
Why can’t I do this?
Succeeding at college with ADHD



What’s up with our brains?

Limbic System



What’s up with our brains?



What’s up with our brains?



Default Mode Network



Neurotransmitters

ADHD brains lack the reward 
pathways in the brain 
• Lack of satisfaction from 

tasks
• Lack of impulse control
• Lack of executive function



Executive Function Deficit



Metacognition

“Thinking about how you think”

How do I organize?

Where do I struggle?

What do I forget?



Remembering

Find a checklist 
that works for 
you!



Focusing:  Where?

• Find multiple places, and switch between them!



Focusing: When?



Focusing: How long?

• Set timers to remind you when to study…and when to stop.  



Finishing

• To start projects, 
convince yourself 
to just do 20% of 
what you need

• To finish, convince 
yourself that 80% 
good enough is 
good enough



Keeping Focused: Body Doubling

• It’s easier to work on something if 
there’s someone else near you who’s 
also working on something

• Provides a reminder to stay on task, and 
very gentle pressure to keep working as 
long as they do

• Doesn’t have to be the same thing! Just 
important that you both are doing 
something

• Roommates

• Friends

• Classmates

• Tutors

• Siblings/Parents



How to start the big tasks (and the small 
ones!)

“Chunking” – break 
a task into its 
components



How the heck do I deal?

• Break down tasks into actionable steps

1. Get bread

2. Put peanut butter on bread

3. Put jelly on bread

4. Put bread together

5. Put on plate, eat



How the heck do I deal?

• Break down tasks into actionable steps
• Break down first task into smaller tasks

1. “Get bread”

A. Decide on preferred bread

B. Retrieve bread from pantry

C. Open bag

D. Pull out two slices

E. Close bag, put away



How the heck do I deal?

• Break down tasks into actionable steps
• Break down first task into smaller tasks

• Break down the first few of those tasks into even smaller steps

A. “Decide on preferred bread”

A. Look in pantry to see what’s there

B. Check in with my emotions to decide 

which I prefer

C. If unsure, flip coin



How the heck do I deal?

• Break down tasks into actionable steps
• Break down first task into smaller tasks

• Break down the first few of those tasks into even smaller steps

A. “Decide on preferred bread”

A. Look in pantry to see what’s there

B. Check in with my emotions to decide 

which I prefer

C. If unsure, flip coin

You are done breaking when you can 
look at the list and think “Yeah, I can do 
that.”



How the heck do I deal?

• Break down tasks into actionable steps

• Break down the first task into smaller steps

• Break down the first of those tasks into even smaller steps

You are done breaking when you can look 
at the list and think “Yeah, I can do that.”

• Put the small steps onto a to-do list and schedule when you are going 
to do them!

• Make one of your last to-do’s :  break down the next set of tasks



Motivation

• Remind yourself of why you are doing this!

• Rewards for five minutes of studying

• Change “I should” into “I want to”.

• Forgive yourself!!  



Accountability

• What motivates you best?  Rewards?  Fear?  Shame?

• Find an accountability coach that you have to show progress to.  
• Don’t lie to them…

• Study with friends or classmates.

• Talk to professors for help on breaking down large assignments.  See if 
they will assign intermediate due dates.



Tools
• Ask to record lectures.  Ask for slides or outlines in advance.

• Disability Services Office!

• Go to office hours!

• Learning Assistance Programs

• Seattle U CAPS

• Reduce stress

• Exercise

• Meditation

• Get outside

• Don’t use stress reducer as dark playground!!



I can do this!
Succeeding at college with ADHD


