
        
            
                
            
        

    The AuDHD College and Career Guide
Practical Strategies for Young Adults with Both Autism and ADHD From Campus Life to Career Success
Stella Alana Todd
Copyright © 2026. Stella Alana Todd All rights reserved.
No part of this publication may be reproduced, distributed, or transmitted in any form or by any means, including photocopying, recording, or other electronic or mechanical methods, without the prior written permission of the copyright holder, except in the case of brief quotations embodied in critical reviews and certain other noncommercial uses permitted by copyright law.
ISBN: 978-1-7645190-3-8
First Edition: 2026
The information contained in this book is provided for educational and informational purposes only and is not intended as a substitute for professional medical advice, diagnosis, or treatment. Always seek the advice of a qualified healthcare provider with any questions you may have regarding a medical condition, mental health concern, or treatment options. Never disregard professional medical advice or delay in seeking it because of something you have read in this book.
All names used in case studies, examples, and illustrative stories throughout this book have been changed to protect privacy. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, or actual events is purely coincidental. The individuals described in these stories are composite characters created for educational purposes and do not represent any specific real person.
The author and publisher make no representations or warranties of any kind, express or implied, about the completeness, accuracy, reliability, suitability, or availability of the information, products, services, or related graphics contained in this book. Any reliance you place on such information is strictly at your own risk. In no event shall the author or publisher be liable for any loss or damage including without limitation, indirect or consequential loss or damage arising from the use of this book.
This book does not provide legal advice regarding disability accommodations, employment rights, or educational services. Readers should consult with qualified legal professionals for specific questions about their rights under the Americans with Disabilities Act, Section 504 of the Rehabilitation Act, or other applicable laws. Laws and regulations vary by jurisdiction and change over time.
References to specific products, programs, institutions, websites, or services do not constitute endorsement by the author or publisher. These references are provided for informational purposes only, and the author receives no compensation for mentioning them. Product names and services mentioned may be trademarks of their respective owners. The author and publisher have no control over and assume no responsibility for the content, privacy policies, or practices of any third party websites or services.
Table of Contents
Chapter 1.0 Welcome to Your AuDHD Brain
What Is AuDHD Anyway
The Push and Pull Inside You
When the Traits Work Together
Why You Might Have Been Missed
The Moment Everything Makes Sense
Reframing Your Story
Your AuDHD Strengths
Understanding Your Unique Profile
Your Blueprint for What Comes Next
Key Takeaways
Chapter 2.0 Choosing Your College Path
Is College Right for You
Evaluating Schools for AuDHD Fit
Specialized Support Programs
Understanding College Accommodations
Bridge Programs and Transition Support
Planning Your Preparation
Preparing for What You Cannot Predict
Moving Forward
What You Learned
Chapter 3.0 Executive Function Survival Skills
How AuDHD Affects Your Mental Management
Building Your External Brain
Making Time Visible and Manageable
Starting When Starting Feels Impossible
Systems That Contain the Chaos
Technology That Helps Without Distracting
Building Routines That Last
Bringing It Together
Essential Points
Chapter 4.0 Mastering Academic Strategies
Understanding How You Learn Best
Selecting Courses Strategically
Taking Notes That Actually Help
Reading and Processing Information
Writing Papers Without Falling Apart
Preparing for and Taking Tests
Working With Your Professors
Managing Academic Emergencies
Putting It All Together
Your Next Steps
Chapter 5.0 Sensory and Daily Living
Mapping Your Sensory World
Making Your Space Work
Surviving Campus Sensory Challenges
Housing That Works
Feeding Your AuDHD Body
Sleeping With an AuDHD Brain
Personal Care When Everything Takes Effort
Managing the Business of Adult Life
Wrapping Up
Summary
Chapter 6.0 Social Life and Relationships
The Social Energy Equation
Finding Your People
Making Friends Practically
Social Communication Differences
Roommate Relationships
Romance and Dating
Handling Social Difficulties
Building Your Social Life
Putting It Together
Chapter 7.0 Protecting Your Mental Health
The Mental Health Burden
The Cost of Masking
Recognizing Burnout
Preventing Burnout
Recovering from Burnout
Emotional Regulation Strategies
Accessing Mental Health Support
Creating Your Wellbeing Plan
Moving Forward
Chapter 8.0 Self Advocacy and Disclosure
Why Self Advocacy Matters Now
Knowing Your Rights
The Disclosure Decision
Disclosing to Professors
Building Advocacy Skills
When Advocacy Is Not Working
Internalized Ableism
Your Advocacy Growth
Essential Points
Chapter 9.0 Launching Your Career
Careers for AuDHD Brains
Building Experience
The Networking Challenge
Applications That Stand Out
The Interview Challenge
Interview Scripts
Disclosure in Hiring
Evaluating Offers
Your Next Steps
Chapter 10.0 Thriving at Work
The First Ninety Days
Workplace Accommodations
Executive Function at Work
Workplace Communication
Workplace Relationships
Preventing Workplace Burnout
Career Growth
When the Job Is Not Working
Wrapping Up
References
Chapter 1.0 Welcome to Your AuDHD Brain
You have spent your whole life feeling like you are running two different operating systems at once. One part of your brain craves order, predictability, and deep focus. The other part wants novelty, stimulation, and spontaneity. These two forces have been pulling you in opposite directions for as long as you can remember. Welcome to life with an AuDHD brain.
If you have both autism and ADHD, you are not simply experiencing two separate conditions stacked on top of each other. You are living with something distinct. Something that creates its own patterns, its own challenges, and its own remarkable strengths. This chapter will help you understand what makes your brain work the way it does. More importantly, it will help you see that understanding as the foundation for everything that comes next.
What Is AuDHD Anyway
The term AuDHD has emerged from neurodivergent communities to describe people who have both autism and ADHD. Until 2013, clinicians could not officially diagnose someone with both conditions at the same time. The previous edition of the Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders specifically prohibited giving someone an autism diagnosis if they already had ADHD, and vice versa (American Psychiatric Association, 2013). This meant that countless people went through life with only half of their neurological picture understood.
When the DSM-5 removed this restriction, it opened the door for dual diagnosis. Research quickly confirmed what many people already suspected. The overlap between autism and ADHD is enormous. Studies suggest that between 50 and 70 percent of autistic individuals also meet the criteria for ADHD (Rong et al., 2021). This is not a small overlap. This is the majority.
But here is what the research is still catching up to understand. Having both conditions does not mean you simply add autism symptoms to ADHD symptoms and get a combined list. AuDHD creates something new. The traits interact with each other. They modify each other. Sometimes they cancel each other out in ways that make diagnosis harder. Sometimes they amplify each other in ways that make daily life more challenging than either condition alone would predict.
Think of it this way. Autism might be like the color red. ADHD might be like the color blue. When you combine red and blue, you do not get a striped pattern of red and blue. You get purple. Purple is its own distinct color with its own properties. It behaves differently than red or blue. AuDHD works the same way. It is more than the sum of its parts. It is a thing in and of itself (Craddock, 2024).
The Push and Pull Inside You
Living with AuDHD often feels like having two different people inside your head who cannot agree on anything. Your autistic brain wants routine. It feels safe when things are predictable. It gets distressed when plans change unexpectedly. But your ADHD brain gets bored with routine. It craves novelty and stimulation. It wants to chase the new and exciting thing.
Consider Berenice (name changed), a 19 year old college freshman who discovered her AuDHD in her first semester. She described her experience this way. "I would make these perfect study schedules because I needed the structure. But then I could not actually follow them because my brain would rebel against doing the same thing at the same time every day. I thought I was just lazy or broken. Now I understand that two parts of my brain were fighting each other."
This internal conflict shows up in many ways. Your autistic brain might want deep, uninterrupted focus on a topic that fascinates you. But your ADHD brain keeps getting distracted by every notification, every random thought, every passing curiosity. Your autistic brain might notice every tiny detail in your environment. But your ADHD brain might cause you to completely miss obvious things because your attention was somewhere else entirely.
The preference for sameness that comes with autism can clash directly with the impulsivity of ADHD. You might desperately want to stick to your plan, but then find yourself making spontaneous decisions that completely derail it. You might feel genuinely distressed by unexpected changes while simultaneously being the person who creates unexpected changes through impulsive choices.
This creates a kind of whiplash that can be exhausting to live with. You never quite feel like you fit the description of either autism or ADHD alone. If you read about autism, you might think "that's not quite me" because your ADHD traits mask some typical autistic presentations. If you read about ADHD, you might think the same thing because your autistic traits make you look different from the stereotypical ADHD picture.
When the Traits Work Together
Here is something that often gets overlooked. These seemingly contradictory traits can actually work together in helpful ways. The relationship is not always antagonistic.
ADHD impulsivity can sometimes help you break out of autistic rigidity. When your autistic brain wants to avoid a new situation because it is unfamiliar and scary, your ADHD impulsivity might push you to just do it before you have time to overthink. Aurelian (name changed), a 22 year old who was diagnosed with AuDHD during his junior year, put it this way. "My autism makes me want to research every possible restaurant before trying a new one. My ADHD sometimes just makes me walk into a random place without thinking. Honestly, that is how I have discovered most of my favorite spots."
Meanwhile, the autistic preference for structure can help contain ADHD chaos. When your ADHD brain wants to start seventeen different projects at once, your autistic need for order might help you create systems to keep track of everything. The two can balance each other out in unexpected ways.
The emotional intensity that comes with both conditions can combine into passionate advocacy and deep caring. Many AuDHD individuals become fierce advocates for causes they believe in. They combine the autistic tendency toward justice and systematic thinking with the ADHD energy and willingness to take action.
Why You Might Have Been Missed
If you are reading this book, there is a good chance you were diagnosed later than you might have been. Late diagnosis is extremely common in AuDHD, especially for women and people assigned female at birth. Research consistently shows that women are diagnosed with both autism and ADHD at lower rates than men, and when they are diagnosed, it happens later in life (Craddock, 2024).
There are several reasons for this. The diagnostic criteria for both conditions were developed based primarily on studies of boys and men. The presentations that clinicians were trained to recognize reflect how these conditions typically appear in males. Women and girls often present differently. They may be better at masking their symptoms. They may have learned to camouflage their differences from an early age (Gould, 2017).
Additionally, when you have both autism and ADHD, each condition can mask the other. Your ADHD hyperactivity might make you seem more socially outgoing than the stereotypical autistic person. Your autistic traits might make you seem more focused and detail oriented than the stereotypical person with ADHD. Clinicians looking for clear cut presentations might miss you entirely.
Dorothea (name changed) was diagnosed at 24, during her first year of graduate school. "I always knew something was different about me," she said. "But every time I tried to explain it, people would tell me I seemed fine. I was masking so hard that even I did not know what was underneath until I completely burned out."
The Moment Everything Makes Sense
Receiving an AuDHD diagnosis, or coming to recognize yourself in the AuDHD experience, often brings what many people describe as a lightbulb moment. Suddenly, decades of confusing experiences start to make sense. The struggles that never seemed to have an explanation finally have a name.
This moment can bring intense relief. You were not lazy. You were not broken. You were not just "not trying hard enough." Your brain simply works differently than what society expected. All those times you felt like a failure for not being able to do what seemed easy for everyone else? Those were not personal failings. Those were mismatches between your neurological needs and environments that were not designed for you.
But diagnosis can also bring grief. You might mourn the years you spent not understanding yourself. You might feel angry about the support you did not receive. You might wonder who you could have become if someone had recognized your AuDHD earlier and given you the right tools.
Both of these responses are valid. They often exist together. You can feel relieved and grieving at the same time. You can feel grateful for finally understanding yourself while also feeling sad about what came before.
The work of integrating AuDHD into your identity takes time. It is not something that happens overnight. You will likely go through periods of researching everything you can find about AuDHD. You will probably have moments of seeing your entire past through a new lens. Some memories will suddenly make more sense. Some will be painful to revisit.
Reframing Your Story
One of the most powerful parts of understanding your AuDHD is getting to rewrite your personal narrative. All those stories you told yourself about who you are and why you struggle? They can change.
Instead of "I am disorganized because I do not care enough to stay on top of things," you might think "I have executive function differences that make organization genuinely harder for my brain."
Instead of "I am antisocial and weird," you might think "I experience social situations differently, and I need different things from social interaction than neurotypical people."
Instead of "I am too sensitive and need to toughen up," you might think "I have sensory processing differences that make certain stimuli genuinely overwhelming."
This reframing is not about making excuses. It is about accuracy. You cannot effectively address challenges that you misunderstand. When you know that your difficulty starting tasks comes from a genuine neurological difference in how your brain handles task initiation, you can use strategies designed for that specific challenge. When you thought you were just lazy, the only solution seemed to be "try harder," which never actually worked.
Your AuDHD Strengths
AuDHD is not only about challenges. Your dual neurotype brings genuine strengths that neurotypical brains do not have in the same way.
Pattern recognition and systems thinking often come naturally to AuDHD brains. You might be able to see connections between ideas that others miss. You might notice patterns in data, in behavior, in systems, that seem invisible to people around you. This ability can be incredibly valuable in academic work, in creative pursuits, and in many careers.
Creative problem solving flourishes when you combine the out of the box ADHD thinking with the systematic autistic approach. You might come up with solutions that are both innovative and well structured. Many AuDHD individuals become known as the person who can solve problems that stumped everyone else.
Deep expertise develops when you direct your ability to hyperfocus toward your special interests. You might know more about certain topics than most experts because you have spent countless hours in focused learning that would be impossible for a neurotypical brain to sustain.
Authenticity and directness characterize how many AuDHD people communicate. You might struggle with small talk and social games, but you often excel at honest, meaningful conversation. People know where they stand with you. This builds trust and leads to genuine relationships.
Intense loyalty often marks AuDHD friendships. When you care about someone, you care deeply. You remember details about their lives. You show up when they need you. The same intensity that can be overwhelming in some contexts becomes a superpower in relationships.
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