started on in the frst place. Maybe you think to yourself, “UGH. This is going to take FOR-
EVER”, and instead do “just this one other thing frst”. Or, maybe you do get working for a 
couple of  minutes and quickly fnd yourself  checking your phone, talking to your roommate, 
or just spacing out without even realizing it. Either way, problems staying in the focus zone 
can contribute to procrastination, setting you up to be stressed out, sleepless, and behind on 
your tasks. 

You’re not alone. This module presents a set of  strategies developed by a college student with 
similar struggles: The Pomodoro Method. When Italian university student Francesco Cirillo (2006) 
needed a way to keep himself  on task, he found a game-changing tool in an unlikely place: his 
kitchen. Cirillo used a kitchen timer shaped like a tomato – pomodoro in Italian – to structure his 
work periods and resist distractions. It has helped thousands of  college students (and professors!) 
to work and feel better. 

Test Drive Time 

The best way to learn any new skill is to try it out so let’s jump right in. You’ll need about 30 
minutes to complete this practice. 

• Think of  a task you really need to be working on right now for school – something that’s going 
to require some focus. 

• Get access to the materials you need – that is, open up the reading assignment, open up the 
document fle, or get set up otherwise. Open up a timer app on your computer or phone. 

• Follow the four steps of  the Pomodoro Method: 

Step 1 

What is your goal for this work period? 

Step 2 

Set the timer app for 25 minutes1 and work on the task. Don’t stop until the timer rings! 

 Done 
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Step 3 

Set the timer for 5 minutes and take a quick break. Come back when the timer rings. 

 Done 

Step 4 

Next, you would start another Pomodoro. But for now, just keep reading. 

Let’s Assess 

How did that go? Write down your thoughts about it here: 

Which of  the following best describes your experience during the 25 minutes? 

 I got into the zone on the task right away. 
 It was hard to focus at frst, but I fell into the zone before the timer rang. 
 I struggled to focus the entire time and got a little distracted but I made it. 
 I didn’t make it the whole 25 minutes – I couldn’t focus. 

Any of  these might have been true for you this time and they all are probably going to be true 
for you at one time or another using this strategy! The more times you try, the more times 
you’ll have the “zone experience”. 

Which of  the following best describes your experience when the timer rang? 

 I didn’t make it until the timer rang. 
 I was so relieved I could stop! 
 I was so in the zone that I didn’t want to stop. 

Again, any of  these might have been true for you this time and they all are probably going to 
be true for you at one time or another using this strategy. You can always skip a break if 
you really don’t want to break your fow, but remember to take a break when you get to a 
stopping point. 

Which of  the following best describes your experience with the break? 

 I skipped the break and kept working. 
 I took my 5 minutes and came back to the task. 
 I took my break and got totally distracted. 
 I never made it to the break. 

You guessed it – any of  these might have been true for you this time and they all are 
probably going to be true for you at one time or another. If  you have trouble keeping 
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to a 5 minute break, you can think of  some very specific tasks you’ll allow yourself  to 
do – like go to the bathroom, get a drink, or go outside and walk around the building and 
come back. 

Pomodoro in the Real World 

Nice work! To put this into practice in real life, instead of  sitting down to work for a huge chunk 
of  time, you will divvy up your work periods into a string of  pomodoros (25-minute 
periods) with breaks in between. 

Let’s review the steps (Figure 2.1): 

Figure 2.1 Summary of  the pomodoro method. 

You could follow these steps all by yourself  but – fortunately – there’s an app for that! 
Lots of  apps, actually, for smartphones and web browsers. Here are a few of  our favorites. 

• Pomodoro Timer Free or Pro 
• Forest 
• Focus Keeper 
• Tomato Timer 
• Focus To-Do 

Go for It! 

 Check here when you’ve downloaded a Pomodoro app from the app store 
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Choose a task from your list (such as writing or studying) that you will Pomodoro: 

 Check here when you’ve added this work session plan to your calendar. 

Happy Focusing! 

Module 2.3 Power Studying 

Let’s face it – you have lots to do and not a lot of  time to spare. So what’s the best way to learn and 
remember the most information with the least efort? Fortunately, the science of  psychology has 
some pretty clear and useful answers. We refer to these strategies as Power Studying because, 
although doing them the frst few times will feel a bit clunky, the results will be better memory, 
better grades, and less stress come test time. 

Power studying involves three strategies: 

• Study mostly by testing yourself 
• Do it in small chunks over time 
• Create memory cues for tricky information 

We’ll talk about these one at a time. But frst, if  you’re up for it, let’s do a demo. 

Let’s Learn Lithuanian! 

Let’s pretend you’re taking a course to learn the Lithuanian language. 

1) Set a timer for 2 minutes and study the list of  Lithuanian-English word pairs in the following 
table only by re-reading them repeatedly to yourself. When time is up, cover the 
list up with a piece of  paper. 

Lithuanian English 

pliažas beach 

nafta oil 

burna mouth 

mokykla school 

smegenys brain 

purvas dirt 

vejas wind 

tinklas net 

stogas roof 

pyragas cake 

When time is up, cover the list up with a piece of  paper and don’t look back at it! 
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2) Set the timer for 2 minutes this time and study the new list of  Lithuanian-English word pairs 
using any strategy you want. Again, cover the list up with a piece of  paper when time is up. 

Lithuanian English 

karalius king 

gele fower 

tiltas bridge 

sausainis cookie 

palaidine shirt 

batas shoe 

medis tree 

pastatas building 

ugnis fre 

durys door 

Cover the list up with a piece of  paper when time is up. 

3) QUIZ TIME! Fill in all the correct English words from the list you just saw (the second 
list) as you can remember. 

Lithuanian English 

karalius 

gele 

tiltas 

sausainis 

palaidine 

batas 

medis 

pastatas 

ugnis 

durys 

Nice. We’ll return to this later, but frst: 

Power Studying I: Self-Testing 

You just studied those word pairs using two diferent methods: re-reading (or re-studying) and 
self-testing. Self-testing, according to hundreds of  research studies, has been shown to be the more 
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powerful strategy, no matter what you’re trying to learn. One everyday example of  self-testing is 
using fashcards – provided you put the prompts and answers on opposite sides of  the cards AND 
you actually try to remember the answer before peeking! 

Most students have a sense that using things like fashcards or the review questions in their text-
book is a good idea, but research shows that a lot of  students just fall back on repeatedly glanc-
ing over what they’re trying to study versus doing the (slightly) harder work of  self-testing. The 
problem, though, is that if  you just read something, you’re going to think you know it when you 
really don’t. It seems counterintuitive, but the harder you feel like you’re working while 
studying, the more powerful the memory you’re forming. 

So, we know that self-testing is the way to go and there are actually TONS of  creative and 
interesting ways you might self-test. Remember: 

Any time you are trying to pull information from memory, you are self-testing. 

Here are more examples of  what self-testing could look like: 

Ideas for Self-Testing While Studying 

• Use fashcard and quizzing apps (e.g., Quizlet)2 

• Complete reading quiz questions at the end of  textbook sections and chapters 
• Draw important diagrams or concept maps from memory 
• Write down everything you can remember about a concept or reading assignment 
• Use the fold-over note page method (see next module) 
• In a small study group, quiz each other on to-be-learned information 
• Call your parent or grandparent and tell them what you learned in class that day 
• Explain the main ideas of  the reading assignment you just fnished to your roommate 

Don’t Drop Out! 

Research studies have found that, when using fashcards, students typically “drop” a card 
from studying after they get it right just one time; however, dropping after three (3) correct 
recalls may be a better rule of  thumb for powerful learning (Rawson & Dunlosky, 2011), 
and probably won’t take you THAT much longer. 

Power Studying 2: Anti-Cramming 

So, you’ve probably heard this before: “cramming”, waiting until the night before the test and 
studying all at once, maybe pulling an all-nighter – is bad. Why? First, lots of  research in psychol-
ogy shows that so-called “massed practice” (cramming) results in weaker memory than “distrib-
uted practice”, such as studying in smaller chunks over time (Dunlosky et al., 2013). Also, when 
you cram, you’re likely to be more highly stressed and/or sleep deprived – both conditions that 
are NOT good for your brain functioning and your memory. 



 

 
 

 
 

 
 
 

 

Professional Learner Skills 51 

But avoiding the need to cram is often easier said than done, and this is where your organiza-
tion, time management, and planning skills are going to need to merge with your power studying. 
So, right now: 

 Take out your calendar and identify a test or exam that’s more than a week away. 
 Go to the day that’s one week before the test or exam and reserve some time, maybe 

30–60 minutes, to study for the test on that day. Make sure to pick a time that’s realistic 
– that is, not a time you tend to be sleepy or tempted to go out with friends. 

 Next reserve about 3 additional time slots for studying. (approximately every other day) 
 Reserve a larger slot the day before the test to put the fnishing touches on your studying. 

What are you going to do during those study sessions? You guessed it: SELF TEST in some way, 
which means that you’re going to do what psychologists call “successive re-learning” or what we’ll call 
“repeated re-learning”. So, you’re going to not only self-test on new information but also practice “old” 
information from prior sessions. The more times you can successfully self-test on information across ses-
sions, the more powerful the memory. And when you get to that fnal pre-test study session, you should 
be working mostly on reviewing information you’ve already learned earlier in the week. Remember: 

Repeated re-learning is using self-testing on the same material over time. 

Hey, Remember Those Lithuanian Words? 

Let’s see if  you really do! Without looking back, try to remember as many of  the English transla-
tions as you can from each list you studied. Skip the Number Correct slot for now. 

GROUP 1 (LIST S) 

Lithuanian English 

pliažas 

nafta 

burna 

mokykla 

smegenys 

purvas 

vejas 

tinklas 

stogas 

pyragas 

List S – Number Correct 
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GROUP 2 (LIST T) 

Lithuanian English 

karalius 

gele 

tiltas 

sausainis 

palaidine 

batas 

medis 

pastatas 

ugnis 

durys 

List T – Number Correct 

Nice. Now look back at the original list and grade your own paper. Write the num-
ber you got correct at the bottom of  each column. 

So . . . What Was the Point of  All That? 

You may remember that we asked you to do two diferent things with those lists of  word pairs. For 
List S, which stands for Study, we ask you just to re-read them. Over. And Over. For the other list, 
List T, we asked you to study them and then to try to recall as many as possible – a self- Test! 

Looking at how many words you remembered from each list, did you: 

• Remember more words on list T than list S: That could be because of  the self-
testing you did on List T versus the less powerful re-reading you did on List S. 

• Remember more words on list S than list T or remember the same from 
each list: That’s actually not too surprising. The real power of self-testing shows over time. Try 
coming back tomorrow or a few days from now and try the test again. See what you fnd! 

Regardless of  what came out in our little demo, at least you’ve gotten some practice with the 
strategy of  self-testing and you’ve learned that spreading these self-tests over time is more powerful 
and, ultimately, less stressful. 

In other words, you’ve learned the power of  repeated re-learning. 

Next, look back at the Ideas for Self-Testing on the previous pages and choose at least one 
new strategy you’ll use to study for that upcoming test. 

 Make sure you’ve added each self-testing practice session to your calendar 
before moving on. 
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Power Studying 3: Making Memory Cues 

There’s one more key component to Power Studying that comes from the science of  how memory 
works: what psychologists call mnemonics or specifc strategies that improve memory for certain 
kinds of  information. Think of  it this way – memory works through connections. We’re 
better able to pull information out of  memory if  we connect it to other ideas that we already 
know and if  we form interconnected networks of  ideas. This process creates multiple cues that 
we can then use to pull the information out of  memory. So, when learning certain types of  infor-
mation, you can create links to other types of  information to aid your memory. 

For example, did you connect any ideas together when you learned the Lithuanian-Eng-
lish word pairs? Write anything you did to learn and remember the items: 

Maybe you used a phrase to link the two words, such as “That hot sauce sure did burna my 
mouth!” Or did you connect the Lithuanian word to something you already knew; for example, 
the Spanish word for beach (playa) reminding you of  the Lithuanian pliažas? Or maybe you made 
up a crazy image in your head such as a building (pastatas) made entirely of  pasta. All of  these are 
examples of  mnemonic strategies. 

One tricky thing about using mnemonics is that certain strategies work better for certain kinds 
of  information. Check out the descriptions in Table 2.1 and identify any mnemonics that might 
be useful for that upcoming test you’re going to study for. 

Making Memory Cues 

Table 2.1 Mnemonic strategies and examples. 

Type of Method Examples 
Information 

Lists 

Pairs of 
Items 

Rules of 
Thumb 

Acronyms: words (or nonsense words) 
where each letter is a cue for a list item 

Phrase mnemonics: goofy 
phrases where the frst letter of 
each word is a cue for a list item 

Method of  Loci: you imagine a 
familiar path and then imagine 
placing objects along the path in 
order, using maximum visualization 

Visualization: You imagine two or 
more items interacting in some way 
that produces a silly or otherwise 
memorable image. 

Rhyming phrases: you learn a 
catchy poetic phrase to help you 
remember an important rule or 
other type of  information 

ROY G. BIV = colors of  the rainbow 
PEMDAS = mathematical order of  operations 
Every Good Boy Does Fine (or Deserves 

Fudge) = ascending notes on the lines of 
treble clef  musical staf 

My Very Educated Mother Just Served Us 
Nine Pizzas3 = planets in order from the sun 

You imagine your walk from your dorm to 
the dining hall, imagining each historical 
fgure you intend to talk about in your speech 
standing at specifc locations along the path. 

To remember the names of  her students, a 
professor visualizes each in a way that reminds 
her of  their name – for example, Rob with a 
robber mask on, Miley running a mile 

I before E 
Except after C 
Or when pronounced “ay” 
As in “neighbor” and “weigh” 
Thirty days hath September, etc. 
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Pull It Together 

To wrap up this skill, do the following and check of each step: 

 Choose an upcoming exam and add spaced study sessions for it to your calendar system 
 Identify which self-testing strategies you’ll use to learn the material for the exam 
 Decide whether any mnemonic strategies can be helpful to learn that material 
 Include notes about strategies in the calendar appointment to remind yourself 

Happy studying! 

Module 2.4 Take Efective Notes 

From lengthy lectures to dense readings, students need to take notes to capture important infor-
mation and have it handy for studying, writing, and thinking later on. Research has also shown 
that the act of  note-taking can help students process information as they read or listen so that they 
can better remember it later. But the most important function of  notes is that they act as a storage 
device and later as a study aid, letting you review the most important aspects of  what you heard 
or read without having to listen or read all over again. 

However, taking good notes can be a real challenge and maybe it’s one you’ve struggled with. 
For example, some students have difculty processing what’s being said and getting it down on 
paper quickly and accurately. Other students have trouble identifying what’s most important to 
include in their notes. Still others fnd that their notes are too disorganized to be useful when they 
come back to them later. In this module, you’ll refect on your own note-taking experiences and 
try out a straightforward but (potentially) helpful strategy. 

Laptop or Longhand? 

Taking notes on your laptop versus using pen and paper each have potential benefts and downsides. 
And you may decide to use these methods for diferent purposes – for example, using one method 
to take notes during lecture and another to take notes on readings. In the chart in Table 2.2, circle 
the pros and cons that you think will apply most to you and then use that information to 
consider where and when you might decide to use each note-taking tool. 

Table 2.2 Pros and cons of  note-taking styles. 

Laptop Longhand 

Pros • Potentially faster than writing by hand, 
enabling you catch more information 

• Notes are searchable and easier to store 

• Encourages summarizing or paraphrasing, 
which may aid memory 

• Presents less potential for distraction than laptop 
• Easy to add diagrams and drawings 

Cons • Presents a serious distraction temptation! 
• Slow typers may not beneft 
• Copying or typing verbatim may not aid 

memory much 
• Can be hard to add diagrams or drawings 

• Potentially slower than typing, so might not 
catch as much 

• Storage and organization may be a challenge 



 

  

  
 

  

  

Professional Learner Skills 55 

A Tried-and-True Template 

Okay, so how are you going to keep your notes organized? One well-loved method we recom-
mend is Two-Column Note-Taking (Figure 2.2), based on the well-known Cornell Note-taking 
System. 

1. Draw lines on your notes page to make it look like the following picture OR, if  you’re tak-
ing notes on your computer, search the internet for “notes template .doc” to fnd a Word fle 
template. 

2. As you read or listen, write your notes in the large right column. Use bullet points and 
abbreviations as much as possible so you can work quickly. 

Figure 2.2 Template for two-column note-taking. 
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3. In the skinnier left column, write down main ideas, key words, and key ques-
tions that correspond to the more detailed information in the big section. Things that might go 
in this column include: 

• Keywords from textbooks 
• Section headings or topic sentences from readings 
• Titles or main ideas from lecture slides 
• Key questions your professor asks during lecture 
• Anything your professor identifes as really important 

4. Finally, after you fnish your note-taking for that section, write a few sentences 
of  summary of  the information on each page at the bottom. 

Here’s an example of  how a student might use this method (Figure 2.3). 

Figure 2.3 Example of  two-column note-taking. 
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You can learn more about the Cornell Note-Taking System via this free, interactive online 
course! https://canvas.cornell.edu/courses/1451 

Put Those Notes to Work 

In the previous module, we told you about repeated relearning, a powerful strategy to maximally 
boost memory. Your two-column notes can be a great tool for testing yourself. 

• Fold back the left hand column along the line you drew (longhand notes) OR cover the right 
column on your screen with another piece of  paper 

• Read each question or prompt in that column 
• Try to remember everything you can from the reading or lecture about that topic 
• Check your recall by turning over the page or revealing the answer on the screen 

Above all, your notes can’t beneft you if they’re just sitting in your notebook or on your computer. 
Studying notes actively and frequently will maximize their power. 

Support System 

Some students fnd that difculties with working memory – holding information in mind while 
taking notes – or slower processing speed, which makes taking notes during lectures exceed-
ingly difcult, even after trying the strategies we’ve recommended here. If  that’s the case for 
you, you may qualify for a disability accommodation in the classroom, such as getting permis-
sion to audio record your lectures. For more information on seeking academic accommoda-
tions, contact your college’s disability services ofce or visit https://chadd.org/for-adults/ 
legal-rights-in-higher-education-and-the-workplace/. 

Module 2.5 Seek Help Efectively 

College is not the time to “go it alone” when you fnd that you need help. A college campus is full 
of  people whose full-time job is to provide diferent kinds of  help and support to students. But 
diferent students can often fnd it tricky to seek help for diferent reasons. Do any of  the following 
apply to you? Check any that seem familiar. 

 I’m afraid to ask for help because I think it will make me look dumb or incompetent 
 I think I can handle everything myself  and then later realize I really did need help 
 I put of asking for help until it’s too late in the game to take advantage of  it 
 Sometimes I think I could use help but don’t know what kind of  help I need or who to ask 
 I constantly have to email my professor to fgure out what to do 

From our experience with students, these are pretty typical challenges. Help-seeking isn’t easy. You 
need to realize you need help, identify what kind of  help you need, and then fnd the most efective 
way to get it. Fortunately, it’s also true that getting help is a skill that you can learn to do 
efectively. 

In this module, we’ll cover: 

• Using resources provided by your professors 
• Using email to communicate efectively 

https://canvas.cornell.edu
https://chadd.org
https://chadd.org
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• Collaborating with peers in your courses 
• Getting help from campus ofces and resources 

Use Your Course Resources 

Let’s face it – not all professors are super-organized. But, in our experience, most instructors work 
hard to provide students with the information they need to successfully complete assignments and 
meet the course requirements. It’s also our experience that students sometimes don’t use these 
resources or forget that they exist. So, here is a list of  potential ways to fnd answers to course-
related questions. You may want to jot these down on a sticky note and post the note in 
your desk area or on your laptop. 

Have a Question About Something in Class? Don’t Wonder! Just Follow 
These Steps 

• Carefully re-read any assignment instructions 
• Check the syllabus for the answer 
• Check the course’s learning management system (e.g., Blackboard, Canvas, Moodle) 
• Go to your instructor’s ofce hours and ask your question 
• If  none of  these answer your questions, email your professor or teaching assistant 

Email Efectively 

Do you ever dread opening your inbox because you fear you might drown in unread emails? 
Guess what – your course instructors feel the same way! So, to increase your chances of  getting what 
you want from professors, you’re going to up your email-writing game: That is, you’re going to 
want to write emails that get a positive reaction and that are easy for professors to 
respond to. The frst way to promote a positive response is to answer to this question: 

What Should I Call My Professor? 

Faculty members have worked hard to obtain their advanced degrees and, for many of  us, it feels 
nice to be recognized for that work by being addressed with titles of  respect such as “Dr.” or “Pro-
fessor”. But, unfortunately, research has shown that students are less likely to address professors who are 
women and/or people of  color using these titles of  respect. So, when in doubt, refer to your professor 
as Dr. ____________ or Professor ____________. If  they want you to call them something 
else, they’ll let you know! 

What Should I Say? 

In short, clearly and concisely explain the situation and what you need from your professor. To 
guide you, we’ve developed the DEAR PROF method, summarized in Figure 2.4. You can take 
a picture of  Figure 2.4 and make it your computer desktop background, post it to Instagram, etc. 
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Writing Efective Emails to Professors: Just Remember DEAR* PROF! 

Describe: describe the current situation 
“I was invited to interview for Teach for America; however, the interview is scheduled for 
the same day as our exam.” 

Explain: explain your perspective on the situation 
“I am concerned, since this is the only interview day and I will be unable to take the exam 
on the day it has been scheduled.” 

Ask: clearly and specifcally ask for what you want 
“Therefore, I am wondering if  you would please consider allowing me to take the exam two 
days early.” 

Reward: explain positive consequences and “what’s in it for them” 
“I can be available to work around your schedule. Thank you, in advance, for your 
help.” 

PROFessional: helpful subject line; address professor appropriately; greet and close 
“Subject: taking the Intro Psychology exam early” 
“Dear Dr. Jones,” 
“Sincerely, Jon” 

Be sure to email a day or two in advance so that they have sufcient time to respond. 

Figure 2.4 A strategy for emailing professors. *Adapted from DBT Skills Training Manual by Marsha 
Linehan (2014). 
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Start with a short and helpful subject line. It’s nice if  this also indicates the course and section 
you are in. Next, include four elements in your email. Each element can be short, but including 
all four ensures that your reader will understand the reason for your request and what exactly it 
is that you want. First, Describe the situation – just the facts. Next, Explain your perspective 
on the situation. In your view, what’s the problem or concern? Next, clearly Ask the recipient 
what you want. If  you’re not sure what you want, you may be asking for advice about the situa-
tion, so just say that! Finally, indicate any Reward for the recipient (not for you!) for taking the 
time to consider your question (and help you, if  possible). Many times, this can be just a simple 
“Thank You!” The fgure gives a lengthier example, but for simple requests, DEAR can be pretty 
brief, such as: 

Dear Dr. Flory, 

I checked our syllabus and saw that the due date for our paper in Intro Psychology difers from 
what you announced in class yesterday. I want to make sure that I’ve got the correct information. 
Could you please clarify? Thank you so much! 

Sincerely, 
Laura Knouse 

How Should I Say It? 

Especially when sending your frst email to someone, it should probably read more like a 
letter than a text message. Use a greeting (“Dear Dr. Knouse”, “Hello Professor Canu!”) 
and a closing (“Sincerely, Lauren, “Thanks so much, Donté”) and write in complete sentences 
with capitalization, good grammar, and punctuation. From there, your recipient might respond 
more casually and then you can take your cues from that as you continue your conversation. 

Be sure that you have appropriate expectations about response time. You might live on campus 
24/7 and on weekends, but university faculty and staf do not. It’s typically reasonable to expect 
a response within 24 hours (or so), Monday through Friday. 

Finally, although it might not seem like a big deal, it’s not usually a good idea to miss a class and 
then ask your professor, “Did I miss anything important?” It sounds like you’re saying that their 
class might have consisted entirely of  unimportant things! 

Collaborate With Peers 

In college and in life, your peers can be a crucial source of support. But your peers aren’t just 
your friends – they also include your classmates, who may be willing to both give and receive 
help in order for everyone to succeed together. In this section, we outline three types of  peer 
collaboration – getting class notes, studying together, and doing group projects – and ofer tips 
for being efective in these relationships. 

Getting Class Notes and Information 

Classmates can be a great source of  information if  you happen to miss class. (Which you’re only 
going to do occasionally, right?) While someone else’s notes aren’t ideal, they can be very helpful in 
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flling in the gap created by a missed class and for getting crucial information about assignments 
that the profession might only share through class announcements. (Remember, you’re typically 
responsible for information given in class even if  you are absent.) Our three tips for efectively 
getting this kind of  help are: 

1. Set it up early. Identify a few classmates who could provide this kind of help in advance and 
ask them about it before you need it. Exchange contact information, if  appropriate. 

2. Ofer to reciprocate. Let them know that you’re happy to help them out when they need it 
and follow through on that commitment. 

3. Don’t abuse it. If  you’re calling on your classmate more than once or twice in the semester 
for their notes, you need to focus on strategies for getting to class more often. 

Study Together 

Collaborative studying can be a powerful learning tool . . . but it can also be a huge distraction. 
Here are three tips for efective collaborative study: 

1. Plan. Before getting together to study, decide together what material you’ll be studying and 
how you’ll study it. Make sure the material to be covered is reasonable for the amount of  time 
you have. Agree in advance that, if you get of topic, anyone who brings the group back to the task at 
hand gets a big round of  applause. 

2. Choose a Space. Make sure the space you choose to study is free from distractions, be that 
other non-studying students, your phones, or the TV. Group study rooms in the library, for 
example, can be a great choice. 

3. Test Each Other. As we outlined in the Power Studying module, the best way to study 
is to work hard to remember the information you’re trying to learn. Take advantage of 
peer studying by quizzing each other or summarizing and explaining information to each 
other. 

Group Projects 

Ah, the dreaded group project! Everyone probably has a heinous group project story; however, 
learning to work collaboratively is such an important professional and life skill that it’s part of  the 
learning outcomes for many college classes. Here are three tips for being a great group project 
member: 

1. Communicate Often. Respond quickly and clearly to communications from your group 
members. Even if  you don’t know the answer to something, let them know you are listening 
and staying engaged. 

2. Make a Plan. Encourage your group to establish a clear plan for each group member 
at the end of  each meeting. Each member should know what they are supposed to do and 
when they are supposed to complete the work. If  you fnd you can’t do what you say you’d 
do, see #1. 

3. Don’t Avoid. Whatever you do, don’t “check out” of  the group. Stay engaged, even if 
group members disagree. If  you’re having confict with another group member, ask to speak 
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with them about it one on one rather than letting it fester and get worse. If  your group runs 
into major interpersonal issues, speak with your course instructor for advice in navigating 
the situation. 

Use Campus Ofces and Resources 

Professors and peers are most defnitely NOT the only people on campus who can help you suc-
ceed in your classes. Most campuses have a whole list of  campus support ofces and staf to provide 
help for students in specifc areas. You might have only heard about these ofces during orientation 
and, by now, you may have completely forgotten that they exist, so we’re reminding you. 

Could you beneft from any of  the following types of  help? Even if  not right now, your assign-
ment is to learn more about what one of  these ofces has to ofer. Check of the one that 
seems most useful and make a plan to reach out! 

 Individual or group tutoring in a specifc course (Academic Skills Center) 
 Coaching on how to better manage time and study (Academic Skills Center) 
 Planning for and feedback on a paper you have to write (Writing Center) 
 Planning for and feedback on a presentation you have to give (Speech Center) 
 Help fnding sources for a research paper (Librarians or Reference desk) 
 Classroom accommodations and support for a disability (Disability Services) 
 Therapy or medications to help you better manage your ADHD in college (Counseling Center 

or Student Health Center) 

For any sources of help you checked next, look up the contact information for that 
ofce and jot it down here (if  it’s an online form, go ahead and fll that out): 

Finally, contact the ofce and set up an appointment to learn more about their services. 

 Check here when you’ve done that. 

Happy Help-Seeking! 

Notes 

1 In this approach, 25 minutes is referred to as a pomodoro (a unit of  time). 
2 You may be able to fnd pre-made sets of  fashcards or questions on Quizlet associated with their text-

book or on the textbook publisher’s website. 
3 Yes. We are aware that Pluto is no longer ofcially a planet, but we think that was pretty harsh. Take 

that, International Astronomical Union! 
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Module 3.0 Why It Matters and Roadmap

Sometimes, even when you know what you should do and you know how to do it, you can find 
yourself  falling back into old patterns. Maybe that’s been the case with some of  the things you’ve 
learned so far in this workbook. For example, you might “know” it’s a good idea to write eve-
rything down in your planner or task list, but sometimes you think, “I don’t need to do that this 
time”. Or maybe a setback makes you think, “These self-testing strategies don’t really work for 
me. Why even bother?” Either way, sometimes your thoughts and feelings can derail you from 
using the skills that help you cope with your ADHD symptoms. That’s what this chapter is all 
about – learning how to recognize and roll with thoughts and emotions so that you can act in the 
way that’s the kindest to the You of  the Future.

Check Yourself: Which Skills?

Complete the checklist to help you figure out which modules in this chapter may be most 
helpful for you. Note that, in this skillset, we recommend that everyone complete Modules 3.2  
and 3.3.

3 Thinking (and Doing) Differently

Complete the following worksheet, based on how these apply to you on a day-to-day basis in recent 
memory (about the last six months). Circle one response per item, using this scale:1 0 = Never, 1 =  
Sometimes, 2 = Often, 3 = Very Often.

2. I find it difficult to stay focused on what’s happening in the present. 0 1 2 3

1. I could be experiencing some emotion and not be conscious of  it until sometime 0 1 2 3
later.

3. I don’t notice feelings of  physical tension or discomfort until they really grab my 0 1 2  3
attention.

4. It seems I am “running on automatic”, without much awareness of  what I’m 0 1 2 3 
doing.

https://doi.org/10.4324/9781003149620-4
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5. I could be experiencing certain thoughts and not be aware of  them until later. 0 1 2 3

6. When I feel bad, I do things I later regret in order to make myself  feel better 0 1 2 3
now.

7. When I am upset I often act without thinking. 0 1 2 3

8. I tend to lose control when I am in a great mood. 0 1 2 3

9. It is hard for me to resist acting on my feelings. 0 1 2 3

Make Your Plan

1.  We recommend that you include Modules 3.2 and 3.3 in your plan. These repre-
sent central skills for well-being and success in college and in life in general.

2.  Choose additional modules based on the following and check them off in your plan:

Questions 1–5: If  you marked several items “2” or “3”, include Module 3.1.
Questions 6–9: If  you marked “2” or “3” for several of  these, include Module 3.4.

3.  Look over the titles of  the modules in the following table, and flip through them 
briefly. Include any additional modules that you think might be helpful or that you’re curi-
ous about.

4.  Work on the modules you selected in the order that they appear by adding each module to 
your task list and/or calendar and tackling them one at a time. Check off each module 
when you finish it and reward yourself  for a job well done!

Thinking and Doing Skills Plan

In my plan? Done Module Pages

    Module 3.1 Mindfulness: Becoming Aware 65–72

Yes   Module 3.2 Notice Your Patterns 72–76

Yes   Module 3.3 Practice New Responses 77–82

    Module 3.4 New Responses II: Impulsive Emotions 82–86

Module 3.1 Mindfulness: Becoming Aware

If  you think about it, I bet that you can identify many things that you do in life that happen 
pretty much automatically, or, in other words, like you are on auto-pilot. Take, for instance, 
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driving a long distance on the highway. While you’re going through all the motions of  driv-
ing – keeping yourself  in your lane and passing when you need to, setting and keeping your 
desired speed, and maintaining appropriate distance between you and other cars – you may 
lose awareness of  doing these things, and maybe even of  the vehicles that are keeping pace 
around you. You get lost in your thoughts or maybe in a podcast or music, and may even arrive 
at your destination or exit and suddenly jerk back to awareness, wondering how you got there 
successfully. This can happen in everyday life, too, like when you start to brush your teeth 
and don’t really think about it until you have done your two minutes, or fnding that you can 
completely unload your groceries while only really paying attention to your roommate who is 
chatting at you. 

Why are we bringing this up? What do these things have to do with thinking diferently? The 
answer is that they have to do with mindfulness, or, actually, the lack of  it. Mindfulness is 
purposefully paying attention to the present moment. Mindfulness is important to everyone, and maybe 
especially to college students with ADHD, because it keeps us rooted in what is happening in the 
now and can help us fgure out what works and what doesn’t. Mindfulness is a skill that involves being 
able to direct your attention to the thing that needs it most or that you want to focus on and the 
ability to not have your attention “pulled away” by unhelpful things. 

Another important aspect of  mindfulness is a non-judgmental attitude toward the things you’re pay-
ing attention to – especially the thoughts, feelings, and actions that you become aware of  through 
mindfulness. This means being able to slip more into an “observer” role instead of an “evalua-
tor” role – that is, to notice what is happening without judging it or reacting to it emotionally. For 
example, a non-judgmental attitude allows you to notice what’s happening in your environment 
(e.g., it feels hot, you can hear cars outside) and what’s happening inside of  you (e.g., the thought 
“I really want to go home”, a feeling of  stress), without getting too wrapped up in it and then 
being able to shift your attention to other things. 

Given what you already know about ADHD, you probably are getting the picture of  how 
mindfulness can be especially difcult for people with ADHD. Challenges central to ADHD, like 
inattention, emotional dysregulation, and executive functioning problems, can make it difcult 
to stay mindful. And while you don’t need to be mindful all of  the time, there are many instances 
in which mindfulness is critical to success and well-being. For example, you could be at a party 
and really want to listen to and connect with the people around you, but your attention might be 
so wrapped up in the nervous thoughts and feelings you’re having that you can’t pay attention to 
really “be there”. Or, take the example of  highway driving, one from one of  our own personal 
experiences. You could be driving down the highway, in that unmindful zone, not really noticing 
things around you much . . . and fail to notice THE CAR COMING RIGHT AT YOU in your 
own lane!!! 

Your turn! What are some other examples of  activities where lack of  mindfulness 
is a problem? 
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Are there any settings or activities where you actually have good mindfulness? 

Fortunately for Dr. Canu, in the driving situation, mindfulness kicked in, just in time . . . he got 
out of  the way of  that car and lived to tell the tale. But this is a good analogy for lots of  situations 
that you might face, like a big term paper, assigned at the beginning of  the term. You may be 
“driving along”, doing daily work and studying for tests and quizzes, but missing awareness of  the 
term paper until BAM!!! It’s midnight and your friend in the class texts you saying how good it is 
to be done with the paper, which is due the next day . . . and you are out of time and energy to 
pull it together. So mindfulness can help us to expand our awareness and to see all the things that 
are potentially worthy of  our attention. 

Mindfulness can also really help with thinking diferently when unhelpful thinking crops up. That 
non-judgmental stance really comes in handy here. Let’s say that you have not completely forgotten 
about your term paper, but it’s due in a couple of  days and it’s been hard to get down to the busi-
ness of  getting it done. Negative thinking might creep in here, like “I can’t believe how hard this 
is for me! I am so lazy and I’ll never get this done!” Thoughts like that can have a lot of  power 
. . . you might get stuck on them, and if  they dominate your awareness, that’s unlikely to help you 
get the paper fnished. Practicing mindfulness could help you “see” that thought, acknowledge 
that it is a thought of  yours, and then let the thought go . . . and, potentially open yourself  to 
awareness of  thoughts like, “Hey, I remember that workbook said that if  I’m procrastinating, I 
should break down the task and use a WHEN-THEN as a reward” (see Module 1.5). You’re not 
just saying to yourself  “It’s no big deal”. Instead, you’re acknowledging the difcult things and 
making space to see the neutral, helpful, or even downright positive things that are present in 
the moment, too. 

Understanding Check! 

In your own words, what is mindfulness? 

How Mindful Am I? Could It Help to Be More Mindful? 

Like with most things, there’s a really wide range of  mindfulness abilities across people. 
Where you fall on this spectrum can be due to natural inclination but it’s also influenced by 
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experience and practice – it’s a skill you can learn. Zen Buddhism is a spiritual orientation 
that cultivates mindfulness, especially through meditation. Perhaps this is something you’re 
familiar with and, if  so, it may have helped you to develop mindfulness. Some kinds of 
therapy also include mindful practice, and maybe that’s something you have encountered, 
too. Wherever your life path has taken you and whatever your natural tendency toward 
mindfulness, we believe that it is always possible and beneficial to cultivate mind-
fulness skills. 

As mentioned earlier, mindfulness often doesn’t come easy to people with ADHD. A few research 
studies have focused on training children and adults with ADHD in mindfulness skills, and while 
the overall outcomes for reducing ADHD symptoms have been relatively modest (compared to 
cognitive-behavioral or medication therapies), participants in those studies reported high satisfac-
tion. In other words, developing mindfulness may be something that you experience as positive, 
in various ways. 

To get a sense of  your mindfulness starting point, complete the following questionnaire (Lau 
et al., 2006), and score it given the instructions that follow. 

Please read each statement and the extent to which you agree. In other words, how well does 
the statement describe your experience? 

Not at all A little Moderately Quite a bit Very much 

I experience myself  as separate from my changing 1 2 3 4 5 
thoughts and feelings. 

I am more concerned with being open to my 1 2 3 4 5 
experiences than controlling or changing them. 

I am curious about what I might learn about myself 1 2 3 4 5 
by taking notice of  how I react to certain thoughts, 
feelings or sensations. 

I experience my thoughts more as events in my mind 1 2 3 4 5 
than as a necessarily accurate refection of  the way 
things “really” are. 

I am curious to see what my mind is up to from 1 2 3 4 5 
moment to moment. 

I am curious about each of  my thoughts and feelings 1 2 3 4 5 
as they occur. 

I am receptive to observing unpleasant thoughts and 1 2 3 4 5 
feelings without interfering with them. 

I am more invested in just watching my experiences 1 2 3 4 5 
as they arise, than in fguring out what they could 
mean. 

I approach each experience by trying to accept it, no 1 2 3 4 5 
matter whether it is pleasant or unpleasant. 

I remain curious about the nature of  each experience 1 2 3 4 5 
as it arises. 

I am aware of  my thoughts and feelings without 1 2 3 4 5 
overidentifying with them. 
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Not at all A little Moderately Quite a bit Very much 

I am curious about my reactions to things. 1 2 3 4 5 
I am curious about what I might learn about myself  by 1 2 3 4 5 

just taking notice of  what my attention gets drawn to. 
Total Score = 

Copyright © 2006 by John Wiley and Sons. Reproduced with permission. Lau, M. A., Bishop, S. R., Segal, Z. V., 
Buis, T., Anderson, N. D., Carlson, L., Shapiro, S., & Carmody, J. (2006). The Toronto Mindfulness Scale: Develop-
ment and validation. Journal of  Clinical Psychology, 62(12), 1445–1467. https://doi.org/10.1002/jclp.20326 

Focus on your total score. In a group of  non-ADHD adults, the average total score for current 
mindfulness was approximately 29, and an estimate of  “average range” for scores is 20–38 (Klein 
et al., 2015). Total scores lower than 20 could be thought of  as “lower” mindfulness and above 
39 could be considered “higher” mindfulness. Where did you fall? 

Practice Mindfulness 

Like most things in life and in this workbook, getting better at mindfulness is something that takes 
intention and practice. The frst step is to realize that, in many moments of  our lives, we are really 
not very mindful at all. 

So, a good frst step in being more mindful is actively paying attention to your experiences. Basi-
cally, you’re going to repeatedly practice noticing all of the things that are going on right now in the 
environment and inside of  you. Like with any skill or ability, mindfulness gets better with practice, 
and this is a way to do it in your “real life”. Check out the form on the next page you can use 
to guide your noticing practice. You’ll see it asks you to notice what’s coming in via your fve 
senses, what you feel inside your body, and what kinds of  movements and thoughts are happening. 

Spend a few minutes noticing and record your experiences in the frst blank row 
of  the form RIGHT NOW and then come back here for the next step. (We’ll wait.) 

Good work! Did you notice there were more potential things to be aware of  than you thought 
there’d be? It’s sort of  amazing what our brains are fltering out at any given moment. 

Over the next day or so, you’re going to do some noticing practice several more times. It’s not 
super important exactly when you choose to do your practice – the idea is just to experience pur-
posefully noticing more than you usually do. 

When would be the best times each day to do this? Try setting some alarms in your phone for 
a few random times over the next couple of  days. Also, you’ll want to put this practice in your 
calendar to remind yourself. 

 Check here when you’ve put this practice on your task list or in your calendar and set some 
reminders. 

Practice Noticing 

Instructions: In several diferent moments over the next few days, notice what is going on in the 
environment and inside of  you and record it in the following table. 

https://doi.org/10.1002/jclp.20326
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What do I SEE? What do I HEAR? What do I SMELL/
TASTE? 

What do I feel ON
MY SKIN? 

What do I feel INSIDE
MY BODY? 

How is my body
MOVING? 

What THOUGHTS
do I have? 

EXAMPLE:
The dim light of

my desk lamp
and the bright
light of  my
laptop screen.
Darkness in the
room around me. 

My roommate 
snoring
softly; the air
conditioning
blowing; 
mufed music 
from the room 
next door 

Slight bitter taste 
from the cofee 
I just drank.
Scent of  the
lotion I put on
my hands. 

Slight coolness
from the
lotion. The
pressure of
the chair
on my rear
end. My feet
resting on the
foor. 

Slight pain on the 
sides of  my head. 
My breath going 
in and out. The 
urge to tap my 
left foot. 

Still except for
blinking and
the movement
of  my chest
up and down
as my breath
moves. Hand
moving to write
all this down. 

This is a LOT 
of  stuf to write
down. Is this 
really going to 
help me? I feel
really tired right 
now. I’m almost 
done, thank 
goodness. 
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What Can I Do to Develop Mindfulness Further? 

You can use various exercises to help you develop your mindfulness ability further. Which of  the 
following options appeals to you most? Check it of and then look at the information on 
fnding resources for practice. 

 Follow guided meditations you can fnd online or through an app 
 Engage in activities mindfully, such as walking or eating 
 Try a mindfulness-oriented group practice, such as yoga or group meditation 
 Check out books or websites that provide instruction in mindfulness practice, 

some tailored to ADHD. 

Apps (Android/iOS) and Online Guided Meditations 

Headspace 
Calm 
UCLA Mindfulness (free) 
Mindfulnessexercises.com (free) 

Activities 

Mindful eating: Take a grape (or raisin, or chocolate chip, or a berry) and, before and as you 
slowly eat it, focus on this with all of  your senses: sight, touch, smell, taste, and sound. Notice 
what else happens in your body, and your thoughts and feelings. If  your attention wanders from 
these experiences, notice that, and gently, nonjudgmentally, turn your focus back to the grape 
(or other morsel). 

Mindful walking: Starting from a seated position, stand up and walk to a destination that will 
take fve or so minutes. Notice sensations in your body, and try to keep your attention there. 
What do you sense in your muscles, your breathing, and your heart? As you walk, how does the 
air feel? Do you hear, smell, or see things as you walk? Notice and acknowledge these sensations 
as well as any thoughts or feelings that come, but shift your focus back to your body, nonjudg-
mentally, as you complete your walk. 

Mindfulness-Oriented Group Practice 

Yoga – Many types of  yoga involve a blend of  physical movement and mindfulness practice. Your 
college’s recreation center may ofer yoga or mindfulness to you for free. Fitness apps like Glo 
Yoga or the Peloton app also ofer yoga and meditation options although paid subscriptions are 
often required. Luckily, though, some generous instructors ofer recorded yoga classes for free 
on YouTube. 

Group Meditation – Group meditation sessions may be ofered on your campus through 
the student health and recreation center or coordinated by faculty, staf, or students 
interested in regular mindfulness practice. Community groups, including some religious 
organizations, may ofer meditation sessions as well but if  you’re not comfortable with 
the religious aspects of  meditation, you should choose other mindfulness practice options 
mentioned earlier. 

http://Mindfulnessexercises.com
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Books (May Be Available in Audiobook or Kindle Formats, Provide Lots of 
Great Info) 

Zylowska, Lidia (2012). The Mindfulness Prescription for Adult ADHD. Trumpeter Books. 
Kabat-Zinn, Jon (2012). Mindfulness for Beginners. Sounds True Publishing. 
Shapiro, Shauna, & Siegel, Daniel (2020). Good Morning, I Love You: Mindfulness and Self-Compassion 

Practices to Rewire Your Brain for Calm, Clarity, and Joy. Sounds True Publishing. 

Websites 

Mindful: Happy Mind, Happy Life. www.mindful.org 
Oxford Mindfulness Centre. Pay-per-course but also has free resources that are very helpful at www. 

oxfordmindfulness.org/learn-mindfulness/resources/ 
Tasting Mindfulness. Blog by Lynn Rossy, Ph.D., a health psychologist focusing on mindful eating, 

moving, and living. Lots of  interesting content. www.lynnrossy.com/tasting-mindfulness/ 

Which resource are you going to try and when will you use it in the next week? It’s also okay to 
keep using something that’s already working well for you. Make some notes here: 

 Check here when you’ve put this practice on your task list and in your calendar and set a 
reminder. 

Next Steps 

When you have practiced mindfulness and self-monitoring for a week or so, you should be ready 
to move on to the next module. Take what works for you, and make it part of  your routine! 

Module 3.2 Notice Your Patterns 

A good frst step to making any change is to get some information about the status quo – the way 
things are. In this module, you’ll get curious about how your thoughts, feelings, and behaviors all 
infuence one another and how these patterns can contribute to struggle or success working with 
your ADHD. 

Wait, Do Thoughts and Feelings Cause ADHD? 

Short answer: no. ADHD symptoms are primarily caused by neurobiological factors related to 
genetics. However, there’s substantial (and growing) evidence that the thoughts you have and the 
way you feel in response to those thoughts can infuence how well you cope with your ADHD. On 
the fip side, the actions you take to try to cope with ADHD can also afect how you feel about 
yourself  and what you think you’re capable of  in the future. Thoughts, feelings, and behaviors 
are all connected in a big, interactive circle. It’s complicated, but, on the good side, it means that 

http://www.lynnrossy.com
http://www.mindful.org
http://www.oxfordmindfulness.org
http://www.oxfordmindfulness.org
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you’ve got lots of  different “entry points” to making things work better. That’s what the remaining 
modules in this skillset are about.

We have developed a model for understanding how thoughts – or cognitions – can interact with 
ADHD symptoms to influence how well a person can cope and how much ADHD symptoms 
cause problems. Take a look at the picture in Figure 3.1, and we’ll explain more:

Self-Regulatory
Skills

Thinking &
Responding
Differently

ADHD Symptoms

Intervention:

Problems in your Life

Thoughts & Feelings
That Reduce Motivation

Figure 3.1  A cognitive-behavioral model of  ADHD.

• ADHD symptoms contribute to problems in your daily life – but using the self-regulation skills
covered earlier in this workbook can help to reduce those problems. Skills won’t get rid of  your
symptoms, but they can help you work around them and make them less problematic.

• For some people, the problems caused by ADHD affect the way they think and feel about them-
selves and their ability to meet goals.

Has living with ADHD affected the way you think and feel about yourself  and your 
ability to change? If  so, how?

_____________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________
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• When these thoughts and feelings show up in daily life, they can make it harder for you to 
commit to and follow through on actions that could make things better – in other words, they 
reduce your motivation. 

• And, when de-motivating thoughts and feelings are dominating your head space, they can also 
make it more difcult to use the skills in this book. So, addressing these patterns of  thoughts 
and feelings can clear the way to making better use of  skills. 

So, the Next Step Is to. . . 

1) NOTICE thoughts and feelings that reduce motivation, and 
2) RESPOND with more helpful thoughts and actions 

Like all the new skills in this book, this one’s going to take some practice so let’s get started. 

A Map for Your Patterns 

To get better at noticing your patterns, it can be helpful to have a framework to help you recognize 
them. We’ve talked about how thoughts (cognitions), feelings (emotions), and behavior (actions) 
all infuence one another and, sometimes, not in a helpful way. See the following diagram (Figure 
3.2) for an example pattern for a student we’ll call Alex. 

Alex is working on their time management skills and sets the goal of  using their Google Cal-
endar daily. For the past fve days, it has been going well. But then they forgot to put a meeting 
with their research advisor into their calendar and no-showed this important appointment. When 
refecting on what they felt, what they thought, and what they did next with the planner, Alex 
wrote down the following (Figure 3.2): 

Figure 3.2 Alex’s thought–feeling–behavior pattern. 

Alex (understandably!) felt bad about missing the appointment and they also saw the situation 
through a particular cognitive lens. According to Alex’s thoughts, missing the appointment wasn’t 



 

 
  

    
 
 
 
 

  

_____________________________________________________________________________ 

_____________________________________________________________________________ 
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_____________________________________________________________________________ 
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just a mistake – their thoughts about the situation turned that mistake into a sign that Alex would 
never be able to learn the skill and, even further, that they’re stuck being the way they are with no 
possibility of growth. From the perspective of Alex’s current way of thinking, it makes sense (in a 
way) that Alex isn’t terribly motivated to keep trying with the Google Calendar or with their new 
skills at all. But if  Alex decides not to try again, they may have missed the chance to learn helpful 
skills that could ultimately help them avoid missing future meetings with people important to them. 
And we know it might seem cliché, but we’ve seen it over and over: making mistakes while learning 
new skills is an expected and sometimes even necessary part of  the process of  gaining new skills. 

Now it’s your turn to map a pattern. Think back to a specifc situation in the past week or two 
where you have experienced problems that are related to your ADHD symptoms and fll in the 
diagram (Figure 3.3). If  you can’t think of  an ADHD-related example, try to zero in on a time 
when you experienced a difcult emotional response and try to remember and recount the situa-
tion, your thoughts, and what you did in response (Figure 3.3). 

Figure 3.3 Your thought–feeling–behavior pattern. 

What did you notice about what you wrote? Do your thoughts, feelings, and actions in response 
seem to relate to one another? If  so, how? 

Practice Identifying Your Patterns 

Becoming aware of  patterns in daily life takes practice, so that’s what we’re going to ask you to do. 
Using the sheet on the next page, at least once per day for a few days, fll in information 
about a situation and thoughts, feelings, and actions in response. Ideally, these should be events 
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that you think are related to your ADHD, but they can generally be things that happened that you 
felt were difcult or stressful. 

Ask yourself  now: When would be the best time each day to do this? Then, put this practice in 
your calendar to make sure it gets done over the next week. 

 Check here when you’ve put this practice on your task list or in your calendar and set a 
reminder. 

When you’ve collected a few real-life examples, it’s time to move on to the next module. 

Happy Noticing! 

Noticing Your Patterns 

Instructions: For at least one situation per day, complete the following table. Choose situations 
where your ADHD symptoms contributed to problems for you. Alternatively, you can choose situ-
ations where you experienced strong emotions. 

Situation – when and 
where? 

Feelings Thoughts Action Why was this action 
problematic? 

EXAMPLE: 
In my dorm room; 

10 p.m. on Sunday. 
Paper due tomorrow 
at 5 p.m. and I’ve 
been putting it of 
for hours 

guilty 
UGH! 
overwhelmed 

I don’t want to do this! 
I should have started 

hours ago. 
This is going to suck. 
I need to have this 

desk clean before I 
can get started. 

Spent 45 min. 
organizing my 
desk 

I needed to be 
working on my 
paper. Organizing 
the desk ended up 
making me feel 
worse in the long 
run. 



Thinking (and Doing) Diferently 77  

 

 
 
 

_____________________________________________________________________________ 

_____________________________________________________________________________ 

_____________________________________________________________________________ 

_____________________________________________________________________________ 

_____________________________________________________________________________ 

_____________________________________________________________________________ 

_____________________________________________________________________________ 

_____________________________________________________________________________ 

_____________________________________________________________________________ 

_____________________________________________________________________________ 

Module 3.3 Practice New Responses 

In this module, we’ll build on your observations from the prior module to begin to create and 
practice new and more helpful ways of  responding in challenging situations. 

What Did You Notice? 

Look back at the Noticing Your Patterns sheet from the past few days. Take a few minutes (maybe 
set a timer?) to think about what you observed and write those observations here. In particular, 
write about any times when thoughts impacted your motivation to take action, use 
skills, or address a problem in the most efective way. 

Nice. We’ll come back to these observations throughout the work we do in this module. 

How Are You Coaching Yourself? 

In a way, thinking is kind of  like talking to yourself  – just in a way that no one else can hear. And 
when it comes to motivation, some ways of  talking to yourself  are probably more helpful than others. 
Taking a page from the playbook of  Steven Safren and colleagues (2017), we want you to think about 
how you coach yourself and whether it’s possible to practice and learn more helpful ways of  self-coaching. 

Let’s do a thinking exercise: First, think about the teacher, coach, or mentor in your life who 
has motivated and taught you the most. Refect on how they did what they did. Why were 
they so efective at helping you learn and grow? 

Teacher/Coach/Mentor Name: ___________________________________________________ 

What did they teach you? ________________________________________________________ 



 

 

 

  

_____________________________________________________________________________ 

_____________________________________________________________________________ 

_____________________________________________________________________________ 

_____________________________________________________________________________ 

_____________________________________________________________________________ 
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What did they say and do that made them efective?____________________________________ 

Now, let’s think about the fip side: What about a teacher, coach, or mentor who was least 
efective in motivating or teaching you? 

Teacher/Coach/Mentor Name: ___________________________________________________ 

What were they trying to teach you? ________________________________________________ 

What did they say or do that made them inefective? ___________________________________ 

When we thought about our own best teachers and coaches, three characteristics came to mind: 
Good coaches are encouraging, realistic, and they teach good strategies. 

Encouraging: An efective coach doesn’t berate you to the point of  making you feel like 
there’s no point in trying. Instead, they inspire you with the possibility that you can do bet-
ter. They understand that progress takes time. 

Realistic: On the other hand, an efective coach doesn’t ignore the reality of  what’s not 
working. They don’t ignore the problems you’re having just to make you feel better. They 
understand that making you aware of what’s going wrong is an important part of helping 
you improve. 

Give Good Strategies: An efective coach doesn’t just identify what’s not working and 
give you vague encouragement to “do better”. They suggest alternative techniques and 
help you practice those techniques until you can do them well. 

Do you see any evidence of  these three qualities in your “best coach” description? Or do you 
see their opposites in the “worst coach” description? 

For example, one coach might point out and highlight every mistake you make, fail to suggest 
ways to improve, or even bully and berate you under the guise of  “motivating”. We’ll call this guy 
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Coach Jerkface. Another coach might shower you with praise no matter what and expect very 
little from you, failing to provide constructive feedback that could lead to progress. This person 
could be called Coach Cool Guy. Very diferent styles, to be sure, but in the end neither is prob-
ably going to be very efective at helping most people learn and grow. 

What about the way you coached yourself this past week? Take a look back at your Noticing Your 
Patterns sheet and what you wrote. Check out the following chart for examples of  the telltale signs of 
each of  the two coaches we just talked about. See any evidence of  pulling a Coach Jerkface on your-
self  this past week? Or how about Coach Cool Guy? Are there situations where you might have been 
unrealistically sunny about things in a way that keep you from using skills or dealing with problems? 

Examples of  Less Helpful Coaching 

Coach Jerkface Coach Cool Guy 

That was the worst. Ever. I have plenty of  time to do that later. 
Why do I even bother to try? This usually sucks me in, but I’ll just do it for a minute. 
That was a complete disaster. It’s not the right time to work on that now. 
Everyone thinks I’m incompetent. Being impulsive is just who I am. 
Something bad will happen. I don’t really need to write that down. 
I absolutely cannot handle this. I can remember things on my own. 
No one will ever understand me. I never had to study in high school. 
I’m such a loser. It’ll get done. 
You’re going to screw it up. I don’t need any help. 

If  thoughts like these seem familiar, guess what? You are HUMAN! Most people expe-
rience overly negative (and unhelpful) or overly positive (and also unhelpful) patterns of 
thinking and feeling from time to time. The key is to do what you’re doing now – become 
aware of  these patterns – and then do what comes next: practice coaching yourself  and responding 
differently. 

Like any new skill, this self-coaching is going to take some practice. Just for fun and maybe to 
help you remember, we encourage you to give your better coaching style a name – maybe even 
pay tribute to that best coach or teacher who had such an impact on you. 

I’ll name my “Good Coach”, Coach _____________________________________________. 
Next, check out some examples of  more helpful coaching statements provided here. Notice how 

they are: 

• Encouraging 
• Realistic 
• Suggesting good strategies 
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Better Coaching Examples 

That was not great but I can do better. I’m going to try ____________________ next time. 

I did my best with what I had that time, but next time I’ll _________________. 

I’ve handled tough things before. Maybe it’s time to reach out to ___________ for help. 

I know I’m not the only one who struggles with this stuf. Maybe _______________ has some 
tips for me. 

I’m defnitely a work in progress. 

I may not get it on the frst shot, but I’ll give it my best try. 

I should probably just get the frst couple of  steps of  this done now while I still have some momentum. 

I know I have trouble stopping this activity, so I’m going to set a timer for fve minutes. 

I know I think I’m going to remember this, but that’s what I always think. I should probably put 
it in my planner. 

I know _____________ is really good at this, so I think I’ll ask them for help. It feels like I’m 
bugging them, but I know I like it when someone asks for my expertise. 

This assignment has a LOT of  parts so I probably need to make a plan to tackle it. 

Creating New Responses 

Now it’s your turn to try creating some helpful self-coaching responses. Look back at your 
Noticing Your Patterns sheet from the last module and choose situation-thought-emotion-
action examples from the past week. Copy what you wrote for the frst fve columns in the follow-
ing Practicing New Responses table (using shorthand is okay), and then formulate an alternative, 
more efective self-coaching statement and action and add it to the last column. We’ve given you 
an example to help you get started. 

Practicing New Responses 

Situation – when 
and where? 

Feelings Thoughts Action Why was this 
action problematic? 

Alternative coaching 
and actions 

EXAMPLE: 
In my dorm 

room; 10 p.m. 
on Sunday. 
Paper due 
tomorrow at 
5 p.m. and 
I’ve been 
putting it of 
for hours. 

guilty 
UGH! 
overwhelmed 

I don’t want to 
do this! 

I should have 
started hours 
ago. 

This is going to 
suck. 

I need to have this 
desk clean before 
I can get started. 

Spent 45 min. 
organizing 
my desk 

I needed to be 
working on 
my paper. 
Organizing 
the desk 
ended up 
making me 
feel worse in 
the long run. 

I wasted some time, 
but that’s not the 
end of  the world. 
I’m going to set 
a timer and work 
on this section of 
the paper for 30 
minutes, then let 
myself  tidy the 
desk for 10 min. 
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As you become more aware, you may notice specifc Coach Jerkface or Coach Cool 
Guy thoughts coming up over and over. We sometimes call these “Red Flag Thoughts” 
and they can be pretty useful in practicing new responses. 

How? Basically, if  you can identify a familiar Red Flag Thought when it arises, you can use 
that as a signal that your alternative responses are probably necessary. For example, if  you fnd 
yourself  frequently thinking, “I’ll feel like doing that later”, but “later” never seems to come, 
you can use that Red Flag Thought to signal that it’s time to engage a strategy, such as working 
on the task for ten minutes, breaking it down, or scheduling a time for it in your planner. 

Can you identify any Red Flag Thoughts yet? If  so, jot them down below for future 
reference: 

Practicing New Responses 

Using the sheet on the next page, at least once per day for a few days, fll in the situation and thoughts, 
feelings, and actions in response, followed by some alternative coaching and actions. It’s okay to 
write down what you wish you would have said or done in response to Coach Jerkface or Coach Cool 
guy, but give yourself  some huge extra credit if  you can actually think of  and carry out those new 
responses, in the moment. This will get easier the more you make this routine part of  your life. 

Ask yourself: When would be the best time each day to refect and, if  a situation has happened 
that day, to fll in your sheet? Then, put it in your calendar! 

 Check here when you’ve put this practice on your task list or in your calendar and set a 
reminder. 

Happy Practicing! 

Practicing New Responses 

Situation – when 
and where? 

Feelings Thoughts Action Why was this 
action problematic? 

Alternative coaching 
and actions 

9:00 at night in Exhausted, I am too tired Watched I watched for Getting started is 
my apartment. overwhelmed. to do this. Nexfix longer than ALWAYS the 
Saw the dishes A little I’ve been until I fell I wanted to worst part but it’ll 
piled up in annoyed. working ALL asleep on and didn’t feel great to have 
the sink. Had DAY. I’m the couch. get to the them DONE. 
promised just going to dishes. I woke I could have 
my partner watch TV for up on the propped my phone 
I’d take care a few minutes couch feeling up on the window 
of  them this and then get terrible, like I sill and watched 
week. started. let my partner 

down. Again. 
Netfix while I did 
the dishes. Or put 
on a podcast. 
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Situation – when 
and where? 

Feelings Thoughts Action Why was this 
action problematic? 

Alternative coaching 
and actions 

Module 3.4 Practice New Responses II: Impulsive Emotions 

In this module, we’ll build on the skills you’ve developed to address one of  the toughest situations 
out there – when strong emotions lead to impulsivity: acting without thinking. 

Impulsive Emotions 

Your emotions serve many purposes (there are entire college courses on this!) and one of  them is to 
provide motivation to act. This can be a very good thing. Fear can motivate you to escape danger-
ous situations, anger can motivate you to stand against injustice, and joy can help you lose yourself 
in a moment of  celebration and connection with others. However, moments of  strong emotion can 
also lead to acting in ways that aren’t in your best interest, and particularly when you act without 
thinking through the consequences. This is something psychologists call impulsivity and, when 
impulsivity happens in the presence of  strong emotions, it gets to have an even more special set of 
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names. Negative urgency refers to the tendency to act without thinking when you’re feeling bad 
and positive urgency is the tendency to act without thinking when you’re feeling good. 

What’s the point of  knowing all this? The idea here is that, if  you can anticipate the kinds of 
situations where you’re likely to feel strong positive or negative emotions, then you can use skills 
and strategies to help you better manage emotions and allow for the kinds of  alternative responses 
we’ve been working on so far. And, because emotions can be such a strong infuence on our 
actions, we’ll introduce a new tool for helping you do just that. 

What kinds of  strong emotions have contributed to impulsive actions for you in the past? Com-
plete the following table. We’ve provided some examples to get you started. 

Examples of  Strong Emotions and Impulsive Actions 

Strong Emotion Impulsive Action When Does This Happen? 

Anger Say mean things I later regret When I feel like someone is being rude or 
snarky to me 

Excitement Drinking too much When partying, especially after a really hard 
week 

Anxiety Going out with friends when I 
need to do work 

When I have a big assignment due soon and 
someone asks me to go out 

Your Examples: 

So, What Can I Do About This? 

Why are we focusing so much on emotions in this module? Can’t we just use the kinds of alterna-
tive responses we’ve been practicing earlier in this skillset? Well, if you can, that’s fantastic! Do it! 
But, in our experience, people with ADHD often have times when strong emotions are present 
and impulsive actions happen so often that they need some extra practice techniques. In other 
words, these are some of  the hardest situations to use alternative responses. . . . But it can be done 
with specialized methods of  practicing. 

For these situations, we’re going to use a special type of  practice that psychologists call covert 
rehearsal or, more commonly, visualization. Visualization is often used by sports psychologists 
to coach athletes on their performance during high-pressure situations. Essentially, you’re going 
to practice your new responses to a situation while you visualize (imagine) it in as much detail as 
possible, and you’re going to do that repeatedly. 

Preparing to Visualize 

Fill out the following form to set yourself  up to visualize. You can fnd an additional blank 
sheet and an example of  this form, completed, at the end of  this module. 
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_____________________________________________________________________________ 

_____________________________________________________________________________ 

_____________________________________________________________________________ 

_____________________________________________________________________________ 

_____________________________________________________________________________ 

_____________________________________________________________________________ 

_____________________________________________________________________________ 

_____________________________________________________________________________ 

_____________________________________________________________________________ 

_____________________________________________________________________________ 

_____________________________________________________________________________ 

_____________________________________________________________________________ 

_____________________________________________________________________________ 

_____________________________________________________________________________ 

_____________________________________________________________________________ 

I want to practice an alternative response to (impulsive action that causes problems): 

This action occurs when I’m feeling (strong emotion): ____________________________________ 
Now, think about a specifc, real-life situation where this impulsive action occurred and you felt 

the strong emotion. Choose a situation that happened recently or one that you can remember 
very well. What happened? 

Where were you and who was there? What time of  day was it? 

What did you see, hear, and experience with the fve senses? Describe in as much detail as 
possible: 

Describe what the strong emotion you experienced actually feels like in your body. If  you’re not sure, 
close your eyes for a moment and try to remember what it feels like: 

Describe the kinds of  thoughts you have when you’re feeling this emotion and when the impulsive 
action occurs: 
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_____________________________________________________________________________ 

_____________________________________________________________________________ 

_____________________________________________________________________________ 

_____________________________________________________________________________ 

_____________________________________________________________________________ 

_____________________________________________________________________________ 

_____________________________________________________________________________ 

_____________________________________________________________________________ 

_____________________________________________________________________________ 

Now, write down a detailed description of  what happened, step by step, and what you experi-
enced including everything mentioned earlier – basically, you want to create a script of the 
event and what you felt, thought, and did. Make sure you include the impulsive action in your 
script. If  you prefer, you can use your cell phone or computer to record the script instead of 
writing it out. This is your: 

Old Script 

Finally, write an alternative version of  your script – one where you use alternative coaching, actions, 
and strategies. For example, what will you say to yourself  next time that’s realistic, encouraging, and 
suggests good strategies? What actions can you take to soothe strong emotions? Make sure that in 
your script you still include the situation and the strong emotion; just change the way 
you respond to the strong emotion. Again, you can write this out or record it. This is your: 

New Ending 

Practice Time 

Now comes the “fun” part. You’ll use your script to practice your new response in your head 
through visualization. Follow these steps: 

1) Read or listen to your scripts a few times to get familiar with them. 
2) Find a comfortable, quiet place to practice. 
3) Relax your body. You can sit or lie down comfortably and you can choose eyes closed or eyes 

open – do whatever helps you focus inward best. You can use deep breaths or a mindfulness 
technique from earlier in this skillset to help you relax. 

4) Visualize your Old Script, step by step, as vividly as possible including all the details from 
the fve senses. Try to really feel the way you felt in the situation and think what you thought. 



86 Thinking (and Doing) Diferently  

  

   

 

  

 

  

  
  

_____________________________________________________________________________ 

_____________________________________________________________________________ 

_____________________________________________________________________________ 

_____________________________________________________________________________ 

5) Now, start over and visualize your Old Script but with your New Ending. Still feel the 
feelings and think the thoughts, but visualize practicing the alternative thoughts, actions, and 
strategies you wrote about. 

6) Repeat your Old Script with New Ending several times. The more you practice, the better! 

Ask yourself: When would be the best time this week to practice your visualization? A few days 
for about 10 minutes at a time should work well. When you’ve chosen a time, note it in your 
calendar! 

 Check here when you’ve put this practice on your task list or in your calendar and set a 
reminder. 

Slow Your Roll 

One last idea for reducing impulsive actions: Sometimes, creating your script and practicing visu-
alization can reveal new ways that you can put some space between your thoughts and emotions 
and your actions. You basically want to make it a little bit harder to take the impulsive action. For 
example, if  you buy things online impulsively, turn of autocomplete for your credit card number. 
If  you snack too much on foods with little nutritional value, don’t buy them to stock your dorm 
fridge. If  you respond impulsively with angry emails, set up a dummy email account (laura_is_ 
mad@email.com2) to send those emails to frst and wait before sending them on (or not). We call 
these strategies speed bumps and they can help derail your usual train of impulsive responding. 

Jot down any speed bumps you could set up for your situation: 

 Check here when you set up these Speed Bumps or put them on your task list or in your cal-
endar and set a reminder. 

Happy Visualizing! 

Notes 

1 Items 1–5 Copyright © 2003 by the American Psychological Association. Reproduced with permis-
sion. Brown, K. W., & Ryan, R. M. (2003). The benefts of  being present: Mindfulness and its role in 
psychological well-being. Journal of  Personality and Social Psychology, 84, 822–848. Items 6–9 Copyright © 
2014 by Elsevier. Reproduced with permission. Cyders, M. A., Littlefeld, A. K., Cofey, S., & Karyadi, 
K. A. (2014). Examination of  a short English version of  the UPPS-P Impulsive Behavior Scale. Addic-
tive Behaviors, 39(9), 1372–1376. 

2 Not a real email address. 
3 This example may or may not be derived from the frst author’s real-life experience. 

mailto:laura_is_mad@email.com
mailto:laura_is_mad@email.com
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Example:3 Old Script and New Ending Sheet 

I want to practice an alternative response to (impulsive action that causes problems): 

Buying things that I don’t need (and don’t have the money for) on 
Amazon. 

This action occurs when I’m feeling (strong emotion): A little excited, 
anticipation. And also like things are hard and I deserve some-
thing nice. 

Describe what this actually feels like in your body. If  you’re not sure, close your eyes for a moment 
and remember a time you felt that emotion: 

I think my heart might beat a little faster and my chest feels a little 
bit of pressure. Probably my eyes hurt from looking at my phone too 
long. :( 

Describe the kinds of  thoughts you have when you’re feeling this emotion and when the impulsive 
action occurs: 

This is awesome! I can probably use this for (whatever purpose) and 
all these people I know will think this is really cool. (Visualize 
myself using the thing I’m buying, imagine being in that situa-
tion.) I really haven’t treated myself in a while and I deserve this. 
I’ve looked at it three times before and didn’t buy it so I must really 
genuinely want it. 

Now, describe a specifc, real-life situation where this impulsive action occurred and you felt the 
strong emotion. Choose a situation that happened recently or one that you can remember very well. 

What happened? 

Lying in my bed at night and scrolling through Instagram and an 
ad pops up for magnetic eyelashes and I click on it. I’ve looked at 
these same ones two or three times before but didn’t buy them. Feel 
like I deserve these. Look through all the different options and put 
them in my cart and buy five different pairs b/c I just HAVE to have 
all the types and I’m thinking it is a “deal” to buy the bundle. Then 
totally forgot I even bought them until they came in the mail. Feel 
guilty because my credit card bill is already SOOOO high I’m mak-
ing the minimum payments and I spent $200 on fake lashes. :( 

Where were you and who was there? What time of  day was it? 

Alone in my bed in my dorm after staying up until 2 AM to finish my 
work. 
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What did you see, hear, and experience with the fve senses? Describe in as much detail as 
possible: 

Dark except for the light coming off of my phone. My eyes hurt from 
staring at the screen. The stupid air conditioning is making a loud 
clanking sound as usual and it’s too cold so I have all of my covers 
on. Can’t get comfortable in bed. Smells vaguely like burnt popcorn 
because that happens every other night in this dorm. 

Now, write down a detailed description of  what happened and what you experienced includ-
ing everything mentioned earlier – basically, you want to create a script of  the event and what 
you felt, thought, and did. Make sure you include the impulsive action in your script. If  you 
prefer, you can use your cell phone or computer to record the script instead of  writing it out. 
This is your: 

Old Script 

It’s 2 AM on Wednesday. I just finished a response paper for my semi-
nar I’d been putting off for hours. I climb into bed and pull up all 
my covers like usual because the air conditioning is on full blast, as 
usual. I can hear it clanking and I try to tune it out. The air still 
smells like the microwave popcorn somebody on my hall burnt ear-
lier. Everything is dark except for the light coming from my phone 
and a little bit coming from under the door. I pull up Instagram 
and start scrolling. And scrolling. My eyes are heavy and they start 
to sting but my thumb keeps moving anyway. I shift back and forth 
in my bed as my arm gets too tired to hold the phone. 

An ad for MagneLash scrolls up in the feed and I almost miss it, 
but pull back to click on it. I’ve looked at these, like, three times 
before and I’ve always wanted to try them. I click through page after 
page of different styles and different kinds of bundles they offer. I 
feel a little more awake and my chest feels a little tighter with an 
excited kind of feeling as I explore the options. These look SO COOL 
and I could wear them out but also some look like they could work 
for “every day.” There are so many options. Keep adding styles to my 
cart so I don’t forget them. I feel totally absorbed in looking at all 
the options, comparing prices and styles, making sure I find the ones 
I like the best. Finally, I think I’ve seen everything and I click back to 
my cart to narrow down which ones I really want. Dammit, there’s, 
like, six pairs in here and the total is too much. But wait, I saw a 
promo code . . . buy 4 get the 5th free. Okay, that’s a deal. Plus, I have 
been working hard lately and haven’t treated myself in a while. Plus, 
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this is the third time I’ve looked at these so I must really want them. 
I’m going for it! I hit the button to check out. When I start entering 
my credit card number, Google fills the rest in for me, just gotta put 
in that three digit code. Alright, I gotta actually go to sleep now. I 
finally plug in my phone, set my alarm, and turn over to go to sleep. 

Finally, write an alternative version of  your script – one where you use alternative coaching, 
actions, and strategies. Make sure that in your script you still include the situation and the 
strong emotion; just change the way you respond to the strong emotion. Again, you 
can write this out or record it. This is your: 

New Ending 

(Everything the same and then starting at this line): Finally, I think 
I’ve seen everything and I click back to my cart to narrow down 
which ones I really want. Dammit, there’s, like, six pairs in here and 
the total is too much. But wait, I saw a promo code . . . buy 4 get the 
5th free. Okay, that’s a deal. Plus, I have been working hard lately 
and haven’t treated myself in a while. Plus, this is the third time I’ve 
looked at these so I must really want them. 

On the other hand, I’m not sure this is the right choice at this 
moment. I know I have an issue with buying stuff late at night but, 
at the same time, I might really want these. I’m going to leave this 
stuff in my cart and then wait until later to decide which ones to buy. 
So I don’t forget, I’ll just make a note on my calendar to remind me 
to come back to the cart. Alright, I gotta actually go to sleep now. I 
finally plug in my phone, set my alarm, and turn over to go to sleep. 

Jot down any speed bumps you could set up for your situation: 
Turn off autocomplete for my credit card number. Give myself a 

budget of Instagram hours per day using an app that my friend told 
me about so I’m not seeing those ads. 
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Old Script and New Ending – Visualization Exercise 

I want to practice an alternative response to (impulsive action that causes problems): 

This action occurs when I’m feeling (strong emotion): 

Describe what this actually feels like in your body. If  you’re not sure, close your eyes for a moment 
and remember a time you felt that emotion: 

Describe the kinds of  thoughts you have when you’re feeling this emotion and when the impulsive 
action occurs: 

Now, describe a specifc, real-life situation where this impulsive action occurred and you felt the 
strong emotion. Choose a situation that happened recently or one that you can remember very 
well. What happened? 

Where were you and who was there? What time of  day was it? 

What did you see, hear, and experience with the fve senses? Describe in as much detail as possible: 

Now, write down a detailed description of what happened and what you experienced including 
everything mentioned earlier – basically, you want to create a script of  the event and what you 
felt, thought, and did. Make sure you include the impulsive action in your script. If  you prefer, you 
can use your cell phone or computer to record the script instead of  writing it out. This is your: 



92 Thinking (and Doing) Diferently  

 
 

 

 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 

 

Old Script 

Finally, write an alternative version of  your script – one where you use alternative coaching, 
actions, and strategies. Make sure that in your script you still include the situation and the 
strong emotion; just change the way you respond to the strong emotion. Again, you 
can write this out or record it. This is your: 

New Ending 

Jot down any speed bumps you could set up for your situation: 

Finally, go back to page 85 and follow the instructions for visualization practice in the section 
labeled “Practice Time”. 



 

 4 Taking Good Care of  Yourself 

Module 4.0 Why It Matters and Roadmap 

In college, taking good care of  your health and well-being (e.g., eating well, sleeping well, exer-
cising regularly) is an area you need to manage on your own now more than ever. College is a 
time when students are learning to be even more independent from their parents than they were 
in high school and this means that they have to do more for themselves. Lots of  college students 
struggle with this extra responsibility (regardless of  whether they have ADHD or not). Students 
with ADHD might struggle even more because these areas of  life require organization and plan-
ning. For example, eating healthy requires meal planning, grocery shopping, and cooking whereas 
ordering DoorDash is quick and easy; however, ordering take out and purchasing fast food is also 
more expensive and usually less healthy. When you get busy, it’s easy to let these areas of  life slide 
and not make them a priority. But research also shows that doing your best work in college relies 
on keeping your body and mind healthy. In this section, we are going to discuss six areas of  self-
care (i.e., sleep, eating, exercise, substances, technology, and driving). You will decide if  you want 
to make changes in any of  these areas, and if  now is the right time for you, we will provide you 
with some ideas for making changes. 

Check Yourself: What’s Your Target? 

Think about each of  the six major health and lifestyle areas listed here, and write a few sentences 
about how you are doing right now in each of  these areas. What is going well, and what’s causing 
problems for you in your life right now? 

Thoughts about my sleep habits: 

Thoughts about my eating habits and nutrition: 

Thoughts about my exercise and level of  physical activity: 

DOI: 10.4324/9781003149620-5 
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Thoughts about my use of  alcohol, nicotine, and other drugs: 

Thoughts about my technology use (e.g., phone, internet, video games): 

Thoughts about my driving (e.g., speeding, texting, driving under the infuence): 

Now, based on what you wrote, answer the following questions: 

Which lifestyle area is currently causing the most problems in your life (check one)? 

❐Sleep ❐Eating and Nutrition ❐Exercise and Physical Activities ❐ Alcohol and Drug Use 
❐ Technology Use ❐ Driving Safely 

Which lifestyle area are you currently managing the most efectively (check one)? 

❐Sleep ❐Eating and Nutrition ❐Exercise and Physical Activities ❐ Alcohol and Drug Use 
❐ Technology Use ❐ Driving Safely 

Which lifestyle area do you feel most capable of  changing right now (check one)? 

❐Sleep ❐Eating and Nutrition ❐Exercise and Physical Activities ❐ Alcohol and Drug Use 
❐ Technology Use ❐ Driving Safely 

Looking back on your answers, which area would you like to commit to working on right 
now? 

Remember, it is okay to commit to small changes to start! 

I’ll commit to working on: 

Make Your Plan 

1. Put a “1” next to the module that you just wrote down (the one you’re committing to). 
2. Include any additional modules that you think might be helpful or that you’re curi-

ous about, adding numbers 2 through 6 to indicate your priorities. (You don’t need 
to include all the modules in your plan.) 

3. Work on the modules you selected in priority order by adding each module to your 
task list and/or calendar and tackling them one at a time. Check of each module when 
you fnish it and reward yourself  for a job well done! 
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Health and Well-Being Skills Plan 

In my plan? 
1 = frst priority 

Done Module Pages 

Module 4.1. Sleeping Better 95–99 

Module 4.2. Eating Healthier 100–104 

Module 4.3. Increasing Physical Activity 104–106 

Module 4.4. Managing Substance Use 106–109 

Module 4.5. Managing Technology Use 110–112 

Module 4.6 Driving Safely 112–115 

A lot of  the skills and strategies in this module will build on the organization and time manage-
ment skills introduced in Skill 1 of  this workbook. Therefore, if  you haven’t already gone through 
the modules in Skill 1, we encourage you to spend some time with those before you tackle these. 

Module 4.1 Sleeping Better 

Congratulations! You’ve made the commitment to working on one of the most important lifestyle 
areas for physical and emotional health: your sleep. Up to half  of  people with ADHD experience 
sleep problems (Wajszilber et al., 2018) and it’s no secret that sleep deprivation can make you feel 
terrible and make problems with concentration and motivation worse. As the semester goes on, 
students sometimes end up staying awake later and later to fnish their work, which shifts their 
sleep cycle and interferes with activities during the day. Napping during the day can actually end 
up making this pattern worse. 

This module contains three sets of  skills that might help you sleep longer and better. For each 
skill, frst answer the questions and then review the strategies that might be helpful. 

Setting the Stage for Sleep 

Describe what you generally do in the 30 minutes before getting into bed: 

Do you use your phone, tablet, or laptop in bed before going to sleep? 

 Always or almost always 
 Sometimes 
 Never 

Do you watch TV or use the internet in bed before going to sleep? 

 Always or almost always 
 Sometimes 
 Never 
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Figure 4.1 Preparing for good sleep. 

Now, look back at your answers. Are you doing a good job of  signaling your body that it’s time 
to power down? Check out Figure 4.1 for some ideas about how best to prepare your body and 
mind for sleep. 

We’ve found that using screens in bed has a particularly negative efect on sleep. So, if 
you’re habitually using screens in bed, there’s a strong possibility that this is contributing to your 
sleep difculties – especially if  you’re using screens for a long time before falling asleep. If  this 
sounds like you, check the box here and defnitely add this strategy to your list: 

 *Keep phone/tablet/laptop and charger out of  reach while in bed (e.g., across 
the room). You can use wireless headphones if  you want to listen to something. 

Next, review the list of  other stage-setting strategies here and check any that interest you. 

 *Read a book or listen to low-key music or spoken word before falling asleep 
 *Use earplugs or white noise to block out distracting sound 
 *Make your room very dark by using blackout shades and keeping lamps of 

when possible 
 *Skip the cafeine, alcohol, and nicotine close to bedtime 
 *Make sure your pillow is comfortable and supportive 

Responding to Sleeplessness 

When I get into bed at night, it typically takes me __________________ to fall asleep. 

 15 minutes or less 
 15–60 minutes 
 More than 60 minutes 



 

 
  

   

 
 
 

 
 
 

 
 
 

 
 

______________________ 
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Is waking up in the middle of  the night and not being able to fall back asleep ever a problem? 

 No 
 Yes – If  yes, how often does this occur and what do you do when you wake up at night? 

Occasional bouts of  sleeplessness can become a pattern if  your body starts to connect being alert 
to being in bed. When you feel like you can’t fall asleep, it’s tempting to just lie there waiting for 
things to change. Instead, consider the following strategy and check it of if  it seems relevant to 
you, based on your previous answers. 

 *If  you’re lying in bed and haven’t fallen asleep after about 20 minutes, get out 
of  bed and do something relaxing (no screens!) until you begin to feel sleepy. 
Then try again. 

When you try again, avoid watching the time. Tell yourself, “As long as I’m rest-
ing, I will be fne”. 

Fixing a Faulty Cycle 

During the week, I generally go to bed at ______________ and wake up at _____________, 
which results in about ____________ hours of  sleep per night. 

On the weekends, I generally go to bed at ______________ and wake up at _____________, 
which results in about _____________ hours of  sleep per night. 

My current sleep/wake times are: 

 A great ft with my schedule of  activities 
 An okay ft with my schedule of  activities 
 A terrible ft with my schedule and I’d like to change them 

The times I go to bed and wake up are: 

 Always consistent, I stick to a schedule 
 Fairly consistent from day to day with some variations 
 All over the place 

How often do you experience daytime sleepiness? 

 Never or almost never 
 Sometimes 
 Daily or almost daily 

How often do you nap during the day? 

 Never or almost never 
 Sometimes, almost daily, or daily 

How long are your naps? ______________ 
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When you nap, are you trying to “make up” for not sleeping enough at night? 

 Yes 
 No 

Look back at your answers. Does your sleep cycle need a reset? When you get in the pattern of 
going to sleep later and later at night, your body wants to stay asleep later in the morning, which 
interferes with your daytime activities. If  you chronically don’t get enough sleep, you end up feel-
ing sleepy during the day and then, possibly, taking lengthy daytime naps that push your natural 
“sleepy time” back even further into the night. 

To make progress in re-setting your sleep cycle, you’ll need to take the following steps: 

 *Choose a target bedtime – something closer to your ideal but still realistic 
(Keep in mind that most young adults’ natural sleep cycle involves falling asleep pretty late at 
night, so it might not be reasonable to select a 10 p.m. bedtime if  your usual fall-asleep time 
is 2 a.m., but picking a 12:30 a.m. bedtime might be more reasonable): ________ 

 *Choose a target wake-up time: ____________ 
 *Put these bedtimes and wake times into your calendar at the same times each 

day even if  you don’t think you can always stick to them yet 
 *If  you think napping is messing with your sleep cycle, avoid it as much as 

possible. If  you feel super sleepy at any point during the day, it can help to get up and move 
around. Take a walk or even just do some jumping jacks in place. 

Each Night, Follow a Reset Plan 

*Sleep Reset Plan 

1) Get in bed 30 minutes earlier than the typical time you fall asleep, using good stage-setting 
strategies (and no phone!) 

2) If you don’t fall asleep after about 20 minutes, get up and do something relaxing and screen 
free until you begin to feel sleepy. This might take a while sometimes. 

3) Get back in bed and try again. No need to obsessively watch the time. Use positive statements 
to soothe anxiety, “As long as I am resting, it will be okay”. 

4) Repeat steps 2) and 3) as needed. 
5) Wake up at your target wake time and get out of  bed immediately. (Maybe to retrieve your 

phone?) 
6) The following night, get in bed 30 minutes earlier than when you fell asleep the prior night, 

gradually moving toward your target bed time. 

After a while, your sleep cycle will hopefully begin to move back in line with the ideal. 

We’ve based our tips in this module on cognitive-behavioral therapy for insomnia 
(CBT-I). If  you have trouble following this plan or if  you need additional support, 

digital CBT-I can be helpful (Tsai et al., 2022). Try searching for “CBT insomnia app” or 
“CBT insomnia online” to find programs. You might also find additional support through 
your college’s counseling center. 
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Pulling Together Your Sleep Plan 

On the next page, we’ve pulled together all of  the sleep strategies from this skillset into one handy 
chart that you can use to make your own personal sleep plan. Review the strategy items you 
checked of earlier, in boldface and marked with a *, and check of these items on the sleep plan 
sheet. Then, put the frst items on your calendar or task list. 

Happy Sleeping! 

Personal Sleep Plan 

Based on your answers on the previous pages, check of the sleep strategies that you’ll make part 
of  your sleep plan. In the skillset, these are in boldface and marked with a *. Then, put 
these as items in your calendar or task list, setting a reminder if  appropriate, and tackle the frst 
strategy right now! 

In Your 
Plan? (X) 

Strategy Page 
Number 

In Calendar/ 
Task List? 

Move phone/tablet/laptop and charger out of  reach while in bed 
(e.g., across the room). 

p. 96 

Read a book or listen to low-key music or spoken word before falling 
asleep (NO SCREENS) 

p. 96 

Use earplugs or white noise to block out distracting sound p. 96 

Make your room very dark by using blackout shades and keeping 
lamps of when possible 

p. 96 

Skip the cafeine, alcohol, and nicotine close to bedtime p. 96 

Make sure your pillow is comfortable and supportive p. 96 

If  you can’t fall asleep after 20 minutes, get out of  bed and do 
something relaxing (no screens!) until you begin to feel sleepy. 
Then try again but avoid obsessively watching the clock and be 
sure to use positive self-talk (“As long as I am resting, it will be 
fne”). 

p. 97 

Choose a consistent bedtime and wake-up time and put them in 
your calendar 

p. 98 

Avoid daytime naps p. 98 

Try the Sleep Reset Plan p. 98 

Download and use an app based on cognitive-behavioral therapy for 
insomnia (I-CBT) 

Get an appointment for CBT-I at your college counseling center (if 
they don’t ofer this treatment, you could ask them to refer you to 
a community therapist) 
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Module 4.2 Eating Healthier 

There’s been a long-standing debate about the role of  diet in ADHD. To make a long story short, 
we know that diet doesn’t cause ADHD – for example, that sugar doesn’t actually make kids more 
hyperactive – but there is some decent evidence that your eating habits can have an impact on the 
way you feel and how well you can pay attention. Because good nutrition is important for your 
health in general, there’s little risk (and lots of  potential reward) in targeting your eating habits 
for improvement. 

What to Eat? 

There’s no evidence that diet or sugar causes ADHD (Hoover & Milich, 1994) or that extremely 
specialized diets are helpful for ADHD. However, general guidelines for a diet rich in vitamins, 
minerals, and fber – including fresh vegetables and ample protein sources – and fewer processed 
foods are probably a solid bet, regardless of  your ADHD. Avoiding added sugar (as in soda and 
other sugar-sweetened beverages), saturated fats (in many packaged snack foods), and excessive 
cafeine is probably also a good choice. When it comes to taking vitamins and other supple-
ments, there’s not clear evidence for efects of specifc nutrients in impacting ADHD symptoms; 
however, there’s some evidence of  a small efect of  omega-3 fatty acid supplements on improv-
ing behavior in children with ADHD (Nigg, 2018). So, if  these aren’t too expensive for you and 
you’re not using them to replace other ADHD treatments, they might be worth a shot. Above 
all, you should consult with your doctor or a nutritionist when making decisions 
about your diet. Many colleges have dieticians or nutritionists on staf, who can do individual 
consultations with students – something to check out! 

Next, rather than focusing on what you shouldn’t eat, begin thinking about what you’d like to 
eat more of  by responding to the questions here. 

What foods do you currently eat too little of  or not often enough – good-for-you 
foods you want to increase your intake of ? Only write down foods you actually don’t mind eating 
but don’t consume often right now.1 Consider including at least one fruit and one veggie on 
this list. 

• _________________________________ 

• _________________________________ 

• _________________________________ 

• _________________________________ 

• _________________________________ 

• _________________________________ 

• _________________________________ 

What foods (or sugar-sweetened drinks, like sodas) do you currently eat or drink too 
often or too much of that you’d like to cut back on? In other words, what are your “worst 
offenders?” 

• _________________________________ 

• _________________________________ 
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• _________________________________ 

• _________________________________ 

• _________________________________ 

• _________________________________ 

• _________________________________ 

Good job – we’ll come back to these shortly. 

A Word of  Caution . . . 

The strategies we cover in this section are designed to help people make healthier 
nutritional choices; however, they are not designed to help people who are experi-
encing eating disorders that involve excessive restriction of  food, struggles with 

body image, excessive food intake that is hard to control (bingeing) or problematic eforts 
to lose weight (e.g., purging). If  you suspect that you may be experiencing an eating disor-
der, please call the National Eating Disorders Association Helpline at (800) 931–2237 and 
make an appointment at your University’s counseling center as soon as possible. Help is 
available! 

How to Eat? 

In some ways, fguring out what to eat is the easy part. If  that were the only step, everyone’s diet 
would be a lot healthier. The problem is that our food environments are set up to sabotage us. Think 
about it – less nutritious food is often cheaper, more convenient, more heavily advertised, and 
full of  the sugar, salt, and fat that makes it taste extra yummy. So when you’re tired, stressed 
out, or of of  your routine, it’s easy to reach for something convenient that’s also LESS likely to 
be nutritious. 

So, to eat better, you’ll need to lower some of  the barriers to making healthier choices, put up 
some barriers around the less healthy choices, and fgure out strategies to address those situations 
where you’re vulnerable to getting of track. As much as possible, the goal is to eat with a plan instead 
of  eating on impulse. This won’t be easy but, fortunately, you can apply some of  the skills we’ve cov-
ered earlier in the workbook to help. 

We’ve grouped the skills and strategies for healthy eating into three groups: 

• Planning Ahead – Strategies to set yourself  up to make healthy choices 
• Keeping on Track – Strategies to help you stick to your plan 
• Addressing Triggers – Strategies to discover and address thoughts and feelings that lead to less 

healthy choices 

In the next sections, read up on each menu of  strategies (see what we did there?!) and decide 
which ones you want to add to your personal eating plan. 
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Plan Ahead Strategies 

Craig is so busy all the time that he rarely even remembers to stop to eat. Sometimes, by the 
end of  the day, he ends up so hungry that he orders DoorDash on the way home from his 
late evening class. Other times, he visits the campus convenience store for chips and a soda to 
eat on the go. When he does stock up on a few items for his of campus apartment, he picks 
microwave meals and instant ramen noodles for a quick meal. And pizza delivery is always 
a couple of  app clicks away. 

Craig’s main challenge seems to be carving out a regular schedule for eating and planning ahead 
so that he’s not leaving himself  with no alternative but to eat less nutritious convenience food and 
sodas. If  Craig’s challenges sound like yours, review the following strategies and check of those 
you’d like to try. You don’t have to try everything – just choose the strategies that you think might 
ft into your lifestyle. 

 Block of times for meals in your calendar and add reminders to prevent skipping. However, 
keep in mind that you should only eat when you are actually hungry. 

 Add the foods you identifed earlier in the chapter – your “worst ofenders” – to a Don’t Buy 
List and post the list on your phone or in your kitchen. Consider including sugar-sweetened 
beverages (e.g., soda) on your Don’t Buy List. 

 Stock up on a few of  the tastier foods you listed at the start of  this chapter that you’re not eat-
ing as much of. When you’re hungry, they’ll be there for you. 

 Choose a day of  the week to plan your meals and grocery shop and put it in your calendar 
 Prep snacks and meal elements for grab-and-go convenience. For example, cut up fruits, veg-

gies, or cheese in advance to snack on easily. Keep a few healthy snacks in your backpack. 
 When you have time to cook, prepare extra meal portions and freeze them for a quick, healthy 

meal later. 

Keep on Track Strategies 

Anita always starts a new semester with the best of  intentions to eat better. For the frst week 
or so, she only consumes “healthy” foods from the vegetarian section of  the dining hall. 
Before too long, though, Anita is persuaded by her friends to eat out more and more often, 
where it’s harder to make healthy choices. Once Anita feels like she’s fallen of the healthy eat-
ing train, she stops paying attention to her diet altogether until the start of  the next semester. 

Anita’s main issue seems to be maintaining healthy patterns as things get more hectic. If  Anita’s 
struggles sound familiar, consider the following: 

 Download a food log app, such as MyFitnessPal or MyPlate, and use it to track what you’re 
eating. Psychologists call this self-monitoring and it’s one of  the most efective ways to maintain 
healthy eating over time. 
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 Develop a few healthy eating strategies that can be maintained over time, for example eat a 
fruit or veggie appetizer (but not dried or juice) before meals twice a day. 

 Set an eating out budget – either a dollar amount or a number of  outings per month – and 
track it. When you run out for the month, no more eating out until the next month rolls 
around. 

 Experiment with time-restricted eating. Specifcally, set a daily eating window for yourself 
(e.g., I will eat from 10 a.m. to 10 p.m. each day but not after 10 p.m.). A lot of  people fnd 
that they eat the most problematic foods late at night. 

Addressing Triggers 

Diego does pretty well with his eating habits when things are going well, but when he 
gets stressed out or feels like he’s too busy to do other fun things, he tends to eat more 
desserts and other sugary foods like cookies and ice cream. When feeling particularly 
stressed out, frustrated, or busy, he notices himself  often having the thought: “I deserve 
to treat myself. I’ve worked hard today!” and following that up with a trip to the on 
campus convenience store for a pint of  Ben & Jerry’s or a quick trip off  campus for 
a shake at Sonic. After eating sweets, Diego feels more relaxed, but later wishes he’d 
made a different choice. 

Diego’s main challenge seems to be that his eating is strongly linked to certain thoughts and emo-
tions. If  this challenge seems familiar to you, consider the following: 

 Use the material in Module 3.3 to fgure out if  any specifc thoughts are getting in the way of 
your healthy eating and develop and practice new responses to those thoughts. 

 Use the material in Module 3.4 to fgure out if  your eating is related to impulsive emotions 
and develop and practice new responses to these impulsive emotions. 

 Consider subscribing to Noom, a research-based healthy eating Smartphone application. 

Make Your Plan 

Now that you’ve reviewed some possible strategies, it’s time to make your plan. Look back at the 
things you checked of and add them to your personal eating plan on the next page. Make sure to 
put these goals, strategies, and steps into your calendar and onto your task list. 

Happy Healthy Eating! 

Personal Eating Plan 

Based on your answers on the previous pages, check of the healthy eating strategies that you’ll 
make part of  your plan. Then, put these as items in your calendar or task list, setting a reminder 
if  appropriate, and tackle the frst strategy right now! 
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In Your Plan? (X) Strategy In Calendar/Task List? 

Make an appointment with your University’s dietician or nutritionist 

Block of times for meals in your calendar and add reminders 

Make a food Don’t Buy List and instead buy tasty and healthy 
alternatives to have on hand 

Choose a day of  the week to plan your meals and grocery shop 

Prep snacks and meal elements for grab-and-go convenience 
Keep a few healthy snacks in your backpack 

When you have time to cook, prepare extra meal portions and 
freeze them for a quick, healthy meal later 

Download a food log app and track what you eat 

Set an eating out budget and stick to it 

Set a daily time window for your eating (e.g., until 10 p.m.) and 
put a reminder on your phone or calendar 

Develop a few healthy eating strategies that can be maintained 
over time, for example eat a fruit or veggie appetizer (but not 
dried or juice) before meals twice a day 

Use Skillset 3.4 to identify and address thinking patterns related 
to less healthy eating choices 

Use Skillset 3.5 to identify and address impulsive emotions 
related to less healthy eating choices 

Consider subscribing to Noom, a research-based healthy eating 
Smartphone application 

Put an “X” in the column if  it’s in your plan 

Module 4.3 Increasing Physical Activity 

There are several ways in which physical activity levels and ADHD symptoms might infuence one 
another. Before describing these, we will defne some terms. First, physical activity includes any 
movement that results in increased energy expenditure. This includes activity while working (e.g., 
sitting, standing, lifting) and engaging in household and leisure activities (e.g., walking, household 
tasks, sports, metabolic conditioning exercises). Physical exercise is a subtype of  physical activity 
and includes any activity that is engaged in for the purpose of  developing or maintaining physical 
ftness (e.g., playing sports, weightlifting, running, swimming, cycling). Exercise has been shown 
to improve physical (e.g., cardiovascular disease, diabetes) and psychological (e.g., anxiety, depres-
sion) problems (Hillman et al., 2008). Due to these benefts, the U.S. Department of  Health and 
Human Services (2018) has recommended that adults engage in at least 150 minutes of  moderate 
intensity exercise per week (e.g., 30 minutes × 5 days per week, 50 minutes × 3 days per week, or 
75 minutes × 2 days per week). However, only 23.2% of  adults in the United States meet these 
criteria. Thus, many of  us should be working toward increasing our exercise. 
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Research showing an impact on ADHD is fairly new and there is not yet a lot of it. Some stud-
ies show that exercise helps improve symptoms of  ADHD in young adults immediately following 
a bout of  exercise (LaCount et al., 2022) and some research has also found that exercise helps 
with anxiety and depression (Rebar et al., 2015). Given that anxiety and depression are often also 
present in individuals with ADHD, exercise may have multiple benefts for college students with 
ADHD. 

In spite of  the potential for positive impact on physical and mental health, it may be especially 
challenging for college students with ADHD to establish a regular exercise routine. Specifcally, 
problems with organization, time management, and planning may interfere with completing nec-
essary tasks (e.g., school work, housework) and it may be even more difcult to make time for 
exercise. So, in this module, you’ll want to build on your skills from Skillset 1 to help increase your 
motivation and create time for exercise. 

Assess Your Physical Activity 

What Are Your Current Physical Activity Routines? 

• How many days per week do you exercise? 
• How often do you walk or bike for transportation? 
• How many times per week do you exercise? 
• When you exercise, how long do your workouts usually last? 
• What types of  activities do you do for exercise? 
• How satisfed are you with your current habits? 
• Would you like to make a change? 
• If  so, what kind of  change would you like to make (e.g., Would you like to exercise more or 

less?) 
• If  yes, why would you like to make a change (e.g., health, academics, relationships)? 
• How confdent are you about your ability to make a change in this area at this time? 

Physical Activity Strategies 

Which of  the Following Strategies Do You Use, Have You Tried, or Would You Be Willing to Try? 

 Walk or bike to work or on errands if  feasible. 
 Take the stairs instead of  the elevator. 
 Park further away from the store on purpose. 
 Use an activity or step tracker (e.g., FitBit, Garmin watch, Apple watch) with a smartphone 

app and set a daily steps goal. 
 Set a goal for how many times per week you would like to exercise. Think about whether you 

want to focus on further, longer or faster. 
 Put exercise on your calendar and build into your day. 
 Consider whether you prefer working out alone or with others. 
 Find an accountability or work-out partner (e.g., make plans to work out with a friend to 

increase the likelihood that you will follow through). If your friend is at a diferent skill 
level, you could have a plan to go together but not exercise together (e.g., swim at diferent 
speeds). 
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 Consider joining a yoga studio or a gym. This can be helpful if you do not have a reliable 
workout partner because you might develop acquaintances or friendships at the gym and you 
might look forward to seeing these folks. You might also be more likely to go to an exercise 
class if  you have already paid for it in advance. 

 Pick physical activities that you enjoy doing or that you fnd less aversive (e.g., if  you dislike 
running, start with walking). 

 Listen to music or an audiobook while exercising to make the experience more pleasant and 
consider only allowing yourself  to listen to them while exercising. 

 Join a club or a class to learn a new activity (e.g., take an introduction to cross-country skiing 
or canoeing at your campus outdoor program, attend a group workout class at your campus 
recreation center). 

 Schedule exercise more frequently to plan for the inevitable times when it doesn’t work out 
due to other more urgent tasks (e.g., if  you want to exercise 3 times per week, then schedule 5 
times knowing that you can skip 2 if  the timing isn’t working out). 

 Use a smartphone app that allows you to see what your friends and acquaintances are doing 
for exercise (e.g., Strava). 

 Reward yourself  for meeting your daily steps goal or increasing your exercise sessions, perhaps 
with a new work-out outft, tennis shoes, or a healthy smoothie. 

Go for It! 

For the physical activity goals that you have chosen to work on frst, identify one to three strategies 
from the aforementioned list that you will try this week. 

 Check here when they’re added to your calendar and task list. 

Module 4.4 Managing Substance Use 

College students with ADHD have more problems with drinking than college students without 
ADHD. Although substance use often results in immediate positive feelings, research shows 
longer-term negative efects on physical and mental health (e.g., tiredness, lethargy, negative 
mood), academic performance, and social relationships. Research also shows that some ADHD-
like symptoms (e.g., difculty concentrating, low motivation) can be completely accounted for 
by heavy substance use. For those with a previous diagnosis, research suggests that substance 
use might make ADHD symptoms worse. For these reasons, college students with ADHD may 
wish to monitor and reduce their use of  alcohol, nicotine (e.g., vaping), marijuana, or other 
substances. 

Reasons for Substance Use 

Drinking motives have been studied based on type of reinforcement (to feel good versus escape 
from feeling bad) and source of  motivation (internal or external). By crossing these two dimen-
sions, researchers have found four drinking motives: 
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1. Drinking to cope with stress involves negative reinforcement (e.g., drinking is rewarding 
because negative emotions decrease temporarily) and internal motivation (e.g., drinking to feel 
diferently). 

2. Drinking to enhance mood involves positive reinforcement (e.g., drinking is rewarding 
because positive emotions increase temporarily) and internal motivation (e.g., drinking to feel 
diferently). 

3. Drinking for social reasons involves positive reinforcement (e.g., drinking is rewarding 
because positive emotions increase temporarily) and external motivation (e.g., drinking to 
increase sociability or other people’s impressions). 

4. Drinking to conform involves negative reinforcement (e.g., drinking is rewarding because 
negative emotions decrease temporarily) and external motivation (e.g., drinking to manage 
other people’s impressions). 

Research shows that drinking to cope or conform socially predicts alcohol-related problems and 
that drinking to cope and enhance mood predict heavy drinking (Kuntsche et al., 2005). Thus, 
the least unhealthy reason is drinking for social reasons (e.g., celebrating). Similar motives 
may also be applied to the use of  other substances (e.g., vaping, nicotine, marijuana) although less 
work has been done. 

Harm Reduction 

The harm reduction approach to substance use is in contrast to the abstinence approach. You 
may be familiar with Drug Abuse Resistance Education (DARE) or Alcoholics Anonymous (AA). 
DARE and AA are abstinence-based approaches to the prevention and treatment of  substance 
abuse. They are focused on avoiding or completely eliminating the use of  substances. In contrast, harm 
reduction is focused on providing education so that individuals can make informed choices and, 
if  they choose, use substances safely and in moderation. 

One example of  the use of  harm reduction is how young people learn to drive in the United 
States. In order to get your driver’s license, you have to take a class, get insurance, practice with 
your parents, wear your seatbelt, and take a test. We acknowledge that driving can be dangerous 
and we help adolescents learn how to drive safely to reduce the risks. Another example is the “safe 
sex” approach to sex education. Although there is still societal debate over whether to use a safe 
sex or abstinence approach to sex education, the research is very clear that the safe sex, or harm 
reduction approach, is most efective. We take a similar approach to drinking and substance use. 

The goals of  harm reduction are to educate individuals regarding the true dangers of  substance 
use rather than fear-based exaggerations. Specifcally, the goals are to maximize enjoyment, mini-
mize risk, and minimize after efects. For example, if  you drink for social reasons, how much 
alcohol should you drink over the course of  the evening to maximize fun while minimizing the 
risks (e.g., throwing up, saying or doing things you might regret, or feeling sick or unmotivated 
the following day)? The National Institute on Alcohol Use and Alcoholism (NIAAA) (Looby et 
al., 2021) has developed a defnition of  heavy drinking. Specifcally, for men, consuming more 
than four drinks on any day or more than 14 drinks per week is considered heavy drinking. For 
women, consuming more than three drinks on any day or more than seven drinks per week is 
considered heavy drinking. These sex diferences are based not only on the larger average size of 
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men than women but also on diferences in metabolism. There are immediate and long-term risks 
associated with heavy drinking. Therefore, it is recommended that those who drink aim to stay 
in the low to moderate range, which may be especially challenging for college students given the 
drinking culture on some campuses. In addition, there are several other harm reduction strategies 
you can use. 

Research suggests that there are some very specifc behavioral strategies that college stu-
dents with elevated ADHD symptoms can engage in that may reduce problems associated 
with alcohol use, such as missing class, being hungover, DUIs, and other undesirable out-
comes related to heavy use (Looby et al., 2021). These are called protective behavioral strat-
egies (PBS). Examples of  such strategies are setting a predetermined time to stop drinking, 
having beers or mixed drinks instead of shots, and avoiding drinking games. Next, we will 
describe these behavioral strategies in more detail as well as other ways to reduce substance 
use and associated problems. 

Assess Your Substance Use 

What Are Your Current Substance Use Habits? 

How many days per week do you use alcohol? 

When you drink, how many drinks do you have? 

How many days per week do you use marijuana? 

When you use marijuana, how much do you use? 

Do you use any other substances? 

Does using substances cause any problems for you, like missing class, being hungover, blacking 
out, getting into arguments or fghts, or driving under the infuence? 

How satisfed are you with your current substance use habits? 

Would you like to make a change? 

If  so, what change would you like to make? 
If  so, why would you like to make a change (e.g., health, academics, relationships)? 
How confdent are you about your ability to make a change in this area at this time? 
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Substance Use Harm Reduction Strategies 

Which of  the Following Strategies Do You Use, Have You Tried, or Would You Be Willing to Try? 

There are a number of  protective behavioral strategies that have been shown through research 
to be helpful to college students with ADHD for reducing alcohol use and the negative outcomes 
associated with use such as blacking out, being hungover, driving drunk, and missing class. Check 
of the strategies that you think will be most helpful for you. 

 Track your use of  alcohol and drugs. Set a goal of  reducing use. Reward yourself  for progress 
in this area, perhaps with a fun activity with friends that does not involve drinking or using 
drugs like playing paintball, going out for cofee, or taking a walk. 

 Set a limit on the number of  drinks you will have in one drinking session. If  you don’t think 
you can keep track, put that many rubber bands on one wrist and each time you have a drink, 
remove a rubber band and put it in your pocket. 

 Mix and bring your own beverages. When what you bought is gone, stop drinking. 
 Avoid combining alcohol and marijuana. Combining substances can make you get more 

drunk/high and reduce your ability to make good decisions about limiting your use and stay-
ing safe. 

 Avoid pre-gaming or pre-partying. 
 Stop drinking at a predetermined time and drink water only after this time. This will also help 

you sleep better. 
 Eat a meal before or during drinking. 
 Avoid mixing diferent types of  alcohol. 
 Drink slowly rather than gulping or chugging. If  you feel pressure to drink more, you can 

always pretend to take a sip now and then. You can also take your drink to the kitchen or 
bathroom or outside and pour some out. 

 Avoid trying to keep up or out drink others. Avoid drinking games. 
 Alternate alcoholic and nonalcoholic drinks. For every alcoholic drink you have, drink a glass 

of  water. Or, put extra ice in your alcoholic drink to water it down. 
 Ask a friend to let you know when you have had enough to drink. 
 Only go out with people you know and trust and make sure you are with people who can take 

care of  you if  you drink too much. 
 Know where your drink has been at all times. Keep it in your hand. If  you are at a party, bring 

your own drink container with a lid. These strategies will help to prevent others from “drug-
ging” your drink. 

 Use a designated driver or a ride service like Uber. 

Go for It! 

For the substance use goals that you have chosen to work on frst, identify one to three strategies 
from the aforementioned list that you will try this week. 

 Check here when you’ve added them to your calendar or task list. 



 

 

 
 
 
 

110 Taking Good Care of  Yourself 

Module 4.5 Managing Technology Use 

College students with ADHD may have more difculty managing and limiting their technology 
use than college students without ADHD. Along these lines, Lefer et al. (2022) reported that 
college students with ADHD tend to engage in more problematic video gaming than college 
students without ADHD. Although college women engage in lower levels of  problematic gaming 
than college men, college women with ADHD reported more impairment than college men with 
ADHD as a result of  problematic gaming. Problematic gaming in college students with ADHD 
may result from poor time management and difculty transitioning from one activity to another. 
Thus, if  gaming (or technology use more generally) is interfering with your academic progress 
or your social life, you might want to try to determine whether this is a result of  difculty setting 
limits for yourself  once you start gaming and/or using gaming as a way to procrastinate on other 
tasks. 

Benefts of  Technology 

For those who are trying to optimize their organization, time management, and planning skills 
(OTMP), technology can be a “double-edged sword”. Smartphones provide many useful tools for 
improving OTMP (e.g., calendars, task lists, reminders, alarms, pomodoro apps). On the other 
hand, smartphones also provide many tempting distractions (e.g., texting, messaging, social media, 
gaming). Thus, each time we pick up our phone or get on our computer, we have the potential to 
be productive or get “sucked in” to something that will impede our productivity. Thus, we have 
to learn to reap the benefts of  technology and resist the temptations. This is hard for all of  us 
regardless of  whether we have ADHD. 

Maximizing Benefts and Minimizing Problems 

The goal, of  course, is to maximize the benefts of  technology and minimize the problems that 
it causes for us. Thus, when we get on our phones or computers to check our calendars or task 
lists, we need to fnd ways to resist the “black hole” that can result when we check our email, mes-
sages, or social media accounts. One way of  doing this is to use airplane mode on our phones 
or turn of the internet on our computers when we are trying to be productive. Other strategies 
are described here. First, we ask you to assess your technology use and identify any changes that 
you would like to make. Next, we ofer some additional strategies for trying to limit the negative 
impacts of  technology. 

Assess Your Technology Use 

What Are Your Current Technology Use Habits? 

Which of  the following do you own? 

 Smartphone 
 Laptop or computer 
 iPad or tablet 
 Gaming system 
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Which of  the following do you engage in? 

 Texting or messaging (e.g., iMessages, SnapChat) 
 Social media (e.g., Facebook, Instagram) 
 YouTube or TikTok videos 
 Reddit forums 
 Video or mobile gaming 
 Television shows or movies (e.g., Netfix, Hulu, Disney+) 
 Looking at sports sites (e.g., ESPN) 

How many hours per day do you think you spend in these activities? (If  you are not sure, you can 
look on your Smartphone or tablet for your daily and weekly screen time data – this can actually 
be quite enlightening!) ___________________ 

Does technology use cause any problems for you like missing class, getting into arguments or 
fghts online, or spending more time or money using technology than you intended? 

How satisfed are you with your current habits? 

Would you like to make a change? 
If  so, what change would you like to make? 
If  yes, why would you like to make a change (e.g., health, academics, relationships)? 
How confdent are you about your ability to make a change in this area at this time? 

Technology Strategies 

Which of  the Following Strategies Do You Use, Have You Tried, or Would You Be Willing to Try? 

 Use airplane mode on your phone or turn of the internet on your computer to limit distrac-
tions when you are trying to be productive. 

 Track your screen time using the settings on your phone or an app. Set a goal of  reducing use. 
Reward yourself  for progress in this area, perhaps with a fun activity with friends that does not 
involve technology like playing baseball, going out for cofee, or taking a walk. 

 Set a limit on the number of  minutes or hours you will spend per day engaging in a par-
ticular type of  technology use (e.g., video gaming). Use phone timers or apps to remind 
yourself. 

 Ask your partner, friend, or roommate to set shared goals regarding technology use (e.g., video 
gaming, Netfix watching) and try to hold each other accountable. 

 Put your phone in the middle of  the table when you are at a restaurant and ask your dining 
partners to do the same. You can make a game out of  it by saying that whoever checks their 
phone frst, must pay the bill. 

 Make a point to put your phone in another room or in a location where you cannot easily 
access it (e.g., a drawer) while you are doing school work or spending time with friends or 
use an app that doesn’t allow you to use it while you are doing a Pomodoro (e.g., Forest 
or Flora). 
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 Carry a book with you so that you can read instead of  watching YouTube or checking social 
media when you have a little down time between activities or have to wait for a class or 
appointment. 

 Use technology as a reward for completing other activities (e.g., when I fnish this assignment, 
I will use my phone for 5 minutes; when I fnish all my homework, I will play video games for 
an hour). 

Go for It! 

For the technology use goals that you have chosen to work on frst, identify one to three strategies 
from the aforementioned list that you will try this week. 

 Check here when you have put these strategies into your calendar and task list. 

Module 4.6 Driving Safely 

Research also shows that college students and other adults with ADHD have impairment 
related to driving. Individuals with ADHD have more car accidents, get more speeding 
tickets, and have more overall driving-related citations than people without ADHD. Those 
with ADHD also report less use of  safe driving behaviors, more risky driving behaviors, more 
difculties with concentration while driving, and more instances of  anger while driving than 
individuals without the disorder. In fact, an experimental study compared the simulated driv-
ing performance of  adults with ADHD and control participants while sober and intoxicated 
(Weafer et al., 2008). They found that adults with ADHD had poorer driving performance 
than non-ADHD participants and that sober adults with ADHD drove as poorly as 
intoxicated non-ADHD participants (i.e., blood alcohol level of  .08). They concluded 
that the defcits associated with ADHD may impact driving in the same ways that alcohol 
impacts driving. Thus, individuals with ADHD should be even more careful about driving 
under the infuence of  alcohol (e.g., one drink might be too much) or multitasking while driv-
ing (e.g., texting) than those without ADHD. 

Another issue is that adults with ADHD may also be prone to overestimating their driving skills 
and underestimating the impact of  alcohol and/or multitasking (Knouse et al., 2005). Currently, 
we do not have access to driving simulators to test the skill of individual drivers in an objective 
manner, for instance when they are getting or renewing their driver’s license. Thus, we have to 
rely on adults with ADHD accepting the group data that is available which suggests that adults 
with ADHD are more likely than adults without ADHD to weave (i.e., drift from their lane), stop 
and start more quickly, and speed when driving. 

Taking stimulant medication consistently as prescribed can reduce these driving-related 
impairments and risks for those with ADHD (Weafer et al., 2008). However, there are limi-
tations to the use of  ADHD medications including that they do not work for everyone, many 
college students with ADHD do not take them consistently, and the effects have typically 
worn off  by evening which is a time when many emerging adults do a lot of  driving. Thus, 
other behavioral strategies that may help reduce driving risks in those with ADHD are 
described here. 
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Assess Your Driving 

Do you drive? What is your driving like? 

Have you gotten any tickets or citations? 

Do you tend to speed while driving? 

Do you text and drive? Do you change your music while you are driving? 

Are you often distracted while driving? 

Have you been in any accidents, or had “near-misses?” 

Do your friends and/or signifcant other complain about your driving? 

How satisfed are you with your current habits? 

Would you like to make any changes to your driving? 

If  so, what kind of  changes would you like to make? 
If  so, why would you like to make a change (e.g., health, legal repercussions, relationships)? 
How confdent are you about your ability to make a change in this area at this time? 

Safe Driving Strategies 

Which of  the Following Strategies Do You Use, Have You Tried, or Would You Be Willing to Try? 

 If  you take stimulant medicine for your ADHD, take it regularly at the scheduled time. You 
will be a more attentive driver if  you are taking your medication as prescribed. 

 Set your phone to automatically go to do-not-disturb when you are driving. Leave your phone 
in the backseat or trunk while you are driving. 

 Adjust your music or look up driving directions before you begin a drive, not during the 
drive. 

 Schedule long driving trips early in the day when you are rested and alert. Take a break every 
2 hours. 

 Ask a friend or family member to join you on long driving trips. 
 Let your passenger be in charge of  driving directions and/or music while you are driving even 

if  it takes them longer to fnd the directions or the song than it would take you. 
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 If  you are comfortable, let your passenger read your texts and respond for you while you are 
driving. 

 Limit the number of  passengers that you take in your car to reduce distractions while driving 
(e.g., driving fve drunk friends to a party may be very distracting). 

 Make a commitment not to drive after drinking or using drugs. 
 Consider taking a taxi, Uber, or Lyft (or public transportation if  available) instead of  driving 

if  there is a large group or anyone has been drinking or using drugs (if  these services are not 
available where you live, call a friend or family member). 

Go for It! 

For the driving goals that you have chosen to work on frst, identify one to three strategies from 
the aforementioned list that you will try this week. 

 Check here when you’ve put them in your calendar or task list. 

Note 

1 If  there are very few healthy foods you like to eat, this is something you can work on! If  this is a 
problem for you, we recommend setting up an appointment with a nutritionist or counselor to discuss 
strategies for expanding your diet. 
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5 Building Strong Relationships 

Module 5.0 Why It Matters and Roadmap 

While it certainly isn’t the case for all people with ADHD, research has shown that many – 
perhaps half  – have social difculties. Whether the relationship troubles are with childhood peers, 
teachers, family members, or romantic interests or partners, it seems like basically across the 
board the risk for rejection or impairment is higher for those with ADHD than for others. As you 
think back on your life, you may nod along as you read this . . . or, maybe, you won’t, because for 
you it wasn’t that hard. Either way, but especially if  this topic feels “fresh” to you (as in “yeah, I 
have problems in my relationships now!”), we recommend you to at least consider learning or at 
least brushing up on some efective relationship skills – and how ADHD can get in the way of 
these. 

Our focus in this skillset is on two broad types of  relationships that, in our experience, can be 
difcult for college students with ADHD: those with one’s peers (friends, romantic partners), and 
those with one’s parents. Of  course, these can be stressful or unsatisfying for various reasons, 
but both are also important for most people in their lives. While some skills and perspectives are 
versatile and apply to both types of  relationships, others are more specifc. In any event, now it’s 
time to. . . 

Check Yourself: Which Relationships Need Attention? 

Complete the checklist to help you fgure out which modules in this chapter may be most helpful 
for you. 

Self-Assessment of  Relationships. Complete the following worksheet, based on how 
these apply to you on a day-to-day basis in recent memory (about the last six months). Circle 
one response per item, using this scale: 0 = Never, 1 = Sometimes, 2 = Often, 3 = Very 
Often. 

1. I have trouble getting along with my peers. 0 1 2 3 

2. I have arguments with friends or intimate partners. 0 1 2 3 

https://doi.org/10.4324/9781003149620-6
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3. I have trouble starting new relationships with friends or intimate partners. 0 1 2 3 

4. I have trouble maintaining friendships or intimate relationships. 0 1 2 3 

5. I have trouble getting what I need from friends or intimate partners. 0 1 2 3 

6. I say or do things I later regret to friends or intimate partners. 0 1 2 3 

7. I wish that my relationships with friends or intimate partners could be better. 0 1 2 3 

8. I have conficts or arguments with my parents. 0 1 2 3 

9. I get the feeling that my parents don’t trust me. 0 1 2 3 

10. My parents are too involved in my life. 0 1 2 3 

11. My parents don’t provide me with the support I think I need. 0 1 2 3 

12. I wish that my relationship with my parents could be better. 0 1 2 3 

13. I wish communications with my parents could be better. 0 1 2 3 

Make Your Plan 

1. Choose modules based on the following and check them of in your plan here: 

Questions 1–7: If  you marked more than one item “2” or “3”, include Module 5.1. 
Questions 8–13: If  you marked more than one item “2” or “3”, include Module 5.2. 

2. Work on the modules you selected in the order that they appear by adding each module to 
your task list and/or calendar and tackling them one at a time. Check of each module 
when you fnish it and reward yourself  for a job well done! 

Relationship Skills Plan 

In my plan? Done Module Pages 

Module 5.1. Improve Relationships with Friends and Partners 117–127 

Module 5.2. Navigate Your Relationships with Parents 127–137 

Module 5.1 Improve Relationships With Friends and Partners 

If  you’re reading this, it’s because you’ve thought about your social experience and realize that 
it’s not infrequent that your friendships and/or romantic relationships are at least a little rocky. 
That, by itself, is really not that unusual. Relationships are tough! It takes fexibility, empathy, car-
ing, and dedication . . . at a minimum, and that’s when other things like personality and interests 
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are fairly well matched. This means that relationships are, in a word, work. Of  course, they can 
also be satisfying and sources of  real support, too. A key thing for college students with ADHD to 
maximize these types of  outcomes, versus rejection or unhappiness, is understanding how their 
specifc defcits impact them socially and developing the “right” set of  skills to succeed. There’s 
no time like the present to start learning these things! 

Knowing Yourself: How Does ADHD Afect Me in Relationships? 

As noted earlier, relationships are work . . . and every relationship with someone else is unique, 
too. You frst have to learn what it means to be a good friend, what it means to be a good romantic 
partner (if  that’s something you’re interested in) . . . and then you have to adapt to the needs and 
interests of  the specifc people you choose to be your friends or your partners. If  you have worked 
with or are currently seeing a therapist to help you live your best life, or if  you’ve just done some 
reading on your own about ADHD, or if  you’ve even refected on your own experiences at some 
point, you likely have realized that certain things about this disorder can complicate this process 
of  being in relationships and even just interacting with others, like: 

• Inattention/Loss of  focus: problems like failing to notice it’s time to meet someone, or 
zoning out in a conversation, or losing something important to someone else 

• Impulsivity: problems like committing to things you end up not wanting to do, or saying 
something totally not the way you wanted, or not following “the rules” 

• Emotional dysregulation: problems like overreacting to situations, really quickly getting 
angry or upset and having a hard time controlling it 

So, naturally, you may have bigger challenges than someone who doesn’t have ADHD when 
it comes to having and keeping good relationships. Take a second, and refect on this now by 
answering the following questions. 

Are relationships difcult for you? If  so, what types, and how? 

How do you think your ADHD relates to this? 

Now, let’s dig down even a little bit deeper . . . complete the following forms, which will give you 
some more info about your own relationship behaviors that can be pretty important to “going the 
distance”. Note that if  you have not been in a serious (i.e., beyond just physical) romantic relation-
ship, the Confict Resolution Inventory may not yet be for you . . . you can always come back and 
fll that out later if  it starts to apply! 
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Interpersonal Competence Questionnaire 

Rate how good you think you are at the following relationships tasks, and then calculate the total 
score for each section where indicated. 

I’m I’m only I’m I’m I’m 
poor at fair at okay at good at extremely 
this this this this good at this 

Asking or suggesting to someone new that you get 1 2 3 4 5 
together and do something‚ e.g.‚ go out together. 

Finding and suggesting things to do with new people 1 2 3 4 5 
whom you fnd interesting and attractive. 

Carrying on conversations with someone new whom 1 2 3 4 5 
you think you might like to get to know. 

Being an interesting and enjoyable person to be with 1 2 3 4 5 
when frst getting to know people. 

Calling (on the phone) a new date/acquaintance to 1 2 3 4 5 
set up a time to get together and do something. 

Telling a companion that they have done something 1 2 3 4 5 
to hurt your feelings. 

Going to parties or gatherings where you don’t know 1 2 3 4 5 
people well in order to start up new relationships. 

TOTAL (add values from each item) Initiating Relationships = 

Revealing something intimate about yourself  while 1 2 3 4 5 
talking with someone you’re just getting to know. 

Confding in a new friend/date and letting them see 1 2 3 4 5 
your softer‚ more sensitive side. 

Telling a close companion things about yourself  that 1 2 3 4 5 
you’re ashamed of. 

Letting a new companion get to know the “real you”. 1 2 3 4 5 

Letting down your protective “outer shell” and 1 2 3 4 5 
trusting a close companion. 

Telling a close companion about the things that 1 2 3 4 5 
secretly make you feel anxious or afraid. 

Telling a close companion how much you appreciate 1 2 3 4 5 
and care for them. 

Knowing how to move a conversation with a date/ 1 2 3 4 5 
acquaintance beyond superfcial talk to really get to 
know each other. 

TOTAL: Self-Disclosure = 

Telling a companion you don’t like a certain way they 1 2 3 4 5 
have been treating you. 

(Continued ) 
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I’m 
poor at 
this 

I’m only 
fair at 
this 

I’m 
okay at 
this 

I’m 
good at 
this 

I’m 
extremely 
good at this 

Saying “no” when a date/acquaintance asks you to do 
something you don’t want to do. 

1 2 3 4 5 

Turning down a request by a companion that is 
unreasonable. 

1 2 3 4 5 

Standing up for your rights when a companion is 
neglecting you or being inconsiderate. 

1 2 3 4 5 

Telling a date/acquaintance that they are doing 
something that embarrasses you. 

1 2 3 4 5 

Confronting your close companion when they have 
broken a promise. 

1 2 3 4 5 

Telling a date/acquaintance that they have done 
something that made you angry. 

1 2 3 4 5 

TOTAL: Asserting Displeasure with Others’ Actions = 

Helping a close companion work through their 
thoughts and feelings about a major life decision‚ 
e.g.‚ a career choice. 

1 2 3 4 5 

Being able to patiently and sensitively listen to a 
companion “let of steam” about outside problems 
they are having. 

1 2 3 4 5 

Helping a close companion get to the heart of  a 
problem they are experiencing. 

1 2 3 4 5 

Helping a close companion cope with family or 
roommate problems. 

1 2 3 4 5 

Being a good and sensitive listener for a companion 
who is upset. 

1 2 3 4 5 

Being able to say and do things to support a close 
companion when they are feeling down. 

1 2 3 4 5 

Being able to show genuine empathetic concern even 
when a companion’s problem is uninteresting to 
you. 

1 2 3 4 5 

When a close companion needs help and support‚ 
being able to give advice in ways that are well 
received. 

1 2 3 4 5 

TOTAL SCORE: Providing Emotional Support = 

Being able to admit that you might be wrong when 
a disagreement with a close companion begins to 
build into a serious fght. 

1 2 3 4 5 

Being able to put begrudging (resentful) feelings aside 
when having a fght with a close companion. 

1 2 3 4 5 
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I’m I’m only I’m I’m I’m 
poor at fair at okay at good at extremely 
this this this this good at this 

When having a confict with a close companion‚ 1 2 3 4 5 
really listening to their complaints and not trying to 
“read” their mind. 

Being able to take a companion’s perspective in a fght 1 2 3 4 5 
and really understand their point of  view. 

Refraining from saying things that might cause a 1 2 3 4 5 
disagreement to build into a big fght. 

Being able to work through a specifc problem with a 1 2 3 4 5 
companion without resorting to global accusations 
(“you always do that”). 

When angry with a companion‚ being able to accept 1 2 3 4 5 
that they have a valid point of  view even if  you 
don’t agree with that view. 

Not exploding at a close companion (even when it is 1 2 3 4 5 
justifed) in order to avoid a damaging confict. 

TOTAL SCORE: Managing Interpersonal Conficts = 

Copyright © 1988 by The American Psychological Association. Reproduced with permission. Buhrmester, D., Fur-
man, W., Wittenberg, M. T., & Reis, H. T. (1988). Five domains of  interpersonal competence in peer relationships. 
Journal of  Personality and Social Psychology, 55(6), 991–1008. https://doi.org/10.1037//0022-3514.55.6.991 

Confict Resolution Inventory 

Rate how frequently you use each of  the following styles to deal with arguments or disagreements 
with your partner. Then calculate the total score for each section where indicated. 

Never – -------------------> Always 

Launching personal attacks 1 2 3 4 5 

Exploding and getting out of  control 1 2 3 4 5 

Getting carried away and saying things that aren’t meant 1 2 3 4 5 

Throwing insults and digs 1 2 3 4 5 

TOTAL SCORE: Confict Engagement (sum of  items) = 

Not being willing to stick up for myself 1 2 3 4 5 

Being too compliant 1 2 3 4 5 

Not defending my position 1 2 3 4 5 

Giving in with little attempt to present my side of  the issue 1 2 3 4 5 

TOTAL SCORE: Compliance = 

(Continued ) 
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Never – -------------------> Always 

Remaining silent for long periods of  time 1 2 3 4 5 

Reaching a limit, “shutting down”, and refusing to talk any further 1 2 3 4 5 

Tuning the other person out 1 2 3 4 5 

Withdrawing, acting distance and not interested 1 2 3 4 5 

TOTAL SCORE: Withdrawal = 

Focusing on the problem at hand 1 2 3 4 5 

Sitting down and discussing diferences constructively 1 2 3 4 5 

Finding alternatives that are acceptable to each of  us 1 2 3 4 5 

Negotiating and compromising 1 2 3 4 5 

TOTAL SCORE: Positive Problem Solving = 

Copyright © 1994 by Blackwell Publishing. Reproduced with permission. Kurdek, L. A. (1994). Confict resolution 
styles in gay, lesbian, heterosexual nonparent, and heterosexual parent couples. Journal of  Marriage and Family, 56(3), 
705–722. https://doi.org/10.2307/352880 

Now let’s consider what your answers to all those questions suggest about your interpersonal 
style. First, make sure you have calculated your scores on the measures. The Interpersonal Com-
petence Questionnaire has fve scales, with scores between 1 (“I’m poor at this”) and 5 (“I’m 
extremely good at this”) on each. These scales basically indicate your relative strength in skills like 
getting the ball rolling in social situations and relationships (Initiating Relationships), comfort 
with opening up to someone else (Self-Disclosure), expressing your opinion or needs even when 
it involves some degree of  confrontation (Asserting Displeasure with Others’ Actions), 
having empathy for and being able to efectively, emotionally support others (Providing Emo-
tional Support), and being able to work through confict in social situations without damaging 
relationships (Managing Interpersonal Conficts). 

The Confict Resolution Inventory is more specifc, focusing in more depth on a skill that is really 
important for the success of  romantic relationships. It documents how often you employ diferent 
confict strategies using four scales, with a familiar 1 (“Never”) to 5 (“Always”) score on each. Con-
fict engagement really is about behaviors that tend to intensify confict – the proverbial gasoline 
on the fre! Compliance, or just going along with your partner’s opinions or desires to resolve the 
situation, and Withdrawal, or basically shutting down during confict, are neutral in comparison 
but can also feel bad, postpone solutions, or make matters worse. Positive problem solving, on 
the other hand, involves in engaging in behaviors that may be hard and even uncomfortable but 
that ultimately lead to agreements and compromises that can be mutually acceptable. 

So, what do you notice from your results? Take a second to write about it here. 

What sorts of  relational strengths do you bring to the table? 

https://doi.org/10.2307/352880
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What are your relative weaknesses in relationships? 

Things like impulsivity and inattention can play a role in relationships. Do you 
think your ADHD relates to either strengths or weaknesses? How? 

What Do I Need to Do to Be Successful in My Relationships? 

One of  the things that you may be already realizing is that there are some skills that are sim-
ply important to having steady and satisfying relationships. The following are some of  the most 
important ones that relate to what you’ve just been fnding out about yourself. 

1. Positive Confict Resolution 

This means having conversation about the confict but keeping focused on understanding each 
other’s perspectives and potential solutions. Withdrawal from the confict without follow-up really 
represents a failure to address the problem, and it may just fester and get worse. Equally impor-
tant is avoiding excessive or harsh criticism and any physical aggression. However, staying cool-
headed and focused on resolving confict can be hard when you have ADHD! Knowing when you 
are at the “boiling point” and then being able to implement self-soothing or physical distancing is 
a necessary skill. Some ideas here include: 

• “Take Five”. Ask for a few minutes to cool of when you notice you are getting hot, before you 
say something you will regret. 

• Think It Through. What is happening? What are you arguing about? What is the actual problem 
here, and what are some ways to solve it? 

• Take a Note. Instead of  immediately saying what is bothering you, write it down. This can 
be something useful to do when you are Taking Five that helps you to Think it Through 
better. 

• Plan What You Say. This is where open communication comes in. 

If  acting impulsively during relationship conficts is a signifcant problem for you, you may also 
want to check out Skillset 3, specifcally Module 3.4 on Impulsive Emotions. 
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2. Open (and Tactful!) Communication 

This is basically behaving in a direct and positive way, which is really important to efectively resolve 
conficts. If  your ADHD involves mainly difculty with attention (and less hyperactivity and impul-
sivity), it is possible that you may recognize having particular difculty with this. Furthermore, 
while being able to articulate your perspectives and views, wants and needs is really important, it is 
equally important that the message does not come across like a bomb! For example, “You are just 
the worst! I can’t believe you are ignoring me and just looking at that stupid device!” is likely to be 
hurtful, whereas “Are you doing something important now? I really like it when it’s just us two and 
we can talk together, and I was hoping we could do that now” is softer and still requests the change. 

Some suggest that the use of  “I-messages” is a good framework for direct communication of 
potentially tough messages. These 

• communicate your feeling, 
• specify the “problem”, and 
• invite discussion or ofer a suggestion. 

So, in the aforementioned situation, an I-message would be something like “I feel frustrated 
now, when you are on your iPhone and we haven’t seen each other all day. Is it possible for us to 
put aside our devices for half-an-hour when we get together?” 

3. Being a Good Listener 

Good listeners pay attention to their conversation partners, and to the content and fow of  what 
they’re talking about. It is often possible to see this, as a good listener may lean toward the other 
person, naturally match their tone to that of  the partner, nod at appropriate times, and so on. 
Good listeners also do things like ask questions that relate to what a person has just said, and say 
empathic things like “that seems like it’s hard for you” when it’s called for. Again, this may be 
naturally hard for you; if  your mind is wandering, or you impulsively interrupt or change subjects 
abruptly, it can lead to hurt feelings or frustration on the part of  your friend or partner, and a 
disconnect in your relationship. 

Becoming a better listener will take a conscious efort. A few things that you can do to start 
building this skill are: 

• Show them you are listening. At a pause when a friend is talking with you, try addressing the point 
your friend just made, but with your own words and perspective. So, if  they said “I can’t 
believe my professor asked us to do this on such short notice!”, you might respond “yeah, that 
would totally take me of guard, too”. 

• Check the tone. When you’re having a conversation with someone, try to tune in beyond the 
words . . . what is the feeling that the person is conveying? Recognizing quickly that someone 
is upset or stoked about something can help you to tune in on an emotional level, and you can 
show them you notice and care with a quick response (“I’m so sorry”, “That is awesome!”). 

Sometimes, doing things like this may seem a little forced (e.g., “You mean I have to repeat back 
what someone says to me?”), but in the end it will help friends and partners to feel more under-
stood – really important for emotional support – and will help you better connect with others. 
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4. Reciprocate! 

How does it feel to you when a conversation seems entirely one-sided? When a friend dictates 
the topics, or seems to just want to talk about themselves? This gets back to being a good listener: 
That is impossible when you are doing all of  the talking! Taking turns is key (e.g., “So that was my 
day . . . how was yours?”). It is also usually very appreciated when someone actively asks the opin-
ion or thoughts of  others (e.g., “Does that ft with your schedule tonight?”). Reciprocity can also 
be thought of  as giving back what you get in a relationship. For example, if  a friend takes several 
hours to help repair your car, it makes sense that when that friend needs help with some similarly 
onerous task that you should step up. One easy way to think about reciprocity is to invoke the pro-
verbial “Golden Rule” – do for others what you want them to do for you! In relationships, burdens 
are best shared, instead of  being shouldered by only one partner (or friend). 

• Start slow. Basically, make it not all about you from the get-go. Make a point to check in with 
your friend about their day, or about something you talked about the last time. 

• Check yourself, and check in with others. Make a mental note: Have I just been talking for a long 
time? Have I talked a lot about something without checking what my friend thinks? If  so, 
switch gears! Say “Oh, well, enough about me, what’s up with you?” or ask “Hey, so I’m won-
dering what you think about all that?” or something like that which says “I want to know your 
perspective”. 

• Feel the room. Is your friend expressing any negative feelings? Notice them, out loud (e.g., “Dude, 
I’m sorry, I’d be [angry, sad, stressed] too”). Or is your friend expressing a need for help? If 
you can, ofer it (e.g., “hey, I may not be an expert at that, but if  you need a hand I think I can 
make some time!”). 

• Get confrmations. Sometimes we can talk so much about something, and maybe really enthusi-
astically, and a friend may be nodding along but still thinking about it. So if  you think you’ve 
agreed on something, check in anyway (e.g., “So, does it ft for you to see that movie on 
Friday?”). 

5. Notice and Respond to Others’ Needs 

This can be easier said than done, depending on who you’re with. However, the point here is 
that it can be easy to forget the desires and needs of  friends or partners when you’re interacting, 
maybe especially so in a group situation. Some examples of  how this might come up include: 

• You know your partner is introverted, so at a party it makes sense to tune into how engaged 
and energized they are (e.g., privately say “Hey, seems like you’re getting tired . . . you wanna 
go in a few minutes?”). 

• Your friend has just texted that they’re sick and in bed. Ofer to bring a meal, or pick up other 
things they need. 

• Your partner just got home after a really long day at school. Don’t push them to go out and do 
errands with you right away; ask if  they need some time to relax frst or if  it’s best for you to 
take care of  it. 

While this set of  action items does not necessarily cover all the bases when it comes to success 
and happiness in relationships, we think these are critical skills, and ones that college students with 
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ADHD may have particular defcits in. So, now . . . time to practice, practice, practice, and see 
how it goes! 

What skills and behaviors noted earlier do you want to work on? 

How and with whom do you think you can practice those skills? 

OK!! Now, make a commitment to yourself  to begin doing these things! 

 Check here when you’ve written your plans in your calendar or task list. 

You may also want to tell trusted others you are working on this .  .  . they may give you 
encouraging and other helpful feedback! Something that will help to motivate you even more 
is to track what you are doing. On the next page, we have included a journal worksheet for you 
that focuses on behaviors and how you think they work in your friendships and/or romantic 
relationships. We recommend that you complete this once a day for a week, capturing the 
results of  the things you are choosing to work on. We bet that after that week you will see posi-
tive results, enough that we hope you will make your new skills part of your everyday routine. 
When you’ve completed the week, think about giving yourself  a little reward to reinforce your 
eforts, too! 

Situation Skill Practiced How did it go? What did you learn? 
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Situation Skill Practiced How did it go? What did you learn? 

There are good resources out there that can help explain the sorts of  skills that we have 
discussed in this chapter. Here are some that you might fnd helpful. 

Web 

Confict Resolution: How to Settle Your Diferences Fairly | BrainPOP www.youtube.com/ 
watch?v=jg_Q34kGsKg 

Reading 

Pollack, J. (2020). Confict Resolution Playbook: Practical Communication Skills for Preventing, Managing, and 
Resolving Confict. Rockridge Press. Available at Amazon.com 

Module 5.2 Navigate Your Relationships With Parents 

One or both of  your parents might be your most active champions and supporters. They may 
have coached you through elementary, middle, and high school, helping with added structure and 
clear expectations, providing extra reinforcement when you accomplished hard things, provid-
ing encouragement and a shoulder to lean on when you needed it. But the research on families 
with children with ADHD also suggests that many parents and their kids have strained relation-
ships. Parents may not fully understand ADHD, and even if  they do they may be frustrated a lot 
with their kid’s behavior, or just feel tired of  trying to “fx” things when ADHD gets in the way. 
So anger, exasperation, blame, and criticism can seep into the relationship, and parents may be 
overly strict and punitive, making it feel kind of  toxic (this is sometimes referred to as authoritar-
ian parenting). On the other hand, parents may just kind of  throw their hands up and instead of 
engaging and supporting, simply let their kid with ADHD make all the choices, and basically do 

http://www.youtube.com
http://Amazon.com
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whatever they want (this is called permissive parenting). These styles contrast with authoritative par-
enting, where parents not only have clear expectations and standards but also explain their rea-
soning and take their children’s perspectives and emotions into account. If  you are curious about 
the type of  parenting you tended to get most, you can complete the questionnaire that follows. 

For each of  the following statements, circle the number that best describes how that statement 
applies to you and your parents. Try to read and think about each statement as it applies to you 
and your parents during your years of  growing up at home. If  your answers difer for each parent, 
you can choose diferent answers for each. 

Strongly 
Disagree 

Disagree Neither Agree 
nor Disag

Agree 
ree 

Strongly 
Agree 

While I was growing up, my parents felt 1 2 3 4 5 
that, in a well-run home, the children 
should have their way in the family as 
often as the parents do. 

My parents have always felt that what their 1 2 3 4 5 
children need is to be free to make up their 
own minds and to do what they want to 
do, even if  this does not agree with what 
their parents might want. 

As I was growing up my parents did not feel 1 2 3 4 5 
that I needed to obey rules and regulations 
of  behavior simply because someone in 
authority had established them. 

As I was growing up, my parents seldom 1 2 3 4 5 
gave me expectations and guidelines for 
my behavior. 

Most of  the time as I was growing up my 1 2 3 4 5 
parents did what the children in the family 
wanted when making family decisions. 

My parents feel that most problems in 1 2 3 4 5 
society would be solved if  parents would 
not restrict their children’s activities, 
decisions, and desires as they are 
growing up. 

As I was growing up my parents allowed me 1 2 3 4 5 
to decide most things for myself  without a 
lot of  direction from them. 

My parents did not view themselves as 1 2 3 4 5 
responsible for directing and guiding my 
behavior as I was growing up. 

As I was growing up my parents allowed me 1 2 3 4 5 
to form my own point of  view on family 
matters and they generally allowed me to 
decide for myself  what I was going to do. 
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Strongly Disagree Neither Agree Agree Strongly 
Disagree  nor Disagree Agree

 As I was growing up my parents did not 1 2 3 4 5 
direct the behaviors, activities, and desires 
of  the children in the family. 

Total Permissive Parenting (add all columns) = 

Even if  their children didn’t agree with 1 2 3 4 5 
them, my parents felt that it was for our 
own good if  we were forced to conform to 
what they thought was right. 

Whenever my parents told me to do 1 2 3 4 5 
something as I was growing up, they 
expected me to do it immediately without 
asking any questions. 

As I was growing up my parents did not 1 2 3 4 5 
allow me to question any decision they had 
made. 

My parents have always felt that more force 1 2 3 4 5 
should be used by parents in order to get 
their children to behave the way they are 
supposed to. 

My parents felt that wise parents should 1 2 3 4 5 
teach their children early just who is boss 
in the family. 

As I was growing up my parents would get 1 2 3 4 5 
very upset if  I tried to disagree with them. 

As I was growing up my parents let me know 1 2 3 4 5 
what behavior they expected of  me, and 
if  I didn’t meet those expectations, they 
punished me. 

My parents have always felt that most 1 2 3 4 5 
problems in society would be solved if  we 
could get parents to strictly and forcibly 
deal with their children when they don’t 
do what they are supposed to as they are 
growing up. 

As I was growing up my parents often told 1 2 3 4 5 
me exactly what they wanted me to do and 
how they expected me to do it. 

As I was growing up I knew what my 1 2 3 4 5 
parents expected of  me in the family 
and they insisted that I conform to those 
expectations simply out of  respect for their 
authority. 

Total Authoritarian Parenting = 

(Continued ) 
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Strongly Disagree Neither Agree Agree Strongly 
Disagree  nor Disagree Agree 

As I was growing up, once family policy had 1 2 3 4 5 
been established, my parents discussed 
the reasoning behind the policy with the 
children in the family. 

My parents have always encouraged verbal 1 2 3 4 5 
give-and-take whenever I have felt that family 
rules and restrictions were unreasonable. 

As I was growing up my parents directed 1 2 3 4 5 
the activities and decisions of  the children 
in the family through reasoning and 
discipline. 

As I was growing up I knew what my parents 1 2 3 4 5 
expected of  me in my family, but I also felt 
free to discuss those expectations with them 
when I felt that they were unreasonable. 

As the children in my family were growing 1 2 3 4 5 
up, my parents consistently gave us 
direction and guidance in rational and 
objective ways. 

As I was growing up, my parents took the 1 2 3 4 5 
children’s opinions into consideration 
when making family decisions, but they 
would not decide on something simply 
because the children wanted it. 

My parents had clear standards of  behavior 1 2 3 4 5 
for the children in our home as I was 
growing up, but they were willing to adjust 
those standards to the needs of  each of  the 
individual children in the family. 

My parents gave me direction for my 1 2 3 4 5 
behavior and activities as I was growing 
up and they expected me to follow their 
direction, but they were always willing to 
listen to my concerns and to discuss that 
direction with me. 

As I was growing up my parents gave me 1 2 3 4 5 
clear direction for my behaviors and 
activities, but they were also understanding 
when I disagreed with them. 

As I was growing up, if  my parents made a 1 2 3 4 5 
decision in the family that hurt me, they 
were willing to discuss that decision with me 
and to admit it if  they had made a mistake. 

Total Score Authoritative Parenting = 

Copyright © 1991 by Taylor & Francis. Reproduced with permission. Buri, J. R. (1991). Parental Authority Question-
naire. Journal of  Personality Assessment, 57(1), 110–119. https://doi.org/10.1207/s15327752jpa5701_13 

https://doi.org/10.1207/s15327752jpa5701_13


 

 

 Let’s take stock of  your specifc experience and perspective on a few things now that will 
help you to do this! 
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Whether your relationship with your parents was generally supportive or conficted in some 
way, your transition to college and to adulthood, in general, changes the game. You are “in 
charge” now. You may not even be living at home anymore, and the amount of  contact you have 
with your parents may be relatively limited. College is an important time to learn how to care for 
yourself  and take charge of  your life – “adulting”, in other words. But this can be hard, especially 
when you’re new to it. 

Let’s consider an analogy for getting through college and “emerging” adulthood”, which is 
what psychologists call the time period from about 18–29 years old: learning to be a pilot. No 
one gets into a cockpit for the frst time and knows how to fy the plane. First, you take introduc-
tory lessons and learn in ground school. Then, with an instructor, you do a lot of  practice in a 
single-engine propeller plane. You pass a test, then graduate, and can fy single-engine propeller 
planes on your own, in the daytime. If  you want to be a commercial pilot, you then have to take 
additional courses and have practice fying with instruments instead of  visual cues, multi-engine 
propeller planes, small jets, and then the big ones like the airlines have. This process takes thou-
sands of  hours of  work . . . and, importantly, a lot of  practice and help along the way. 

So, in other words, even though it might be annoying at times, you may still need some 
support and advice from your parents (assuming your relationship is not totally defned by 
toxicity), even though your situation has changed a lot from being at home in high school to now 
being in college. At the same time, you can’t learn to fy the plane if  your parents are 
always in the pilot’s seat. In other words, you need to begin to take on more responsibility 
while still taking advantage of  support when needed. The million dollar question is, though: How 
can I negotiate a relationship with my parents that recognizes I’m an adult, provides just the help 
that I still need, and is also a happy and satisfying experience, for all of  us? 

Since you have started college, what sorts of problems have emerged in your rela-
tionship with your parents (i.e., what do they do that annoys you?) 

To be fair: Since you have started college, what sorts of benefts have emerged in 
those relationships (i.e., what are they doing that you really appreciate)? 
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Any other thoughts you have about your current relationships with your parents? 

Alright, that’s a lot to consider! Maybe some things came up for you that were really positive, 
maybe some things that were pretty negative. Maybe you feel like giving your parents a call right 
now! Well, hang on just a bit . . . we’ll get to that later. Hopefully, at least there is some mixture 
of  things that you appreciate that they do along with other things that you could really do with-
out. There are a couple of  important principles, then, to keep in mind as you consolidate a new 
understanding and relationship with your parents that best fts you now as a college student. The 
frst, perhaps obviously, is that you want to keep the positive, and cut back on the negative. The second, 
and this is something that was also really emphasized in Module 5.1, is to remember that your 
relationship with your parent(s) is a two-way street. 

Negotiating Your New and Improved Relationship 

First, we would be remiss if  we didn’t put in a plug for the kinds of  relationship skills that we pre-
sented in Module 5.1. While you might be reading this and have chosen to do this module and 
not the last one given how your friendships are (i.e., you’re doing well with those), there are some 
really important ideas and skills in Module 5.1 that are just as important in your relationship with 
your parents. So, we recommend reading and/or reviewing that material, and practicing it with 
your parents. 

Next, let’s talk more about keeping the positive and cutting back on the negative. This will be 
crucial for “The Big Talk” that you will want to have with your parents to move your relationships 
to this new level: adult parent with adult child who still has some needs that the parent can help with. Take 
a look at what you wrote earlier about problems and benefts (and other refections) about your 
current relationship with your parents. Consider these questions: 

• What is the relative balance between problems and benefts? If  the benefts you note are 
clearly outweighing the problems, both in number and importance, good for you! This is an 
enviable position; your Big Talk can include a lot of  reinforcement of  what your parents are 
“doing right” and it’s likely that they will be receptive to your request for change in the other 
area(s). 
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• If  there are roughly the same number of  problems and benefts, that’s fne, too; one com-
munication strategy that is often referenced is to “sandwich” the negative with positives. An 
example of  a “Beneft Sandwich” would be to: 

• open with thanking your parents for their supportive weekly check-in calls (beneft), 
• switch to discussing Dad’s daily texts asking about current and new assignments and grades 

in classes (problem) and Mom’s contact with your roommate’s parents about their pattern 
of  having overnight guests (problem), and then 

• reiterating your appreciation for your parents helping to make your goals a reality with 
their fnancial support (beneft). 

• If  the problems on your list clearly outweigh the positives, in order for your initial relationship 
renegotiation to work in your favor, we recommend prioritizing your “asks” (the problems you 
discuss) and bringing only as many asks to the table as you do honest benefts. The thing to 
realize in this case is that relationships are dynamic, and morph over time. A little change on 
the important things now may actually help your chance of  having a really good relationship 
with your parent(s) in the future. So, (a) prioritize the problems, (b) take the top ones (as many 
as you have benefts to reinforce), and (c) then make a Beneft Sandwich, like described earlier. 

OK, now, take a second to note: 

Considering my balance of  problems and benefts in my relationship with my par-
ents, how should my strategy look when talking with them? 

It’s Not Really All About Me 

Now, let’s put the “relationship shoe” on the other foot, so to speak. We have found that in our 
clinical practice, whether working with parents, kids, college students, teachers, or others, one of 
the key points in efective communication and collaboration is understanding. By working to under-
stand someone else’s story, their point of  view, we develop empathy for what that person is going 
through and dealing with, and engaging from that stance goes a long way to fnding mutually 
acceptable solutions to problems and also to building good will. 

Parents can experience a lot of  diferent thoughts and emotions when their adult child goes 
to college, depending on a lot of  diferent things about their life. Some may experience their 
child’s departure as a real loss, which at least at frst causes real sadness, maybe out of  loneliness 
or loss of  perceived purpose or sudden change in personal connection. Parents who provided 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

134 Building Strong Relationships 

a lot of support to their child in high school and earlier may be pretty worried about whether 
their child can cope with the rigors of  college. They may perceive it as a dangerous time: Maybe 
their child will be hurt by someone (physically or emotionally), maybe their child will fail and 
become despondent or hopeless, maybe their child’s opinions or personality or goals or interests 
will change so radically that they will become a completely diferent person, one who does not 
relate to or appreciate them as they used to. Some parents may even feel jealous or could be con-
fused about what their child is going through, perhaps because they themselves did not attend 
college or because they did attend and remember it as one of  the most exciting and fulflling times 
of  their lives. 

So, now, it’s time to really think about and acknowledge these things: 

Given your own history, in your own family, what do you think it’s like for your 
parents now that you are a college student? 

Given who your parents are (maybe including what you know from the question-
naire at the beginning of  this module), what challenges might they have in chang-
ing the way they relate to you, now? 

Given these thoughts about your parents’ perspective(s), do you have any new 
thoughts about your relationship and your situation? Is there anything that you 
think you should talk with them about, or acknowledge to them, that could make 
renegotiating your relationship easier or more efective? 
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The Big Talk 

You have done a lot of  thinking about your relationship with your parents now, and have a grasp 
on what your needs are (problems to resolve), what you appreciate about their current parenting 
(benefts to acknowledge), some idea about how to communicate the relative balance of  those 
things, and a better understanding of  their perspective in all of  this. Now, it’s time for the fnal 
step . . . starting the change process, by having your Big Talk. 

The frst step is to fgure out a good time to do this. Ideally, you should choose a time when you 
can do this in private (i.e., not at a restaurant or at the Thanksgiving dinner table with other fam-
ily members) and neither you nor your parents are in a hurry, stressed out, or have other big things 
on the agenda. In other words, minimizing distractions and also “baseline” agitation will improve 
the chances that this goes well. (In fact, this is a good general tip for successful negotiation.) So. . . 

When and where do you want to plan to have this conversation with your parent(s)? 

The next very concrete step is to simply ask your parents if this is a good time to do this, and 
also tell them the purpose. Nobody likes to be ambushed by a conversation that could feel a little 
difcult (e.g., parents may have a hard time discussing their own behavior with their child), so this 
is important. You do not have to have the whole conversation to tell them about it; you can simply 
say something like “I was hoping that we could talk a bit about how things are going for me in 
college and the ways that you can help me to do well. Is [your proposed time] good for you guys?” 
We defnitely suggest that this be a “real” conversation, either in person or via Facetime or Zoom, 
not a series of  texts or emails. Intent and feeling are things that are not always well understood in 
those types of  communications. 

l
Now, to prepare for this important conversation, we recommend that you keep the fol-
owing things in mind. 

1. It is important to thank your parents for what they have done for you. We bet that 
the thought exercise you did already will help you here. Chances are there are lots of  things 
you now actively realize your parents have done and (hopefully) continue to do to support 
you . . . thank them for these! 
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2. You want to create and strengthen a sustainable relationship. You can tell your 
parents that your needs and desires are diferent now that you are entering adulthood and liv-
ing (in many cases) on your own. This is something that means your relationship almost has 
to change, but it doesn’t have to be tense or contentious. To that end, let your parents tell you 
their views and feelings, too. In other words, use your efective communication skills! 

3. Realize that they very likely don’t want to lose closeness with you. You have moved 
away . . . at the bare minimum in terms of  your independence . . . and that can feel to your 
parents like they are being left behind. Part of  any “nosiness” may be, for their parts, an efort 
to maintain the relationship. Building in some ways to maintain connection with your parents, 
on your terms, may be a really good thing. 

4. Be specifc in your requests. Have your lists of  things you would like to be diferent and 
to continue (you did this earlier!), and refer to them in your conversation. Try to communicate 
what you want to be diferent would actually look like. So, for instance, if  you want fewer 
“check-in” calls, saying “It would be cool if  you would call once a week” instead of  “Please 
just call less often” would be more efective. What behaviors can they engage in – or stop – in 
order for you and them both to know that they are meeting your needs as their adult child. 

5. Be reassuring. More than anything, most parents just want to know that their kids are going 
to be happy and successful. While you can’t guarantee that – nobody can – you can assure 
them that you are going to be OK. You can commit to using the resources at your school and 
community to get help when you need it. You can also tell them that if  you really need them, 
you will let them know. Letting you go, so to speak, can be easier for parents if they know that 
you will ask for help if  you are in trouble. This doesn’t have to mean “saving” you; it can be 
advice, or just listening and being supportive. 

Alright!! Take a second to make some fnal notes to yourself, here, about what you want to say 
to your parents, and how you want to say it. 

You are ready! 

 Put “Schedule Big Talk” on your Task List and, when it’s scheduled, add it to 
your calendar. Check here when you’ve done that. 

Good luck in your conversation with your parents. You have done good preparation to take this 
on. If you are working with a therapist as you do this renegotiation, you will probably be checking 
in about this, too, before and after the conversation. Bring your workbook with you to refer to, in 
that case. 
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Remember, it’s actually pretty likely that things will not change exactly as you might want them 
to in the space of  one conversation. All relationships are dynamic . . . they change and react as 
time and experience goes on. Realize that, as an adult, you are becoming a kind of  partner with 
your parents. Make this partnership a good one, an open one . . . one that will serve you all well 
for the rest of  your lives. 
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 6 Adulting 

Module 6.0 Why It Matters and Roadmap 

College students often struggle with what psychologists call “activities of  daily living”. These 
adulting tasks require you to manage yourself  and your life and they include keeping a clean 
and organized living space, doing laundry, grocery shopping and food preparation, manag-
ing finances, making travel/social plans, and keeping up with errands and appointments, 
such as going to the doctor to get a prescription renewed or renewing your car registration. 
You may also be working a part- or full-time job and be concerned about planning for a 
career. 

Adulting tasks like these can be even more challenging for students with ADHD because they 
require organization, attention, planning, and other executive functioning skills. Adulting prob-
lems have an impact. They can make it hard to live independently, be successful at school, main-
tain important relationships, and feel good about yourself. Adulting problems can also cause 
issues in other areas. For example, not planning ahead about your meals can result in unhealthy 
eating behaviors and poorer physical health. Forgetting to pick up your prescription for ADHD 
meds means you have to deal with more symptoms. Misplacing materials for class in a messy liv-
ing space can cause you to miss assignments. 

But the good news is that, like other areas covered in this workbook, college students with 
ADHD can develop and use new adulting skills. Let’s start by helping you fgure out which area(s) 
of  adulting you need to work on frst. 

Check Yourself: What’s Your Target? 

Think about each of the four major areas of  adulting listed in the following and write a few sen-
tences about how you are doing right now in each. What is going well and what’s not? 

Thoughts about organizing my living space and keeping it neat: 

Thoughts about planning meals, social activities, and appointments: 

https://doi.org/10.4324/9781003149620-7
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Thoughts about managing my fnances: 

Thoughts about succeeding at work and planning for a future career: 

Now, based on what you wrote, answer the following questions: 
Which adulting area is currently causing the most problems in your life (circle one)? 

Organizing Planning meals, Managing Work/ 

your space activities, appts. fnances Career 

Which adulting area are you currently managing the most efectively (circle one)? 

Organizing Planning meals, Managing Work/ 

your space activities, appts. fnances Career 

Which adulting area do you feel most capable of  changing right now (circle one)? 

Organizing Planning meals, Managing Work/ 

your space activities, appts. fnances Career 

Looking back on your answers, which area would you like to commit to working on right 
now? 

Remember, it is okay to commit to small changes to start! 
I’ll commit to working on:__________________________________________________ 

Make Your Plan 

1. Put a “1” next to the module that you just wrote down (the one you’re committing 
to). 

2. Include any additional modules that you think might be helpful or that you’re curi-
ous about, adding a 2, 3, or 4 to indicate your priorities. (You don’t need to include 
all the modules in your plan.) 

3. Work on the modules you selected in priority order (1 through 4) by adding each 
module to your task list and/or calendar and tackling them one at a time. Check of each 
module when you fnish it and reward yourself  for a job well done! 
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Adulting Skills Plan 

In my plan? Done Module Pages 

Module 6.1. Organizing Your Living Space and Keeping it Neat 140–143 

Module 6.2. Planning Meals, Appointments, and Activities 143–146 

Module 6.3. Managing Finances 146–150 

Module 6.4 Succeeding at Work and Career 150–155 

A lot of  the skills and strategies that the modules in Adulting will build on the organi-
zation and time management skills introduced in Skill 1 of  this workbook. Therefore, 
if  you haven’t already gone through the modules in Skill 1, we encourage you to 

spend some time with those before you tackle Adulting skills. 

Module 6.1 Organizing Your Living Space and Keeping It Neat 

If  you have selected this module, like many college students, you probably struggle with keeping your 
living space organized and neat. Living spaces might include your dorm room or apartment – both 
private and shared spaces – and your car, if  you have one. In this module, you’ll frst choose which 
living areas that you want to tackle. And it’s okay to start small. For example, maybe you want to start 
with getting your desk or work area organized so that you can be more efcient in getting school 
assignments done. Or maybe you want to focus on keeping the common areas of  your apartment 
cleaner so that your roommates aren’t complaining. Or maybe just cleaning the old food wrappers 
and receipts out of  your car and putting a trash receptacle in it could go a long way to reducing your 
stress levels. 

As you are thinking about which areas to begin with, we think it’s helpful to walk around 
your living spaces and take stock. Start with your bedroom and then move into any other 
living spaces that you have shared or unshared. Finish by taking a look in your car (if  applicable). 

Write the results of  your living space observations here: 

Bedroom observations: 

Work Space observations: 

Bathroom observations: 

Kitchen observations: 

Living room observations: 

Car observations: 

Other observations: 



 

 

Adulting 141 

Now, considering your observations, think about which areas you would like to focus on. Messy 
or disorganized areas are good places to start. Dirty areas are also an indication you might ben-
eft from focusing on this area. Which of  the following areas do you want to tackle? You can’t do 
everything all at once, so you might think about which areas will have the most positive impact on 
your life or most reduce your stress levels. 

Put a “1” next to the frst area you’d like to target, followed by a “2” and a “3”. 

________ Knowing where my phone and keys are 
________ Keeping up with my laundry 
________ Keeping my closet and drawers organized 
________ Keeping my bedroom organized 
________ Keeping my desk area organized 
________ Keeping important paper documents organized 
________ Keeping my electronic fles (e.g., computer, Google Docs) organized 
________ Cleaning out my email inbox 
________ Keeping my bathroom and toiletries organized 
________ Doing dishes consistently 
________ Keeping the kitchen neat 
________ Keeping the refrigerator organized 
________ Keeping shared spaces clean (e.g., living room shared with roommates) 
________ Keeping my car clean 
________ Keeping my purse or backpack organized 
________ Something else: _________________________________________________ 

Ok, now that you have selected some areas or goals to focus on, let’s think about some strategies 
for tackling these areas. Many of  these strategies build of the organization and time management 
skills that you learned in Skillset 1 of  this workbook, so make sure you’ve completed that work 
before you continue here. 

We’ve grouped the potential strategies into two sections: (a) keeping a clean living space and 
doing laundry and (b) strategies for organizing your workspace. But we will be the frst to say that 
these lists of strategies are not all there is. There are people who make entire careers out of  creat-
ing clean and organized spaces, so you may also want to try searching the internet for 
specifc strategies to ft your particular challenge. 

Read over these strategies and place a checkmark next to the ones that you want to try. To start 
with, we suggest you pick only two to three strategies, even if  most of  the strategies seem like they 
will be useful. Starting with just a few strategies will better ensure that you will be successful in 
implementing them and not get overwhelmed. 

Strategies I want to try Strategies for keeping a clean living space and doing laundry 

Establish a “landing pad” where you always keep important items, like your keys 
and wallet (e.g., a basket or hook right inside your door) 

Use an electronic tracking device system (e.g., Tile, Apple AIRTAG) to keep track 
of  frequently misplaced items like your phone, keys, and wallet 
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Strategies I want to try Strategies for keeping a clean living space and doing laundry 

Set weekly times in your calendar to: (a) straighten your living space; (b) clean 
your living space; (c) do your laundry 

Pair something enjoyable with cleaning tasks (e.g., We always clean our 
apartment on Sundays before we go out for brunch or dinner; I always do my 
laundry on Saturdays while watching Netfix) 

Ask your roommates to agree to a standard time for all of  you to straighten 
and clean together (i.e., to be your accountability partners . . . and you can be 
theirs!) 

When doing laundry, set alarms to remind yourself  to start a load in the washing 
machine, transfer a load from washer to dryer, take laundry out of  dryer, fold, 
and fold and put away 

For laundry, make a chart of  any special washing instructions for your clothing 
items and post near your washer and dryer or keep with the supplies you take 
to the laundromat 

Do your dishes at the end of  each day instead of  letting them pile up over several 
days; listen to your favorite music or podcast while you do your dishes, or save 
dessert until after you have done your dishes as a reward 

If  you have the money, consider hiring a cleaning service for a one-time deep 
cleaning to get you started. 

Use time cracks (remember these?!) to clean or straighten your living space 

Do one cleaning task daily rather than saving them to do all at once so it is less of 
a burdensome task (e.g., Monday is laundry, Tuesday is vacuuming, Wednesday 
is cleaning the bathroom). Put these tasks on your calendar and task list 

Reward yourself  for successes in these areas. For example, a week of  doing your 
dishes daily = a movie night with friends 

Another strategy I’ve identifed: 

If  your goals involve improving the organization of  your home workspace or ofce, check out the 
strategies for that, given here. Put a checkmark next to the ones that you want to try. Again, select 
only a few strategies to begin with. You can always try more strategies later. 

Strategies I want to try Strategies for organizing a home workspace or ofce 

Set weekly times in your calendar for organizing home workspace or ofce 

Have a daily routine for this task (e.g., I always straighten my desk before I start 
my homework) 

Make sure that you have an area for doing homework that isn’t used for other 
things (e.g., don’t put your clean laundry on your desk where you need to do 
your homework) 
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Strategies I want to try Strategies for organizing a home workspace or ofce 

Make sure you have materials in your homework area that you might need so 
that you can be more efcient when you sit down to work (e.g., paper, pens, 
laptop charger cord, calculator) 

As a general rule of  thumb, don’t turn one task into two (e.g., after you fold your 
laundry, put it away immediately rather than putting it on your desk where you 
will have to move it before you can start your homework) 

Use a fling system (a drawer or even a banker’s box) to organize important 
documents, like your apartment rental agreement, passport, academic 
documents, instructions booklet for TV. 

Re-organize your electronic documents into folders and subfolders on your 
computer 

Another strategy I’ve identifed: 

Go for It! 

Now that you have selected your goals related to organizing your living space and keeping it neat 
and you have selected a few strategies to start with, it is time to implement your strategies. Put 
these goals and strategies into your task list and calendar, think through your plan, and get started 
with the frst steps. 

 Check here when your goals and strategies are in your task list and calendar. 

Once your new strategies are in place, you can reevaluate your goals and determine whether 
you have made progress. If  the strategies you selected to implement frst do not seem to be work-
ing or are too difcult, go back to the previous charts, and pick some new strategies to try. 

Module 6.2 Planning Meals, Appointments, and Activities 

If  you selected this module, you’re having difculties with planning for important non-school 
things that happen in the future. For example, like many college students, you might not see 
your doctor or dentist regularly and then scramble for an appointment when there’s a prob-
lem. You might let your driver’s license, passport, or car registration lapse, which might mean 
a period of  not driving or traveling, or could result in expensive tickets. You might wait to 
schedule a haircut until your hair is out of  control, only to fnd that there are no appointments 
available. And maybe you miss out on travel or social opportunities with friends because of 
not planning ahead. If  this sounds like you, don’t worry – like everything else in this work-
book, there are skills that can help. 

For many college students, with and without ADHD, parents are providing major help in man-
aging appointments and travel. However, these adulting activities are important for you to master 
to become more in control of your own life. Planning meals and grocery shopping are key adult-
ing tasks that have important benefts. If  you grocery shop regularly and plan for meals, you will 
eat out less and likely be more healthy and have more money to do other things. 
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The frst step is to set goals around which areas you would like to change related to planning 
meals, appointments, and activities. Your goals might include some of  the following: 

• I want to plan, cook, and eat more healthy meals at home. 
• I want to schedule and remember to attend yearly doctor and dentist appointments and 

monthly haircut appointments. 
• I want to pay my taxes, renew my car registration, and pay my bills on time. 
• I want to plan my holiday trips to see family more in advance to get the best travel times and 

prices. 
• I want to schedule a fun activity with friends once every week and try a bunch of  new activities. 

Using the space given here, list out two to three goals like these you would like to start with: 

Goal 1: _____________________________________________________________ 

Goal 2: _____________________________________________________________ 

Goal 3:______________________________________________________________ 

Now that you have created some goals, here are some strategies for achieving those goals. 
Place a checkmark next to the strategies you would like to try frst, keeping in mind that it’s bet-
ter to start with just a few new strategies. Then, after you have evaluated whether these strate-
gies worked, you can try some more. As with the other adulting areas, many of  the suggested 
strategies build of the organization and time management skills that you learned in Skillset 1 
of  this workbook. So, if  you haven’t worked through Skillset 1 yet, this would be a good time 
to do that. 

Strategies I want to try Strategies for successful grocery shopping and food preparation 

Set weekly times in your calendar for grocery shopping and food preparation; 
consider keeping these times the same each week to establish a routine (e.g., 
grocery shopping Sunday morning followed by food preparation Sunday 
afternoon) 

Grocery shop 1–3 times per week by planning for a few days in advance 

Make a grocery list before you go to the store; organize your list by aisle if  you 
always shop at the same store (recommended to make shopping more efcient) 
to avoid forgetting items in going back and forth 

Begin with a base list of  things you need each week (e.g., milk, bread, cofee) and 
add to it things that are specifc to that week 

Lean on electronic helpers. Some online recipes will add items to a grocery list 
for you, and some grocery stores will let you make a list online that you can re-
use weekly (e.g., Paprika). 

Look for “meal of  the day” or “meal of  the week” specials at your grocery store. 
Some stores will have a recipe card and all the ingredients needed at the front. 
Others will have meal specials (e.g., a rotisserie chicken and two sides) that are 
pretty healthy and easy to prepare 
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Buy pre-prepped foods to make food preparation easier (e.g., pre-washed salad 
greens, pre-chopped veggies, pre-cooked meats). Note: These are not the same 
as ready-to-go meals (e.g., frozen dishes), which tend to not have as much 
nutritional value and also tend to be expensive 

Remember that you can gain efciency and time by preparing meals that are big 
enough to have leftovers. Consider starting with one thing that you can make on 
the weekend and then eat throughout the week (e.g., make a pan of  lasagna and 
divvy it into single serving size containers that you can eat throughout the week) 

Recruit roommates, friends, or signifcant others as accountability partners for 
meal planning or prep. Invite friends over to have a “meal prep party”. 

Strategies for scheduling errands and appointments 

Pick a month (e.g., August right before school starts, December/January between 
semesters) when you schedule your yearly doctor and dentist check-ups; put 
scheduling these appointments on your calendar for two months before the 
month in which you’d like to have the appointment. 

Put all appointments on your calendar, set a reminder or notifcation 1 week and 
1 day before the appointment. You can also put expirations for driver’s license, 
car registration, and passport on your calendar with reminders to renew before 
the expiration date 

When you are at an appointment that you need to have regularly (e.g., 
haircut, doctor to pick up prescription), schedule your next appointment and 
immediately put it on your calendar 

Strategies for managing travel or social plans 

Put your travel dates on your calendar at the start of  the semester 

Let your family members and/or signifcant other know your dates/plans 

Determine whether you need to book fights or make storage arrangements and 
put those tasks on your to-list and calendar if  needed 

Early in the week, think about plans you would like to make for the weekend 
(e.g., go to a football game or party with friends, meet with a study group, hike 
or bike with friends) 

Decide when you would like to contact your friends about these plans and either 
send them a text or chat message or put it on your list of  things to do for a 
specifc day of  the week 

Strategies for healthy eating and meal preparation are covered in more detail in Module 4.2, 
so be sure to check out that module if  you set a goal related to improving your eating here. 

Go for It! 

Now that you have created your goals related to planning meals, social activities, and appoint-
ments and you have selected a few strategies to start with, go ahead and implement your strategies. 

 Check here when your goals and strategies are in your task list and calendar. 
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If the strategies you selected to implement frst do not seem to be working or are too difcult, 
go back to the table and pick some new strategies to try. 

Module 6.3 Managing Finances 

If  you have selected this module, you are likely interested in making some improvements in how 
you manage your money. Take a few minutes to think about the current state of  your fnances. 
Here are some questions to ask yourself: 

• Do you have a budget for your expenses? 
• Do you often pay monthly bills (e.g., rent, cell phone) late? 
• Do you keep up with your account balances? 
• Do you often run out of  money before the end of  the month? 
• Do your parents get frustrated because you end up asking for more money? 
• Do you manage your own fnances and pay your own bills/taxes or do your parents do it for 

you? 
• Do you have credit card debt? 

Even if  you are having problems in most of the areas described earlier, you are not alone. Many 
college students have problems with managing their money – there is often too little money and 
too many fun things to spend it on! Add to that the problems in executive functioning that we 
know college students with ADHD face, and it is not surprising that many students with ADHD 
report having problems with managing their fnances. 

For many college students, parents essentially manage their fnances. This might include pay-
ing monthly bills, adding money monthly or semesterly to a spending account, paying credit 
card debt, and fling taxes. For other students with ADHD, parents may be involved with some, 
but not all, of  these fnancial tasks. An important goal of  young adulthood is to become more 
independent so that you can control your own life, so even if  your parents are willingly and suc-
cessfully managing your fnances now, it’s important for you to move toward managing this task 
independently. In this module, we ofer a number of  strategies for successfully managing your 
fnances. 

Build a Budget 

A big step toward successfully managing your fnances is to build a budget. We recommend 
that every student starts here. A budget is a fnancial tool that will allow you to plan and track 
your income and spending over a period of  time, typically monthly. It is a great way to keep 
up with your monthly expenses and to reduce overspending. Developing a budget may also 
help you save up for big purchases (think ski trip with friends, new video gaming system). 
Later in your life, having a budget can help you with saving money for a house, a car, a fam-
ily, or retirement. 

Usually, a budget for a college student is pretty straightforward. We have provided a student 
budget worksheet on page 148 for you to use to get started. In the longer term, though, we 
suggest using Microsoft Excel or a free Smartphone app such as Mint, Goodbudget, Everydol-
lar, or Buddy to create your budget and track your expenses. The Smartphone apps are really 
nice because they are portable and allow you to keep track of  your expenditures as they occur. 
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Let’s go through the steps to create your budget: 

1. Gather up your fnancial paperwork and electronic fles. First, you’re going to do an audit. 
This is where you get a sense of  how things are for you fnancially; that is, how your income 
and expenses compare. To do this you need to gather utility/rent/insurance bills, bank state-
ments, credit card statements, paystubs, and receipts from the last three months. Basically, you 
want to pull together any information that will help you determine how much money you have 
coming into and going out of  your accounts each month. 

2. Calculate your monthly income. This includes money you get from working, from parents, 
from student loans, and other sources. Some of  this may come to you semesterly, rather than 
monthly. If  it does, just divide the semester amount by 4.5 (usually the months in a semester) 
to calculate your monthly “income”. Put this information in the frst blank column 
of  the worksheet under “Where I am”. 

3. Make a list of  your monthly expenses and determine fxed and discretionary experiences. Next 
on the worksheet, use your bank and credit card statements, receipts, and bills from the last three 
months to determine your monthly expenses. These expenses might include rent or mortgage 
payments, car payments, insurance, groceries, utilities, entertainment, personal care, eating out, 
transportation costs, travel, or savings. Fixed expenses are often needs and are ones that stay the 
same each month that you pretty much have to pay, like your rent, cell phone bill, car insurance 
payment, and money for groceries. Discretionary expenses are wants that may change monthly 
or are more optional, like eating out, gifts, media subscriptions, and entertainment. Go ahead 
and determine a monthly spending amount for both your fxed (needs) and discretionary (wants) 
expenses. For discretionary expenses, you can average your spending in each category over the 
last three months to help nail down a total. Calculate totals for fxed and discretionary 
and then add them together to get your total expenses. 

4. Compare your monthly income and expenses. At the bottom of  the sheet, subtract your expenses 
from your income. If your income is higher than your expenses, you are in good shape. 
You can put the extra money aside for savings, use it to pay of debt, or for special one-time spending 
(like attending a concert with friends, a big gift for your signifcant other, textbooks at the beginning 
of  a semester, or a donation to a good cause). If  your income is lower than your expenses, 
this means that you are overspending and need to make some changes. Look at your discretionary 
expenses for places you can cut. For example, you might be able to eat out less each month, cancel 
memberships you are not using regularly, bike to school instead of  driving, or reduce spending on 
entertainment. If  this is not enough to balance your budget (balanced is when expenses = income), 
you may need to examine your fxed expenses and make cuts there. For instance, you may need to 
fnd a less expensive rental apartment or advertise for a roommate to share expenses. Or, you may 
need to get a part-time job or take out a student loan to bring in more income. 

5. Set your goals. Now you’re going to make your budget! In the Where I want to be column, 
plan out your goals in terms of  income and expenses. 

6. Efectively use your budget. Once you have set up your budget, you must regularly monitor 
and track your expenses in each category, ideally each time you pay a bill or make a purchase. 
This is where having a free budgeting app really comes in handy as it is always with you on 
your phone and you can immediately record your expenses. You can also add “recording 
expenses/evaluating your budget” to your weekly calendar and task list to keep up with these 
important activities regularly. 
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Recording what you spend throughout the month will help prevent overspending and help you 
understand your spending patterns and where you might be able to cut, if  necessary. As you use 
your budget, keep an eye on how much you have spent in each category. Once you meet your 
monthly limit in that category, you will have to either stop spending in that category for the rest 
of  the month or move money from another category to cover expenses. For example, if  you have 
reached your monthly budget for eating out by the third week of  the month, you may need to 
prepare your own food for the last week of the month to ensure you do not go over your budget. 
Or, if  it is really important to you to eat out during that week, you may have to reduce the money 
you spend that week on other types of  entertainment or on gas for your car. Overall, your goal in 
using your budget should be to keep your monthly expenses less than or equal to your monthly 
income. Finally, circumstances change, so be sure to update your overall budget regularly, and 
certainly any time you have a major change in your income or expenses (e.g., you move to a new 
apartment with a diferent rent amount, you get a second job, you join a new gym). 

7. On the worksheet, you should repeat your audit at the end of  the following month in the 
Where I ended up column and take stock of  your progress. What went well and where do 
you need to adjust your strategy? You can always use additional copies of  the worksheet or a 
budgeting app to continue the work. 

Student Budget Worksheet 

Where I am Where I want 
to be 

Where I ended up 

Audit for 
month of: 

Budget Goals Audit for month of: 

Income 

Wages 

Family Contribution 

Grants/Scholarships 

Loans 

Withdrawals from Savings 

Misc. Income 

Total Income (add rows above) 

Fixed Expenses – Needs 

Tuition and Fees 

Rent/Housing 

Utilities 

Cable/Internet 
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Laundry 

Groceries/Meal Plan 

Car Payment 

Car Insurance and Registration 

Gas/Transportation 

Car Servicing 

Parking 

Credit Card Payments 

Cell Phone Plan 

Books and Supplies 

Prescriptions and Medical Expenses 

Other: 

Total Fixed Expenses 

Discretionary Expenses – Wants 

Eating Out 

Entertainment 

Clothing 

Cabs/Rideshare 

Gym/Hobbies 

Personal Grooming 

Other shopping 

Travel 

Other: 

Total Discretionary Expenses 

Total Expenses (Fixed + Discretionary) 

Income Versus Expenses 

Total Income (from above) 

Total Expenses (from above) 

Income minus Expenses 

Savings or Defcit? (+ or −) 
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Other Strategies for Managing Finances 

In addition to building and sticking to your budget, there are some other useful strategies for man-
aging your fnances and ultimately becoming more independent in this area of  adulting. Read 
over the strategies in the following table and place a checkmark next to the ones you would like 
to try frst. 

Strategies I want to try Strategies for Managing Your Finances 

Put bill paying and reviewing your fnances on your calendar monthly 

Always pay your credit card bill in full or use a debit card instead (see https:// 
vimeo.com/199334296) to avoid paying interest. 

Review your bank and credit card statements once a month; use the online 
banking feature which often includes an app where you can access account 
information quickly and easily 

If  you have the money, pay ahead several months of  bills at one time 

If  your parents provide you with money every month and you often run out 
before the next installment, ask your parents to send your money weekly rather 
than monthly 

Set up automatic bill pay through your bank or utility companies for recurrent 
and predictable expenses (e.g., cell phone bill, car insurance, rent) 

Save up for big expenses, like a vacation, by setting aside a little money in 
a savings account each month. You can set this up to automatically occur 
through your bank 

If  you have trouble following through on these tasks, fnd an accountability 
partner, such as a signifcant other or parent, who might be willing to physically 
sit with you (in-person or by Zoom) while you complete these tasks 

Go for It! 

Now it’s time for you to set up your budget using the steps in this module and to implement the 
additional strategies you selected to manage your fnances. 

 Check here when your strategies and steps of  your plan are in your task list 
and calendar. 

If  the strategies you selected to implement frst do not seem to be working or are too difcult, go 
back to the table and pick some new strategies to try. 

Module 6.4 Succeeding at Work and Career 

College will end . . . eventually. And for many people the next step will be to devote a good portion 
of  their time to their career. In this module, we’ll help you work through some things you can do 
right now to function better in any jobs you currently have (or will have in the future). Then we’ll 

https://vimeo.com
https://vimeo.com


 

 

 
 

   

 
 
 

Adulting 151 

invite you to “think big” and consider which career pathways might best ft your strengths and 
your interests in a way that can work with your ADHD instead of  against it. Finally, we’ll give you 
some information about when and how to consider requesting workplace accommodations in line 
with the Americans with Disabilities Act (ADA). 

What Do Employers Want? 

In order to develop job skills, it’s important to know what employers are actually looking for. A 
survey of employers by the Collegiate Employment Research Institute identifed six reasons they 
had fred recent college graduate employees and seven things that had made them give people 
promotions (Gardner, 2007). 

Review the following charts and give yourself  a “grade” for each skill. Then choose the one, 
two, or three areas that you think you should work on frst. 

How to Keep Your Job What grade would you 
give yourself  (A-F)? 

Place an “x” in front of 
the areas you think you 
should work on most. 

Behave ethically 

Display motivation and work ethic 

Use technology appropriately on the job 

Follow instructions 

Show up for work and show up on time 

Complete assignments by their deadlines 

How to Advance in Your Job 

Take initiative to complete tasks and solve problems 

Self-regulate and self-motivate 

Display a positive and fexible attitude 

Show commitment and passion for the work 

Motivate others toward common goals 

Communicate clearly and persuasively 

Demonstrate technical knowledge and competence 

Now that you have identifed some areas to develop, it’s time to think about which skills you’ve 
been working on throughout this workbook could help you out. For example: 

• Paulo gives himself  a “good grade” for taking initiative, but admits that he often does not fol-
low through on these commitments by his employer’s deadline. He decides to focus on adding 
these deadlines to his calendar and not taking on any new tasks at work until all prior tasks are 
completed. 
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• Angie isn’t always truthful about “clocking in” accurately at work because she’s worried she’ll 
get in trouble with her boss for showing up late – which has been happening often. Angie 
decides to commit to being honest with her boss in the future and sets up a meeting to tell her 
about the strategies she plans to use to get to work on time, such as adding pre-programmed 
alarms to her phone. 

• Greg loves working with customers at the front desk at his job, but when things are “slow”, 
he struggles to stay of of  his phone and has gotten reprimanded by his boss twice for it. He 
decides that he will turn his phone of and put it in a drawer in another room during his work 
shifts. He also decides to ask his supervisor for other work tasks to do during slow times, which 
he thinks will demonstrate his initiative to help out. 

Now it’s your turn. Use the following table to focus on each job skill you want to work on, the 
skills from this workbook that can help you succeed, and the steps you’ll take in the next week. Be 
sure to check of each action when you’ve added it to your calendar and task list. 

Job Skill to Work On 
(From Table Above) 

Skills That I Can 
Use 

Modules or Page 
Numbers for These 
Skills 

Specifc Action I’ll 
Take This Week 

Check Here When 
Added to Calendar 
or Task List 

What Do You Want? 

In the previous section, we focused on the skills that employers look for in successful employees. In 
this section, we invite you to look ahead and think about what it is YOU want out of  your career. 
Research has shown that career “ft” is especially important for people with ADHD (Lasky et al., 
2016). Many adults with ADHD report that the impact of  their symptoms depends a lot on the 
situations they are in and so choosing the right work environments can promote better perfor-
mance and well-being. 

Lasky and colleagues (2016) interviewed adults with ADHD and found that many of them 
preferred their work to be challenging, novel, fast-paced, hands-on, and interesting. Work that 
is interesting can help promote focus and follow-through, and so choosing a career feld that fts 
both your interests and your strengths (and not your weaknesses) can contribute to success and 
satisfaction in the long term. 

Check out the following (fctional) example to illustrate a bit more what we mean. 
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Justin’s Story: To Ski or Not to Ski 

Justin’s favorite job so far has been his work as a ski instructor. He enjoys helping people 
improve their technique and learn to love the sport. Every client is diferent and he gets sat-
isfaction from fguring out how best to help each person. He likes that no two days are ever 
the same and that he gets to interact with other people who love skiing. His challenges on 
the job have been similar to his other ADHD-related challenges in college – showing up on 
time and keeping his schedule straight – but he’s been able to improve on that by using his 
calendar, task list, and alarms on his Google Calendar. 

However, Justin’s dad doesn’t think that being a ski instructor is a good career path and 
instead is strongly encouraging Justin to study accounting and work in his family’s small 
accounting frm. Justin has always sort of  assumed that this will be his path but recently 
he’s considering whether this type of  work setting is the best ft for him. He doesn’t fnd 
the work very interesting and he has trouble focusing at a desk for long periods of  time. 
He fnds that his ADHD symptoms seem to really get in the way of  his success. Justin 
has never thought of  his ski instructor job as a viable career option, but after a conver-
sation with his roommate about his lack of  interest in accounting, he decides to set up 
an appointment at the Career Services center at his college to discuss some options. He 
may not be a ski instructor forever, but maybe there are opportunities in the world of 
skiing (a multi-billion dollar industry!) or other careers with similar characteristics where 
he could thrive. 

Like Justin, you might be able to identify some characteristics of  work settings that inter-
est you and might work well with your strengths as well as your ADHD-related challenges. 
And, like Justin, it may be hard to think of  how these characteristics might fit into a career 
that can support you financially or a career that seems to fit with others’ expectations for 
you. But, at this point, we invite you to stay open to exploring some possibilities using the 
following prompts. 

What kinds of  work settings and tasks do you think might be a good ft for you? 
In other words, where do you like to work, with whom, and what kinds of  tasks 
are engaging and meaningful to you? Are there any areas or activities that have 
kept you motivated in the long term? 
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Can you identify any specifc jobs or careers that might be a good ft for 
you? This is just exploratory! If  you need some help, you can visit 
www.123test.com/career-test/ to explore what kinds of  careers might ft 

the bill. List your ideas here: 

Now, you’re going to take all of  this to the career experts! 

Next, set up an appointment with your college’s career services ofce to discuss the notes you 
just made. You can likely fnd their contact information and how to make an appointment by 
searching the college website. If  your college doesn’t have a career services ofce, you can set up 
an appointment with your academic advisor who can help direct you. Do this now and put it 
in your calendar and task list! 

Location of  Career Services Ofce: 

Date and Time of  My Appointment: 

Name of  Career Services Person (if  available): 

**Add a reminder to bring this workbook and your notes to the career services session. 

 Check here when this information is added to your calendar and task list. 

Accommodations . . . at Work? 

As a college student, you may be familiar with classroom accommodations designed to help you 
access your education. (If  not, check out the Introduction to this workbook or Module 2.5 for 
more information.) These accommodations are provided in compliance with a federal disability 
law, the ADA, and are designed to provide equal access for those with and without disabilities. 
The law also applies to many (but not all) employers and workplace settings. If  some aspect of 
the work or work setting creates a barrier to a worker with a disability, the worker can request, in 
ADA terminology, a reasonable accommodation. 

Importantly, requesting an accommodation requires the worker to disclose their disability 
status (but not a specifc diagnosis) and to take the initiative to request the accommodation. If 
you would like to consider requesting a workplace accommodation, we recommend the fol-
lowing steps: 

http://www.123test.com
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1) Carefully review these resources about accommodations in the workplace and how they apply 
to people with ADHD: 

a) https://adainfo.us/accommodations 
b) https://chadd.org/adhd-weekly/asking-for-workplace-accommodations/ 

2) Think Through: When does my ADHD get in the way at work? 
3) Think Through: Which specifc supports could I request to lower these barriers while still getting 

the job done? 
4) Plan Out: How will I disclose my disability and request my accommodation? Consider fram-

ing your request from a position of  strength versus weakness: For example, instead of, “I will 
get distracted less if  X”, try, “I believe I will be even more productive if  X”. Communication 
skills in Skillset 5 might be helpful here! 

Happy Working! 
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If  You Need More Help With ADHD . . . 

We hope that you have seen some signifcant improvements in your daily life after working your 
way through this workbook! However, if  you are still having difculties in some areas of  your life, 
you are not alone. Despite their best eforts, some students with ADHD may fnd it hard to work 
through the skills by themselves without guidance from a professional. Other students may have 
applied many of  the skills suggested in this workbook, but are still struggling with a particular area 
of  functioning. 

If  you haven’t improved as much as you’d like from working through this workbook by yourself, 
it may be benefcial for you to work with a professional. A counselor or therapist can help you 
apply the skills in this workbook using the companion therapist guide for Thriving in College with 
ADHD: A Cognitive-Behavioral Skills Approach. 

Additionally, a mental health professional can provide more targeted therapy for certain areas 
that you have identifed as a problem. For example, if  you are still having trouble with your sleep 
even after working through Module 4.1 (Sleeping Better), a counselor could help you work through 
Cognitive Behavioral Therapy for Insomnia (CBT-I), which is an evidence-based treatment devel-
oped specifcally for insomnia. Finally, we know that many college students with ADHD have 
other mental health difculties besides their ADHD – things like anxiety or depression – that can 
make it difcult to learn and apply the skills in this workbook. Working with a mental health pro-
fessional to address these other areas of  difculty might make it easier for you to learn and apply 
the skills in this workbook. 

Finding a Counselor or Therapist 

If you have decided to seek the services of  a mental health professional, here are some suggestions 
for identifying counselors or therapists in your geographic area: 

• Check out your college or university’s Student Mental Health Center. Many centers ofer 
several individual or group counseling options that are included with your student health fee. 
Some may even ofer ADHD-specifc coaching or therapy. **Hint: most campus mental health 
services are within the general Student Health Center, so start your search there. 

• Reach out to your college or university’s Ofce of  Student Disability Services. Although they 
likely do not ofer counseling themselves, they may have a list of  resources for students both on 
campus and in your community. 

• The Association for Behavioral and Cognitive Therapies (ABCT) ofers a “Find a Thera-
pist” tool on their website: Find a CBT Therapist – Association for Behavioral and Cognitive 
Therapies (abct.org) 

Copyright material from Laura E. Knouse, Will Canu, Kate Flory and Cynthia M. Hartung, Thriving in College with ADHD, 2023, Routledge 
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• Psychology Today also ofers a “Find a Therapist” tool: Psychology Today: Health, Help, 
Happiness + Find a Therapist 

• Check out the website for CHADD, a national advocacy group for children, adolescents, and 
adults with ADHD: CHADD – Improving the lives of  people afected by ADHD. On this 
website, there are links for a Resource Directory, ADHD Center Directory, and an online sup-
port community for adults with ADHD. 

• Look for a website for your state’s psychological association. Many state psychological associa-
tions ofer a Directory of  psychologists in the state that is searchable by zip code. 

• If  you are having trouble fnding a therapist in your community or want the convenience of 
virtual therapy, check out BetterHelp: BetterHelp – Get Started & Sign-Up Today 

Copyright material from Laura E. Knouse, Will Canu, Kate Flory and Cynthia M. Hartung, Thriving in College with ADHD, 2023, Routledge 
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