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Recommendations for parent’s laying the groundwork for successful transition to college 
adapted from an NPR story on son with Asperger’s ADHD and depression. 
 
Morning Edition, September 11, 2008 · Sending your child off to college can be an 
anxious time for many parents. But for parents of children with a mental illness or 
learning disability, the transition is especially challenging. One worry is that parents of 
adult children have no legal standing in their medical care. In Nashville, Tenn., the Diehl 
family has worked hard to prepare their son for the move from home to college. 
 
Roger's Story  
 
Roger Diehl turned 18 in May. He is a freshman at the University of Wisconsin-Madison. 
Throughout high school, Roger was an A-student, despite having serious mental health 
challenges throughout his childhood. He has suffered from clinical depression. He has 
attention-deficit hyperactivity disorder (ADHD) and Asperger's, a form of autism.  
 
"I'm autistic, so it's a bit tough for me to interact socially," he says. 
 
. . . .  
 
Off To College 
 
Roger did not try to hide his mental health problems when he applied for college. He 
wrote about his illness in his Merit Scholarship application.  
 
"One of the greatest challenges I've overcome has been my autism," he wrote.  
 
His teachers also mentioned his autism in their letters of recommendation. His 
applications were successful. He was a finalist for a National Merit Scholarship, and he 
was accepted at several colleges.  
 
When he chose the University of Wisconsin, his family knew that he would need support 
to attend a college away from home. Sita Diehl (Roger’s mother) is the executive director 
of Tennessee's National Alliance for Mental Illness, in Nashville. Her work with families 
there prepared her for Roger's move.  
 
"For many years, I've heard families talk about how their child was at the top of his class, 
and he was just wonderful, and then he went off to college, and everything fell apart," she 
says. "And so I was determined that we were going to learn from experience."  
 
"Whether or not it was something that Roger needed, we were going to build a bridge 
for a gradual launch, rather than just pushing him out of the nest."  



 
One of the reasons the Diehls chose the University of Wisconsin over other colleges was 
because of their social support network in Madison. 
 
"That's where our extended family lives," Sita Diehl says. 
 
"For the first year, Roger's going to be living with his grandmother, just to make that 
transition gently. And his favorite cousin lives there, and so he'll have a ready-made 
social system."  
 
How Parents Can Help 
 
All families face a legal transition when their child turns 18. Roger is now a legal 
adult. As a result, his parents no longer have the legal right to be involved in his medical 
care, even though they know he is at risk for depression and suicide. 
 
The family has prepared for this, too.  
 
Sita Diehl has already found a psychiatrist in Madison for Roger; Roger and his family 
have also consulted a lawyer. The lawyer recommended that Roger needed to give 
someone financial power of attorney over his affairs. Roger chose to give the power of 
attorney to his grandmother.  
 
The lawyer also recommended that Roger appoint a power of attorney for both his 
mental health care and his health care, draft a living will and sign a HIPAA release.  
 
A HIPAA release refers to the "Health Insurance Portability and Accountability Act," a 
federal law that protects the privacy of an adult's medical information.  
 
By signing a HIPAA release, Roger agreed to let his parents remain involved in his 
medical care, as they had been when he was a dependent. For parents of adult 
children with mental illnesses, a HIPAA release is critical. 
 
"I've heard so many parents say that at the age of 18, the wall comes down and it's a real 
shock. Suddenly, people we've been talking to for years can't talk to us anymore," Sita 
Diehl says.  
 
"They're very, very reluctant to give information. And you do have to wave this paper in 
front of them and say, 'This was signed by the patient when he was making good 
decisions.'"  
 
In addition, Roger is working on an Advanced Directive with his grandmother, 
documenting what kinds of medical interventions he wants if he becomes incapacitated. 
And for Roger, who suffers with chronic, severe depression, becoming incapable of 
making good medical decisions is a real concern.  
 



"He'll work out what he wants, and where he wants to go, and how he wants to be treated, 
and what medications, and that kind of thing, if he becomes incapacitated. I really don't 
think Roger will get into that state, but if he did, it would at least be there as a safety net," 
Sita Diehl says.  
 
Roger feels good about these legal decisions.  
 
"It feels a lot better than not having my family know about what sorts of treatment I'm 
getting if I'm determined to not have capacity," Roger says.  
 
"I'd rather have them know and be able to make decisions, than the doctors making 
decisions by themselves."  
 
And Roger says he doesn't feel that his independence is being curtailed by his parents. 
 
"I actually feel that it's adding to my independence, because I feel they'll be more 
responsive to my wishes than someone I don't know." 
 
Using College Resources 
 
Sita Diehl also recommends one more important step, and that's to check in with the 
university's Office of Disability.  
 
"Go into the office and say. 'I'm here. This is my disability. I don't need you right now. 
But at least you know I'm here.'" 
 
"I think the important thing is not to just hope it'll all work out," she says. "But to look at 
the potential challenges and take steps as far as you can, and do that planning together. 
And set them up for success as much as possible," Sita Diehl says. Her son agreed. 
 
Roger plans to major in biochemistry. He says he's very excited about the rigorous 
academic load ahead of him and the sheer wonder of learning new things. He is a 
remarkable young man, with a family supporting him, and preparing him to go off to 
college and thrive, while living with the challenges of mental disabilities. 
 
The above is from 
http://www.npr.org/templates/story/story.php?storyId=94429083&sc=emaf 
 
In the audio story, Roger talks about 2 more important things: 
 

1. He plans on talking to his professors about what to expect before classes begin. 
He says he sometimes needs to get up in class and pace and snap or flap his 
hands.  

2. He has a plan for social interaction – joining the rowing club. That will allow 
him to get to know peers in a more casual setting.  


