Effects of Epilepsy on Learning and Memory


Children with epilepsy appear to have a higher rate of learning problems than other children.  Frequent, brief seizures may prevent a child from paying attention or absorbing the necessary information.  Seizures may also leave the child too tired to complete schoolwork.   Medications for the treatment of seizure disorders may affect learning ability, as well, and in children whose seizures are coupled with other disabilities there may be even greater learning difficulties.


A child who seems to be falling behind in schoolwork is entitled to an appropriate evaluation through the school.   After the evaluation is completed the school staff and the parents can design a program, called an Individual Education Plan (IEP), for special services that may be needed.  The parent should also work with the child’s physician to assure that uncontrolled seizures and side effects from medications are minimized.


Memory loss may be caused by a wide variety of problems including anxiety, side effects of medications, the aging process and disease.  Antiepileptic drugs may affect people in different ways.  These medications may affect the thinking process, including memory, and problems can occur at therapeutic drug levels or be due to toxic levels of medications.  People who have infrequent, brief seizures often do not remember the seizure itself; however, additional memory loss does not usually occur.


Problems with learning and memory can be a source of frustration for people with epilepsy of all ages.  Medications may sometimes slow a person’s ability to process new information or may affect memory.  The seizure disorder itself may be involved, depending upon the part of the brain in which it originates.  An individual who experiences memory problems may want to use simple assistive devices such as making notes and lists that can serve as memory aids.  If these problems interfere with a person’s daily life or are getting worse, a physician should be consulted.
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The Epilepsy Foundation (EF) is pleased to be a primary resource for information on epilepsy and seizure disorders.  Publications are based on the opinions of our professional advisors but do not constitute medical or legal advice or recommendations.  Expert medical or legal services should be obtained from a health care or legal professional.


