
What is self-esteem?
Self-esteem in children refers to a child’s sense of worth and personal value. It is a way 
of describing how they feel about themselves in the world. Children are not born with 
self-esteem. Children learn how to feel good about themselves as they grow, based on 
how others treat them.

For many children with epilepsy, there is a close association between their self-esteem 
and their diagnosis of epilepsy.  As epilepsy can be unpredictable, this can cause 
feelings of anxiety, isolation and loss of control. If not carefully managed, these feelings 
may result in poor self-esteem.

Self-esteem and epilepsy

Some students with 
epilepsy struggle 
with self-esteem. 
As a teacher, 
you can help by 
understanding 
the connection 
between 
self‑esteem 
and epilepsy 
in school‑aged 
children. 



Causes of poor self-esteem 
Common causes of poor self-esteem in children with 
epilepsy include: 

•	 anxiety over not being able to predict or control their 
seizures

•	 feeling unable to control academic achievements

•	 being socially isolated or left out by peers 

•	 feeling different to others who do not have epilepsy.

Signs of poor self-esteem 
Children with poor self-esteem may display the following 
signs:

•	 lack of motivation

•	 reliance on help in the classroom

•	 educational achievements are consistently below 
their natural ability

•	 risk-taking behaviours

•	 attention seeking behaviours

•	 difficulty forming and maintaining friendships.

How teachers can help
As a teacher, you can help a student with epilepsy by:

•	 treating the student the same as other students in 
your class

•	 setting realistic expectations

•	 reinforcing their sense of belonging within the class 
and the school

•	 encouraging the student to explore and experience 
new situations

•	 looking for genuine opportunities to encourage and 
praise the student

•	 being aware that epilepsy can lead to changes in 
ability from day to day

•	 including self-esteem building activities in the 
curriculum.
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Strategies to try
You may find the following strategies helpful:

•	 Focus on the student’s interests and strengths to 
engage them in their learning.

•	 Modify learning activities so the student can 
experience success.

•	 Structure tasks to allow collaboration and choice for 
students.

•	 Try a variety of groupings to determine the situation 
in which the student is most at ease.

•	 Allow extra time for the completion of tasks.

•	 Give the student responsibilities within the 
classroom and the broader school community.

•	 Reduce the emphasis on competition in classroom 
activities.

•	 Consider educating your class about epilepsy (with 
the student’s consent) by using the resources on 
www.epilepsysmart.org.au

Other resources
For more information about Epilepsy Smart Schools 
and how you can access education and training for 
educators in your state/territory, contact 1300 761 487. 
This fact sheet is part of a suite of resources targeted 
to both parents and teachers to assist students with 
epilepsy in the primary, secondary and special school 
settings.

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.epilepsysmart.org.au

Epilepsy support
The National Epilepsy Support Service (NESS) is available 
Monday – Friday, 9:00am – 5:00pm (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 pro bono support in reviewing this resource. 


