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Everybody can have difficulty sitting still,  paying 
attention or controlling impulsive behavior 
once in a while. For some people, however, the 
 problems are so pervasive and persistent that 
they interfere with every aspect of their life: 
home, academic, social and work.

Attention-deficit/hyperactivity disorder 
(ADHD) is a neurodevelopmental disorder 
affecting 11 percent of school-age children 
(Visser, et al., 2014.) Symptoms continue into 
adulthood in more than three-quarters of 
 cases (Brown, 2013.) ADHD is characterized by 
 developmentally inappropriate levels of
inattention, impulsivity and hyperactivity.

Individuals with ADHD can be very  successful 
in life. However, without identification and 
proper treatment, ADHD may have  serious 
 consequences, including school failure,  family 
stress and disruption, depression,  problems with 
relationships, substance abuse,  delinquency, 
accidental injuries and job  failure. Early 
 identification and treatment are  extremely 
 important.

Medical science first documented  children 
 exhibiting inattentiveness, impulsivity and 
 hyperactivity in 1902. Since that time, the 
 disorder has been given numerous names, 
 including minimal brain  dysfunction, 
 hyperkinetic reaction of childhood, and 
 attention-deficit disorder with or  without 
 hyperactivity. With the Diagnostic and  Statistical 
Manual, Fifth Edition (DSM-5)  classification 
system, the disorder has been  renamed 
 attention-deficit/hyperactivity  disorder or 
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ADHD. The current name reflects the importance 
of the inattention aspect of the disorder as well 
as the other  characteristics of the disorder such 
as hyperactivity and  impulsivity.

Symptoms

Typically, ADHD symptoms arise in early 
 childhood. According to the DSM-5, several 
symptoms are required to be present before 
the age of 12. Many parents report excessive 
 motor activity during the toddler years, but 
ADHD symptoms can be hard to distinguish 
from the impulsivity, inattentiveness and  active 
 behavior that is typical for kids  under the age of 

More than 75 percent of children 
with ADHD continue to experience 
significant symptoms in adulthood. 
In early adulthood, ADHD may be 
associated with depression, mood 
or conduct disorders and substance 
abuse.

Adults with ADHD often cope with 
difficulties at work and in their 
personal and family lives related to 
ADHD symptoms.

Selecting and Applying to Colleges  
for Students with ADHD
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I have ADHD. Should I go to college?
If you’re thinking about going to 
college, know that you’re not alone: as 
many as 5 of every 100 students en-
tering college have ADHD, and having 
ADHD doesn’t stop you from making 
college a success. But before beginning 
the application process, take some time 
to think about whether a traditional 
four-year college is the best option to 
help you meet your personal and pro-
fessional goals. Consider your options, 
particularly if you are not sure whether 
you are ready for that next step. Many 
students with or without ADHD who 
are finishing high school decide to:
• Apply for a job and enter the 

 workforce 
• Take a “gap year” to volunteer and 

explore their personal and profes-
sional interests

• Take technical or training courses to 
get specialized skills 

• Enroll in a program at a community 
college before moving on to a four-
year college 

• Take time out to work on self-de-
termination and self-management 
skills that will help prepare them for 
the increased academic demands of 
college
A support system including family 

and professionals who specialize in 
teen and young adult ADHD can help 
you sort through the options as you 
think about your next step in life. 

How do I find a college that is a fit for someone with ADHD?
You can find information about colleges and universities in guides that are 
written specifically for prospective college students with ADHD and/or learn-
ing disabilities. These guides give an overview of available services at schools 
throughout the country. Useful resources include:

• Peterson’s Colleges for Students 
with Learning Disabilities or 
AD/HD, 8th edition.

• The K&W Guide to Colleges 
for Students with Learning 
 Differences. Information on ad-
missions and support services for 
over 330 schools can be found in 
this guide for students, parents and 
professionals.

• CollegeWebLD. This online data-
base provides information on the 
disability support services of over 

500 colleges and universities in 
the United States.  

• Understood. This website provides 
information and advice including 
topics such as options after high 
school for students with learning 
and attention issues.

• HEATH Resource Center. The 
HEATH Resource Center at George 
Washington University is the 
national center for information 
on post-secondary education (all 
schooling after high school) for 
individuals with disabilities.

https://www.amazon.com/Colleges-Students-Learning-Disabilities-AD/dp/0768925061
https://www.amazon.com/Colleges-Students-Learning-Disabilities-AD/dp/0768925061
https://www.amazon.com/Colleges-Students-Learning-Disabilities-AD/dp/0768925061
https://www.amazon.com/Guide-Colleges-Students-Learning-Differences/dp/0525567895
https://www.amazon.com/Guide-Colleges-Students-Learning-Differences/dp/0525567895
https://www.amazon.com/Guide-Colleges-Students-Learning-Differences/dp/0525567895
https://www.collegewebld.com/
https://www.understood.org/en/school-learning/choosing-starting-school/leaving-high-school
www.heath.gwu.edu
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For further information, please  
contact National Resource Center on 

ADHD: A Program of CHADD 

4601 Presidents Drive, Suite 300 
Lanham, MD 20706-4832

1-800-233-4050
www.chadd.org/nrc
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There are many things to keep in mind as you look at 
each college, including:
• Does this college have the major or program I am 

 interested in?
• Are campus-wide services available (for example, are 

there learning or writing centers, tutoring services, 
individual or group coaching, or meetings for first-year 
students)?

• Does this college offer specific accommodations for 
students with ADHD (for example, allowing extended 
time for taking tests, a note-taking service, priority reg-
istration for classes, or audio versions of textbooks)?

• Are the college and staff supportive of students with 
ADHD?

• Is counseling or therapy available on campus? How of-
ten? How long are sessions? Is there a fee? What would 
I have to do to get this set up? 

How do I begin the application process?
The application process can be stressful for any stu-
dent. There are a lot of details and dates to keep in 
mind, but the good news is that many colleges now 
use the Common Application, known as the “Common 
App.” It’s one application you fill out and send to mul-
tiple colleges. Check to see if the colleges on your list 
use the Common App and whether they ask for extra 
information, most likely what are called “supplemental 
essays.” Be sure to start your applications early, pref-
erably in the fall semester, keep track of the deadline 
for each college, and plan to submit your application 
ahead of the deadline.

Admissions tests such as the SAT offer special accom-
modations for students with ADHD, but the approval 
process for that can be long, so be sure to start that 
early—even before you know where you will be applying. 

The following may be useful sources in getting informa-
tion about accommodations for ADHD for admission 
testing:

• College Board. Information on seeking accommoda-
tions for tests administered through the College Board. 
These include SAT, SAT Subject Tests, PSAT/NMSQT, 
PSAT 10, and Advanced Placement® Exams.

• Educational Testing Service Disability Documenta-
tion Policies. Information on seeking accommodations 
for tests administered through ETS. These include 
GRE, HiSET, and TOEFL.

• GED Testing Service Accommodations. Information 
on seeking accommodations for the GED® test.

Should I tell colleges that I have ADHD when I’m 
applying?
You will notice that your admissions materials, includ-
ing the Common App, do not ask for information about 
any disability. That is because colleges are not allowed 
to ask students to share such information during the 
admissions process. Sharing your ADHD diagnosis is a 
personal choice; you might seek advice from adults such 
as teachers, counselors, or parents to help them make 
that decision. Instead of mentioning your ADHD diag-
nosis during the admissions process, you could focus on 
your strengths and talk about how you will succeed as 
a student.

After you have been accepted by a college, then you 
might want to disclose your ADHD diagnosis and apply 
for accommodations. You’ll find information about that 
process, along with tips on making the most of your 
time in college, in the Succeeding in College with ADHD 
fact sheet. 

www.chadd.org/nrc
www.chadd.org
https://chadd.org/about/about-nrc/
https://www.collegeboard.org/students-with-disabilities/documentation-guidelines/adhd
www.ets.org/disabilities/documentation/
www.ets.org/disabilities/documentation/
https://www.gedtestingservice.com/testers/accommodations-for-disability

