
ADHD Assessment Versus Screening:
Key Differences 

A school questionnaire, online checklist or discussion with a GP can raise an important
question, but it cannot answer every part of it. Understanding ADHD assessment
versus screening helps parents, adolescents and adults know what information they
have, what may still be unclear, and what an appropriate next step could look like.

Attention difficulties, impulsivity, restlessness and emotional regulation concerns can be
associated with ADHD, but they may also occur for many other reasons. A careful
clinical process considers the person’s history, current circumstances, strengths and any
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co-occurring concerns before conclusions are drawn.

ADHD assessment versus screening: the central
difference

Screening is a brief way of identifying whether ADHD-related traits or difficulties may
warrant further consideration. Assessment is a more detailed clinical process used to
understand whether a person’s experiences are consistent with ADHD, how long those
experiences have been present, how they affect daily life, and whether other factors
may be contributing.

Neither process should be viewed as a pass-or-fail test. Screening can be useful for
opening a conversation. A comprehensive assessment is designed to provide a more
complete clinical picture.

What ADHD screening involves

An ADHD screening tool is usually a questionnaire completed by the person, a parent or
caregiver, and sometimes a teacher or another person who knows the individual well. It
asks about common experiences such as distractibility, forgetfulness, difficulty
completing tasks, excessive movement, interrupting, organisation and emotional
reactivity.

Screens are often used in GP appointments, school settings, psychology consultations or
online. They can help identify patterns that merit discussion with a qualified health
professional. For example, a parent may complete a rating scale after repeated
concerns about a child’s concentration at school, or an adult may complete one after
recognising longstanding difficulties with time management and task initiation.

However, a screening result does not diagnose ADHD. A high score may indicate that
further assessment could be helpful, but it does not establish why the symptoms are
occurring. A low score also does not always rule out concerns, particularly when
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someone has developed ways to compensate, when symptoms vary between settings,
or when the questionnaire does not capture their particular presentation.

Online screening tools can be a useful starting point for reflection, but they are not a
substitute for a clinical consultation. The quality of the tool, the context in which
questions are answered, and the interpretation of results all matter.

What a comprehensive ADHD assessment involves

A comprehensive ADHD assessment is conducted by an appropriately qualified clinician
and goes beyond a symptom checklist. It generally includes a detailed clinical interview,
standardised questionnaires, developmental and medical history, and consideration of
functioning across key areas of life.

For a child or adolescent, this may include information from parents or caregivers,
school reports, teacher rating scales and observations about learning, friendships,
behaviour and family routines. For adults, the assessment may explore current work or
study demands, relationships, home responsibilities, driving, finances, sleep and earlier
childhood experiences.

The clinician considers whether the reported traits began during the developmental
period, occur in more than one setting, and create meaningful difficulty in everyday
functioning. They also consider the extent to which the person’s environment, support
needs and coping strategies may influence how ADHD-related difficulties appear.

A thorough process does not assume that one explanation fits every concern. Anxiety,
depression, trauma-related stress, sleep disruption, learning difficulties, autism,
substance use, medical conditions and significant life pressures can affect
concentration, behaviour and executive functioning. ADHD can also occur alongside
some of these concerns. Distinguishing between overlapping presentations is one
reason a detailed assessment is valuable.

Behavioural Neurotherapy Clinic  |  Tel: 03 9848 9100  |  www.adhd.com.au

https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/37366274/
https://www.adhd.com.au/adult-adhd-assessment-melbourne
https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/30453134/
https://www.adhd.com.au


When might screening be enough?

Screening may be appropriate when someone is unsure whether their experiences are
relevant to ADHD or wants to raise concerns with their GP, school wellbeing team or
treating clinician. It can help organise observations that may otherwise feel vague, such
as noticing that a child regularly loses belongings or that an adult struggles to begin
tasks despite understanding what needs to be done.

It may also be used during an initial appointment to guide further questions. In this
context, screening is one source of information, not the whole clinical decision.

A screen is less likely to be sufficient where difficulties are persistent, affect education,
employment, relationships or day-to-day responsibilities, or where there are multiple
possible explanations. It is also not enough on its own when a formal report, diagnostic
clarification or treatment planning is required.

For parents, it can be tempting to focus only on behaviour that is disruptive or
noticeable. Yet some children with attention difficulties may appear quiet, compliant or
highly anxious while putting considerable effort into keeping up. Likewise, adults may
have achieved academically or professionally while experiencing chronic
disorganisation, exhaustion or self-criticism behind the scenes. A comprehensive
assessment creates room for these less obvious experiences.

What clinicians consider during an ADHD
assessment

The aim is not simply to count symptoms. Clinicians seek to understand the pattern,
context and impact of a person’s experiences over time.

Development and everyday functioning
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ADHD is a neurodevelopmental condition, so developmental history is relevant. For
children, this may include early behaviour, language and learning development, family
routines and the transition into school. For adults seeking later-life clarification,
childhood memories, school reports and information from family members can
sometimes assist, although records are not always available.

Current functioning is equally important. The assessment may explore whether
attention or organisational difficulties affect classroom learning, work performance,
household management, friendships, parenting, emotional regulation or the ability to
follow through on plans. The same trait can have different consequences depending on
a person’s age, environment and level of support.

Information from more than one perspective

People often experience their own difficulties differently from those around them. A
child may hold it together during school hours and become overwhelmed at home. An
adult may be seen as productive at work but struggle with routine tasks outside work.
Gathering information from relevant sources can help clarify these variations.

This does not mean every assessment requires identical documents or reports. The
information needed depends on the person’s age, circumstances and referral question.
A clinician can explain what is useful and what alternatives may be available if school or
family input is limited.

Co-occurring concerns and alternative explanations

Concentration is affected by many aspects of health and wellbeing. Poor sleep,
persistent worry, low mood, grief, chronic stress and some physical health conditions
can all affect attention and memory. Learning differences may make schoolwork feel
harder to sustain. Autism and ADHD may share some features while also requiring
distinct consideration.
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Exploring these possibilities is not about dismissing ADHD concerns. It helps ensure that
recommendations address the factors most relevant to the individual. In some cases,
the outcome may be ADHD-related diagnostic clarification alongside other support
needs. In others, a different explanation may better account for the difficulties
described.

What happens after assessment?

The outcome of an assessment should provide practical information, not merely a label.
Depending on the referral question and clinical findings, this may include feedback
about ADHD, related mental health or learning concerns, recommendations for
psychological therapy, behavioural strategies, school or workplace supports, and
discussion with a GP, paediatrician or psychiatrist where appropriate.

For people considering medication, assessment information may form part of
discussions with the relevant medical specialist. Prescribing and medication decisions
require medical review and are separate from psychological assessment and therapy.

At Behavioural Neurotherapy Clinic, comprehensive assessment can be paired with
ongoing psychological support and treatment planning where this is clinically
appropriate. This can be particularly helpful when attention difficulties occur alongside
anxiety, low mood, behavioural concerns or challenges with emotional regulation.

Access pathways vary. Some people are referred by a GP, paediatrician, psychiatrist or
allied health professional, while others seek an initial consultation independently.
Medicare rebates may be available in some circumstances when there is an eligible
referral and Mental Health Care Plan. It is sensible to clarify referral requirements and
likely costs before booking.

Choosing the next step
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If a screening questionnaire has raised concerns, bring the result to a GP or qualified
clinician rather than treating it as a final answer. It can be helpful to note when the
difficulties occur, how long they have been present, what settings are affected, and
what support has already been tried.

If you are seeking a formal assessment, ask what the process includes, whether
information from family, school or other professionals may be needed, and how
feedback and recommendations will be provided. Adults may also wish to ask how
childhood history will be considered, particularly if they do not have access to old
reports or family input.

Clarity rarely comes from one score alone. A thoughtful assessment makes space for the
full story, including the difficulties that brought someone to seek help and the
capabilities they have used to manage them so far.

For more information

Call (03) 9848 9100
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