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Objectives
1.Review the 6 Components of Executive Function

2.How to assess, look for clues and diagnose ADHD 
and concurrent disorders in University Students.

3.How to treat ADHD and comorbidities in university 
students with biopsychosocial collaborative care 
approach.

4.How to support academic outcomes and promote 
success in University students with ADHD during a 
hybrid learning environment.



Patient Case: Jill

• Veterinary medicine student

• Failed first year, first failure 

• Now 27 years old

• Referred for depression, anxiety 

• Suicidal ideation

• Multiple trials of various SSRIs

Dx: ADHD-Combined type, GAD, MDD, Skin Picking Disorder



Patient Case: Jill (cont’d)
The results of all tests administered have been reported according to the following scale:

Jill’s WAIS-IV Results:
Indexes Standard Scores Percentiles Ranges
Verbal Comprehension Index 136 (129-140) 99 Very Superior
Perceptual Reasoning Index 123 (116-128) 94 Superior
Working Memory Index 100 (93-107) 50 Average
Processing Speed Index 114 (104-121) 82 High Average
Full Scale 125 (120-129) 95 Superior

WAIS-IV, Wechsler Adult Intelligence Scale, Fourth Edition.

Standard Scores T - Scores Percentiles Ranges
≥ 130 ≥ 70 ≥ 98 Very Superior (exceptionally strong)

120-129 63-69 91-97 Superior (very strong)
110-119 57-62 75-90 High Average (above average)
90-109 43-56 25-74 Average
80-89 37-42 9-24 Low Average (below average)
70-79 30-36 3-8 Borderline (very weak)
< 70 ≤ 29 2-<0.1 Extremely Low (exceptionally strong)



Understanding Executive Function

Brown TE. ADHD Comorbidities: Handbook for ADHD Complications in Children and Adults. American Psychiatric Publishing 2008.



ADHD Across the Lifespan

Adults 3 – 5 %

Adolescents: 5 – 9%

60% will experience symptoms in adulthood

Children:  5 – 9 % of the population

70-85% of these children experience 
symptoms in adolescence

>80% of adults with ADHD have never 
been diagnosed or treated

CADDRA. Canadian ADHD Practice Guidelines. Fourth Edition. 2018; Biederman J. J Clin Psychiatry. 2004;65:3-7; Ginsberg Y, et al. Prim Care Companion CNS Disord. 2014;16(3); Kessler RC, et al. Am J Psychiatry. 2006;163:716-723; 
Michelson D, et al. Biol Psychiatry. 2003;53:112-120.; Wender PH, et al. Ann N Y Acad Sci. 2001;931:1-16; Wilens TE, et al. Annu Rev Med. 2002;53:113-131; Young JL. ADHD Grown Up: A Guide to Adolescent and Adult ADHD. New York, NY: 

WW Norton & Company; 2007. CACUSS 2019, Canadian Association of College and University Services data. ACHC- NCHA data.

* 4.4%-5% of 1st year 
USA college students, 

*2-12% of all post-secondary 
students have ADHD

*6.5%- Canadian students–dx or tx
for ADHD in last 12 mon



ADHD and Comorbidity

CADDRA Guidelines Edition 4.1



Generalized 
Anxiety 
Disorder 

Up to 53%

Panic Disorder
8.9-15%

PTSD
11.9%

Social Anxiety 
Disorder
29.3%

OCD 
2.7-13%

ADHD 
alone 
14%

Spencer, T. (2006); Sobanski, E. (2006);Pliszka, S. R. (1998); Wilens, T. E., Biederman, J., Faraone, S. V., 
Martelon, M., Westerberg, D., & Spencer, T. J. (2009; Kessler, R. C., Adler, L., Barkley, R., Biederman, J., 
Conners, C. K., Demler) (2006).

ADHD and Anxiety- Comorbidity



Major 
Depressive

Disorder 
18.6-53.3%

Cyclothymia
25%

Dysthymia
12.8%

Bipolar Disorder
19.4%

ADHD 
alone 
14%

Spencer, T. (2006); Sobanski, E. (2006);Pliszka, S. R. (1998); Wilens, T. E., Biederman, J., Faraone, S. V., 
Martelon, M., Westerberg, D., & Spencer, T. J. (2009; Kessler, R. C., Adler, L., Barkley, R., Biederman, J., 
Conners, C. K., Demler) (2006), Katzman et al, 2017, BMC Psychiatry 17:302..

ADHD and Mood- Comorbidity



Considerations in the University Population

Transitional 
Youth/Young 

adults– important 
developmental age.

Move away from 
home, less support, 

less structure.

Increase in 
environmental 

expectations and 
responsibilities.

High academic 
demands.

Less physical 
activity and 

exercise.

Accessing  health 
care and academic 
support systems.

Kessler et al and Results from the National Comorbidity Survey, in 2006 reported 4.4% of first year students in the US have ADHD.  The prevalence of ADHD among post-secondary students is 
between 2-12% . Nugent, K. and W. Smart, Attention-deficit/hyperactivity disorder in postsecondary students. Neuropsychiatr Dis Treat, 2014. 10: p. Prevatt,(2016) Current Psychiatry Rep 18:110. 
Fleming et al (2012) Clinical Child &Fam Psych Rev 15:303-329. Barkly et al 2008. Hechtman2017.



Considerations in the University Population
 9.1% of individuals with ADHD symptoms in young adulthood will graduate 

from college, (versus 60.6% of persons w/o ADHD)

 Students with ADHD have lower grades compared to controls.

 More likely to withdraw from class  and to drop out of college.

 Have poor study habits.

 Struggle estimating time, therefore have more difficulty completing tests on 
time, and assignments by the due date.

 More likely to be on academic probation or RTD.

 Feel they work harder than their non-ADHD peers.

“DOUBLE DEFICIT”

Kessler et al and Results from the National Comorbidity Survey, in 2006 reported 4.4% of first year students in the US have ADHD.  The prevalence of ADHD among post-secondary students is 
between 2-12% . Nugent, K. and W. Smart, Attention-deficit/hyperactivity disorder in postsecondary students. Neuropsychiatr Dis Treat, 2014. 10: p. Prevatt,(2016) Current Psychiatry Rep 18:110. 
Fleming et al (2012) Clinical Child &Fam Psych Rev 15:303-329. Barkly et al 2008. Hechtman 2017.



Clues and Red Flags for ADHD
in University Population

• Organizational skill problems

• Erratic academic performance

• Sleep patterns

• Emotional dysregulation

• Substance use/abuse

• Behavioural addictions

• Accidents

• Driving record (tickets, accidents)

• Concurrent mental illnesses

• Anxiety symptoms and Context

• Response to SSRI’s

• Family History

• Developmental background

• Social Background

• Peer and romantic relationship 
history

• Low self esteem, feelings of failure

Modified from CADDRA Ed 4.1 Guidelines



How has the COVID-19 pandemic impacted 
students with ADHD?

This Photo by Unknown Author is licensed under CC BY-NC



The COVID-19 Pandemic Effect

The Canadian Mental Health Association (CMHA, 2020) and University of British Columbia (UBC), June 2020, Fall 2020, May, 2021.

Percent of Canadians (> 18 years old) who 
experienced suicidal ideation

Those already struggling with their mental health are:

• 2x as likely to say their mental health has declined (59% vs 33%)

• 2.5x as likely to feel depressed (46% vs. 17%)

• 3x as likely to have trouble coping (28% vs. 11%)

• 4x as likely to have had suicidal thoughts (18% vs. 4%)

• 4x as likely to have tried to harm themselves (4% vs. 1%)

• 2% were accessing in-person services

• 14% virtual mental health care

• 5% using online resources

2.5%

6%

10%
8%

2019 May 2020 Fall 2020 May 2021



During the COVID-19 Pandemic

• Overall, 41% of Canadians report a decline in their 
mental health since the onset of the pandemic

• The struggle and decline more pronounced in:
• Unemployed due to COVID (61%)

• Pre-existing mental health condition (54%)

• Young adults aged 18-24 years old (50%)

• Students (48%)

• Disability (47%)

• LGBTQ2S (46%)

CMHA and UBC, June 2020,Fall 2020, May, 2021.



COVID-19 Pandemic Effect on 
University Students



Top 10 presenting concerns, as of November, 2020 (n=35)

Campus Mental Health in Times of COVID-19 Pandemic

Rashid T, Genova LD. Campus Mental Health in Times of COVID-19 Pandemic: Data-informed Challenges and Opportunities. Campus Mental Health: Community of Practice (CoP). 2020. 
Canadian Association of Colleges and University Student Services: Toronto, Ontario.



Campus Mental Health in Times of COVID-19 
Pandemic

***

***

Rashid T, Genova LD. Campus Mental Health in Times of COVID-19 Pandemic: Data-informed Challenges and Opportunities. Campus Mental Health: Community of Practice (CoP). 2020. 
Canadian Association of Colleges and University Student Services: Toronto, Ontario.

Presenting Student Concerns: Pre & Early Pandemic



Adults

Rating Scales

ASRS, WFIRS-S, Wender-Utah Rating Scale, 

MDQ, PHQ-9, GAD-7 (to assess concurrent d/o in university pop)

Diagnosis
• Clinical interview-mainstay of diagnosis

• Rating scales- cannot dx, but add to the information

• Collateral Reports from parents and partners

• Direct Behavioural Observation (difficult in university pop)

• Neuropsychological or psychoeducational evaluations



Overview of Treatment

Biopsychosocial approach
Pills and Skills and Academic 

Accommodations

Provide Psychoeducation– what 
is ADHD? How does it exist in 

relation to concurrent disorders?

Dispel the myths commonly 
present regarding ADHD

Instill hope and encouragement

ADHD is a highly treatable 
condition and young 

adults/students notice significant 
improvements in their function, 

academic performance and 
social wellbeing. 



Pharmacological Treatment



Regulatory Functions in the Brain 
Require Proper Catecholamine Levels

DA = dopamine; NE = norepinephrine; PFC = prefrontal cortex
Adapted from Arnsten, Pliszka. Pharmacol Biochem Behav 2011;99:211-6

Levels of catecholamine in PFC
INSUFFICIENT EXCESSIVE

NE 2A
Moderate D1

Fatigued Over-aroused

OPTIMAL

Too little
2A/D1

NE 1,1
Excess D1

Cognitive impairment
Unguided 
attention/responses
• distracted
• poor impulse control

Cognitive impairment
Misguided 
attention/responses
• mental inflexibility
• stimulus bound

Guided attention/responses
-focused, organized, flexible

Pharmacological Treatment



Psychosocial 
Interventions

Katzman et al, 2017, Adult ADHD and Comorbid 
Disorders. BMC Psychiatry.



Cognitive Behavioural Therapy
Anastopoulos et al, 2020, CBT for College students with ADHD,Journal of Attention Disorders, 24, 863-874.



Prevatt, 2016, Coaching for College Students with ADHD.Current Psychiatry Rep, 18:110

ADHD Coaching



ADHD Therapy and Medications Group

Develop and learn strategies and 
tools to cope and address 

ongoing symptoms of ADHD 
through a multidisciplinary team 
(two psychiatrists, a psychiatric 

nurse, and 
one psychotherapists).

Patient goals are set at the 
beginning of group and are 

tracked throughout.

Provides an opportunity for 
weekly-biweekly medication 

adjustments for ongoing ADHD 
symptoms.

The group setting offers an 
excellent opportunity to relate 

with others in shared and 
different experiences. 



Academic Accommodations

Statistics Canada– 3.8 
million Canadians 

with disability

14% of Canadians 
with disabilities 

obtain a university 
degree

Duty to 
Accommodate 

Disabilities- Canadian 
Human Rights Law

Educators and 
Administrators are 
required to provide 

reasonable

Accommodation 
short of undue 

hardship

Barrier to accessing 
accommodations for 
students with mental 

Health disabilities is 
related to awareness, 
attitudinal and stigma



Irish Journal of Psychological Medicine (2018), 35, 221–235. 

Academic Challenges and Accommodations







Look for clues, red flags and 
assess for ADHD in the 

university student 
population.

Academic and performance 
increases with medical 

treatment of ADHD.

Consider the unique 
demands of university life 

when prescribing 
medication.

Some evidence of 
effectiveness of CBT 

programs in reducing 
inattentive symptoms and 

enhancing EF in college 
students with ADHD.

Coaching for university 
students with ADHD can be 

beneficial.

Academic and exam 
accommodations support 

academic success.



Questions???

This picture from unknown author is licensed under: CC-BY-NC-ND


