
Cognitive skills and 
epilepsy

Cognitive skills are the skills that the brain uses to process information. 
They allow a person to manage new information and connect that 
information to things that they already know. People use cognitive skills 
when they need to relate, reason, or remember something.

Cognitive skills are an essential part of successful learning because they affect 
thinking, understanding, and remembering. Some people with epilepsy struggle with 
their cognitive skills. This can make it difficult for them to learn and can result in poor 
academic outcomes and challenging behaviours.

Causes of cognitive difficulty
Possible causes of cognitive difficulties in students with epilepsy include:

• seizure type

• seizure frequency

• age of seizure onset 

• medication side effects

• sleep disruption

• underlying neurological impairment.



Signs of cognitive difficulty
Cognitive difficulties may present differently for different 
children. Common signs of cognitive difficulty include:

• problems with concentration and attention

• memory problems

• difficulties with processing new information

• low performance on tasks that have a set time limit

• lack of planning and organisational skills

• difficulties with problem solving

• easily frustrated when completing tasks.

How teachers can help
• Talk to the student about any difficulties they may 

be having and create strategies to help overcome 
these.

• Establish a consistent classroom routine.

• Build calming activities into the day, such as listening 
to music or meditation.

• Remove unnecessary distractions from the student’s 
workspace.

• Limit background noise.

• Make sure the student feels comfortable to ask for 
help or for instructions to be repeated.

• Involve the student’s parents/carers in the program.

• Consider developing a learning plan, if appropriate.

Strategies to try
The following strategies often work well for students with 
epilepsy:

• limit the amount of information you present to the 
student

• keep instructions short and write key points on the 
board and repeat them

• use clear language

• display written instructions for a task in numbered 
steps and allow the student to cross off each step as 
completed

• provide extra time or modify tasks to allow the 
student to complete them

• draw the student’s attention to the specific 
information you want them to focus on. For example: 
“I’m going to read this book on volcanoes and then 
ask you what causes a volcano to erupt”

• if the student agrees, have a classroom buddy help 
them with instructions.
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Other resources
To find out more about Epilepsy Smart Schools and how 
you can access education and training for educators in 
your state/territory, contact 1300 852 853.

This fact sheet is part of a suite of resources that are 
targeted to both parents and teachers to assist students 
with epilepsy in primary, secondary and special  
school settings.

The Epilepsy Smart Schools Practical Guide and 
supporting resources provide information on how a 
school can embed inclusive, safe and educationally 
sound practices for students with epilepsy and, in 
so doing, become ‘epilepsy smart’. The guide and 
supporting resources can be accessed via  
www.epilepsysmartschools.org.au

Epilepsy support
The National Epilepsy Support Service (NESS) is available 
Mon – Sat, 9:00am – 7:00pm (AEST) to provide support 
and information across Australia. Phone: 1300 761 487. 
Email: support@epilepsysmart.org.au

Lived experience
We recognise all people living with epilepsy 
and the impact it has on their lives. We take a 
moment to acknowledge the lived experience they 
have shared with us. In sharing their stories, we 
acknowledge the strength and resilience people 
living with epilepsy have shown in the face of not 
getting a fair go. 

A medical note
The information contained in this publication 
provides general information about epilepsy. 
It does not provide specific advice. Specific 
health and medical advice should always be 
obtained from a qualified health professional.

Special thanks to Dr Silvana Micallef, Snr Clinical Neuropsychologist, Austin Health, for her help in compiling this resource.


