
Numeracy and epilepsy

Numeracy requires the ability to manipulate abstract symbols and concepts to find a concrete solution. 
Some students with epilepsy have not yet developed these cognitive skills and struggle to perform 
abstract reasoning and thinking. Understanding the connection between epilepsy and numeracy 
difficulties can help you to better support a student with epilepsy.

What causes numeracy difficulties?
A number of factors can cause difficulties with 
numeracy.  These include:

• difficulties with cognitive processing caused by 
seizures or medications

• difficulties with visual or auditory processing

• difficulties in understanding concepts, holding onto 
new information and transferring ideas to other 
contexts

• temporary lack of ability or confusion due to 
seizures, medications, or frequent absences from 
school

• underlying neurological problems.

Signs of numeracy difficulties
The following signs may indicate numeracy difficulties in 
a student:

• confuses signs and symbols

• struggles to recall numerical facts

• finds it difficult to grasp abstract math concepts

• has difficulty recalling and applying appropriate 
math procedures

• has difficulty discriminating between relevant and 
irrelevant data to solve math problems.
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How teachers can help
Teachers can do several things to help a student with 
epilepsy better understand numeracy.  While each 
student is different, the following actions may be helpful:

• modify numeracy activities to match the student’s 
level

• work on confidence-building activities

• help the student to read and interpret mathematical 
language

• teach problem-solving strategies

• encourage the student to talk about mathematical 
ideas. Language and concept formation go together

• review and practise new skills and concepts 
regularly

• give the student opportunities to explain their 
learning to a peer or adult.

Strategies to try
The following strategies may be helpful when teaching 
numeracy to a student with epilepsy:

• Use real-life learning activities (such as cooking or 
planning a shopping trip) to develop numeracy skills.

• Allow the student to practice repetition of number 
facts such as table facts and automatic response 
through class and computer games.

• When introducing a new concept, use as many 
representations of the idea as you can.

• Consider using calculators once key concepts are 
acquired. 

Other resources
To find out more about Epilepsy Smart Schools and how 
you can access education and training for educators in 
your state or 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 the primary, secondary and special 
school settings.

The Epilepsy Smart Schools Practical Guide and 
supporting resources provides 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.


