
Educational support for students  
with chronic illnesses

A chronic health problem is an illness that lasts approximately three months or 
longer and that impedes various aspects of the person’s life: physical, intellectual, 
social and psychological. Various chronic disorders often require specialist 
treatment and, thus, upset the student’s usual way of life. Illnesses of this kind 
include: asthma, diabetes, epilepsy, allergy, kidney failure, heart disease and 
haemophilia.

Possible learning difficulties

Depending on the specificity of the illness, individual predispositions or received 
treatment, students with chronic health difficulties may experience the following 
problems in fulfilling their academic responsibilities:
• increased absences due to a temporary relapse of symptoms, or a need for 

continuing treatment (eg dialysis treatment for kidney failure)
• catching up for classes missed due to a prolonged health difficulties or 

hospitalization
• health problems, such as fatigue, reduced immunity or risk of seizure 

recurrence when in class (eg epilepsy seizure, dyspnoea in asthma, altered state 
of consciousness in diabetes)

• attention span difficulties, drowsiness (eg due to medications taken for allergy)
• related to the requirements of academic life and new 

experiences at university: rising stress levels lead to a 
relapse of symptoms

• related to housing conditions: the illness may intensify 
due to chemicals, dust, moisture (asthma, allergy), non-
ventilated, hot, stifling rooms (heart disease).



Educational support strategies

In order to ensure that the student can make the most of his or her studies, and 
be in compliance with the requirements met by other students, it is necessary 
that both classes and the process of passing exams/receiving credits are adjusted 
individually according to the student’s current health. The following solutions 
may help lend educational support to persons with chronic health difficulties:
• If his or her health precludes regular course participation, the student should 

be allowed to receive credits on an individual basis.
• In order to reduce the student’s absences, the course schedule should be 

adjusted according to his or her planned medical treatment.
• Deadlines (eg submitting written assignments) should be extended for students 

who can only submit their work in instalments. They can also benefit greatly 
from support in planning and organising their coursework (eg consistent 
progress evaluation).

• If the student with learning difficulties has problems mastering the required 
material, the exam/test should be broken into parts.

• The examination time limit should be extended.
• Additional information
• When teaching students, you should bear in mind that some of them will need 

to take medications in class. Some others will have to measure their blood 
glucose levels, administer insulin or have a light meal (students with diabetes).

How to deal with a sudden epileptic seizure

Dos and don’ts when dealing with a sudden epileptic seizure in class
First aid:
• Stay calm and make sure that you are safe.
• If possible, remove potentially dangerous objects (eg glasses, furniture, and 

other objects) from around the student to prevent injury.
• Make sure that the student’s airway stays open.
• Call an ambulance if any of the following occurs: the seizure 

continues for more than expected (5 minutes); consciousness 



does not start to return after the shaking has stopped; if any injuries or other 
unexpected circumstances occur.

• Don’t insert any objects in the student’s mouth.
• Don’t give the student any fluids.
• Don’t try to hold the student or restrain him or her, this can result in injury.

After the seizure:
• Lay the student on his or her side to maintain an open airway and prevent the 

student from inhaling any secretions.
• Continue to monitor the student’s breathing.
• Protect the student against powerful sensory stimuli (visual, auditory, 

olfactory).

After the seizure the student with epilepsy can be confused and drowsy. He or she 
can fail to remember the seizure or the circumstances in which it occurred. This 
passing, short-lasting disturbance can also impede the student’s memory. He or 
she can repeatedly ask question about the same fact.

It is important to remember that not every epileptic seizure results in convulsions 
or loss of consciousness.
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