When You’re Heading Back to School 

Tips for Making the Grade as an Adult Learner
Patricia O. Quinn, MD
School. The word alone can strike fear in the heart of a woman with ADHD. Whether you are a recent high school graduate or you’re going back to taking classes  after taking time out to work and start a family, heading off to college or any other adult-learning program is likely to churn up a lot of emotion -- especially if you’ve experienced academic traumas in the past. But it doesn’t need to be that way. Just do a little homework and develop an action plan before you step into the classroom and you’ll be way ahead of the game. 

Assignment  #1:  Put aside your preconceptions.  Going to school as an adult is not anything like attending high school. You’re in charge now. You get to pick your major and can follow your passions. Sure, you’ll have to take certain required courses, but much of what you’ll study will be what you want to study.  You’re also free to dabble in things that interest you – anything from pottery to fencing to the study of ancient civilizations – just for the fun of it.  

REAL-LIFE TIP: After reviewing the catalog of offerings, register at the earliest date possible so that you can get your pick of classes. Waiting until the last day of registration could leave you shut out of a required class.
Assignment #2. Assess your strengths and weaknesses. Knowing how ADHD affects the way you learn will help you to complete coursework and assignments and to hand them in on time.  Think back on your last school experience. What types of work gave you trouble? Were lectures particularly difficult? Tests? Homework?  In which classes were you able to do your best work? Aim for classes that balance your workload in favor of your strengths. 

REAL-LIFE TIP: Find out what kinds of assignments each department – and each instructor – generally gives. If writing long essays is problematic for you, limit the number of classes that will require lengthy reports.  If lectures are difficult for you to follow, don’t load up on them in a single semester.  (And bring along a tape recorder.)
Assignment #3. Get whatever help is available. Find out what services may be available to students with disabilities and what documents you’ll need to receive them. Consider seeking such accommodations as note takers, extended time for tests, the use of your school’s writing center, and access to peer tutors.  Formal or informal study groups may also be available. Would hiring a coach help? Do whatever works. 

REAL-LIFE TIP: Take advantage of orientations and non-credit courses in time management and study skills that are offered at many colleges and universities.  
Assignment #4.  Gather the right tools. Pick the calendar or day planner you know works best for you and carry it with you, even when you’re not heading for class. You’ll need to integrate other activities – work, social life, family life – around your school schedule.  Buy a small tape recorder for recording lectures and other classes.  Toss a few highlighters into your bag. Since you, not the school, own your books now, you can feel free to mark them up in any way that helps you keep track of important information.   If you’ve got a heavy reading load, see which books on your list are available in audio format and rent them, if that helps you.  

REAL-LIFE TIP: While you may not want to display your Spark Notes version of a text, don’t be afraid to use these guides to supplement – and occasionally replace – reading full texts.  
Assignment #5.  Make friends. Get to know classmates, especially those who appear to have their acts together. Get their numbers or email addresses so you’ll be able to clarify assignments when necessary. Join or form your own study groups. 

REAL-LIFE TIP: While socializing is a big part of college life, pick your friends wisely, avoiding the partiers who simply cannot do you any good.

Assignment #6  Get support from home. If you are a parent or have other family responsibilities, ask family members for help. Discuss your academic goals with your family and work out a plan to share household chores and other responsibilities. A specific game plan will help you address your family’s needs during those times you are at school or studying. (See sidebar.)  

Assignment #7. Consider an ADHD coach. An ADHD coach can tailor her support of your academic efforts in a way that’s as individual as your needs. For instance, a coach can help you to: 

· Manage personal activities such as getting enough sleep and exercise and doing laundry

· Structure plans for addressing long-term assignments

· Improve self-esteem and decrease negative thoughts

· Help you identify successful strategies for learning. 

Assignment #8.  Stay on top of your medication.  Your back-to-school plans inevitably will change some of your activity patterns, such as staying up later than usual to study. Inform your physician of your school plans so that he or she can work with you to create a treatment regimen that reduces ADHD symptoms with minimal side effects. ADHD is a 24-hour a day disorder, but when and how you medicate should address your needs and schedule. While you may have been successful in the past without medication, new demands and pressures may change your needs. Discuss with your physician the possibility of starting a medication program that takes your school plans into account.

By addressing how your ADHD will impact on your academic career early, you will have a better chance for developing coping strategies. And better strategies will go a long way toward academic success.

SIDE BAR:

ACTION PLAN FOR MOMS GOING BACK TO SCHOOL

It doesn’t take much for life at home to get a little chaotic when Mom’s not around as much — or for home life to intrude on your study time. Here are several ways to minimize the stress on everyone.


For all:

1. Post your schedule, including study time, on the family calendar so everyone knows when you’re available — and when you’re not.

2. Before school starts, discuss changing roles and expectations with family members, especially your significant other.  

3. Redistribute household chores such as laundry, meal prep, and cleaning.

4. Arrange for carpools and after school child care.

For you:

1. Remove yourself from the home environment to study.

2.  Sleep eight hours, if possible, and exercise regularly to decrease stress.

3.  Consider seeing a therapist for support. Stepping back from your role as caretaker may be more challenging than schoolwork. A therapist can help you transition.

By Dr. Patricia Quinn, M.D., former director of the National Center for Girls and Women with ADHD and author of Understanding Women with ADHD and When Moms and Kids Have ADD (Advantage Books). Dr. Quinn lives in Washington, D.C.

