
Language and epilepsy

Most children living with epilepsy do well academically. However, some may 
struggle with language and phonemic awareness. As a parent or teacher, 
you can help by understanding how epilepsy affects certain parts of the 
brain.

Some children 
with epilepsy 
have difficulty 
with reading and 
language. Parents 
and teachers 
can help by 
understanding 
how epilepsy can 
impact on language 
development.

Causes of language difficulties
Epilepsy is different for every child. Factors such as 
seizure type and location, as well as medication, can 
cause language difficulties. If a child in your class is 
struggling with language development, it may be due to:

•	 seizure activity on the left hemisphere of the brain, 
which controls speech and language

•	 anti-seizure medications, which can impair 
concentration, memory, and language skills.

Signs of language difficulties
Epilepsy can cause a range of language and learning 
difficulties. Children with epilepsy-related language 
problems may have difficulty with:

•	 expressing themselves clearly
•	 following and remembering instructions
•	 spelling
•	 paying attention and concentrating
•	 remembering what to do
•	 identifying certain phonemes or recognising words
•	 reading
•	 comprehending written materials
•	 getting their thoughts down on paper. 
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How adults can help
If you support a child with epilepsy, you can help by 
understanding how epilepsy affects their learning.  
You can also:

•	 Ensure open communication between teachers, 
parents, and support staff.

•	 Identify and utilise the child’s strengths to build on 
areas in need of development.

•	 Show the task rather than just explaining it.

•	 Allow the child to work with a peer to help them to 
follow and understand instructions.

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

•	 Develop an Individual Learning Plan to support 
language development.

Strategies to try
You may also like to try the following strategies when 
supporting a child with epilepsy:

•	 Explain the purpose of each activity before 
starting. This will help the child to identify important 
information and stay focused.

•	 At the end of a task, review the strategies the child 
used to solve problems.

•	 Repeat an experience to strengthen some of the 
skills learned in mastering a task.

•	 Use graphic organisers to help construct meaning 
from text and focus on specific concepts contained 
in the text.

•	 Wherever possible, have instructions written and 
displayed, as well as giving them verbally.

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

To find out more about Epilepsy Smart Schools and how 
you can access education and training for educators in 
your state/territory, contact 1300 761 487.

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.


