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Learning Difficulties and AD(H)D 

What they are 

Dyslexia - difficulty with words, which can affect learning to read, write and spell 

Dyspraxia - difficulty with movement; this can include gross motor or fine motor skills 

or a combination of the two. Difficulties can also be experienced with 

pronunciation, spatial awareness and hand/eye coordination 

Dyscalculia - difficulty undertaking mathematical calculations. They often struggle 

with the size and order of numbers and the understanding of concepts such as less 

than or greater than. Can also find learning facts and procedures difficult 

Dysgraphia - difficulty with the motor movements required for handwriting. Students 

with dysgraphia may find handwriting tiring and painful. Their writing may be illegible 

and they often have difficulty writing in a straight line 

AD(H)D- Attention Deficit (Hyperactivity) Disorder symptoms can vary greatly 

between people diagnosed. In simple terms, there are three types of people with 

AD(H)D; the predominantly hyperactive-impulsive type, the predominantly 

inattentive type, and the combined type which most people fall under 

 How they affect people 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Continually starting 
new tasks before 
finishing old ones

Forgetting to go to 
meetings and 
appointments

Difficulty meeting 
deadlines and 
managing time

Difficulty 
distinguishing 
sounds and 

screening out 
background noise

Restlessness and 
fidgeting

Difficulty keeping 
quiet and a 
tendency to 

interrupt

Changeable mood 
and possible 

emotional outbursts

Difficulties with 
focusing and 

prioritsing

Directional 
confusion

Taking unexpected 
risks and doing so 

without considering 
consequences

Difficulty following 
instructions

Tendency to 
become overly 
enthusiastic and 
rush into things

Staying too focused 
on one activity and 

obsessing over 
details

Struggling to retain 
information from 

reading, resulting in 
a need to re-read

Difficulties 
pronouncing 

and/or spelling new 
words

Difficulty estimating 
and measuring
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How you can help 

 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Provide clear 
instructions and 

repeat key 
information

Provide adequate 
time to process new 

information

Present information, 
where possible, in 
both visual and 
auditory forms

Use easy to read 
fonts with font size 

12 or higher

Provide 
opportunities to 
write down or 

record information

Provide 
opportunities to 

practice and 
repeat key skills

Reduce 
background noise 

where possible

Check members 
are happy before 

assigning tasks

Allow members the 
opportunity to work 
at their own pace

Provide regular 
event/meeting 

reminders

Have sober 
members on nights 

out to manage 
crowds and provide 

support

Design activities so 
there is a minimum 
amount of waiting

Give members a 
particular task or 

responsibility

Split information 
into small 

chunks/small 
manageable 

steps
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Mental Health Issues 

What they are 

Anxiety – strong feelings of fear or worries out of proportion to their situation which 

can include panic attacks and avoiding situations that might cause them to feel 

anxious 

Bi-polar disorder – extreme high (manic) and low (depressive) moods with 

overwhelming swings in mood 

Depression – a low mood that lasts for a long time and affects their everyday life 

Eating disorders – a relationship with food that they find difficult 

Psychosis – perceiving or interpreting reality in a very different way from people 

around them, experiencing hallucinations and/or delusions 

 

How they affect people 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

How you can help 

 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Difficulty expressing 
ideas

Difficulty with 
organisation and 

time management

Concentration 
difficulties

Fatigue and/or 
dizziness

Anxiety, including 
social anxiety

Low mood and 
feelings of isolation

May appear rude, 
insensitive or 
disinterested

Sudden changes 
(new committees, 
members, venues, 

activities) may 
prove unsettling

Be non-
judgemental and 

understanding
Provide rest breaks

Avoid forceful 
criticism

Provide a 
designated ‘buddy’

Run a campaign to 
tackle the stigma of 

mental health

Advertise the 
minimum/maximum 

level of 
commitment 

required

Keep in touch
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Physical Disabilities 

What they are 

A physical impairment /mobility difficulty is ‘a disabling condition or other health 

impairment that requires adaptation.’  

 

These students will often use assistive devices or mobility aids such as crutches, 

canes, wheelchairs and artificial limbs to obtain mobility.  

 

The physical disability could be either congenital, or a result of injury, muscular 

dystrophy, cerebral palsy, amputation, multiple sclerosis, pulmonary disease, heart 

disease or other reasons. 

 

 How they affect people 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

How you can help 

 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Finding rooms and venues:
difficulties with steps and 

stairs, narrow or heavy 
doors, lifts that are too 

small, cramped working 
spaces and lack of usable 

toilets

Management of social 
activities: can be much 

more time consuming and 
hard to organise when 

fatigue and or mobility are 
affected

Locating people:
inaccessible buildings and 
cramped public transport 

can be difficult

Recreational activities: 
may need specialised 
equipment, space or 
support in order to do 

certain activities

Including support staff: 
may have support staff 

with them, so need 
additional capacity 

allocated

Choose accessible 
venues

Publish information 
on the accessibility 

of venues

Allow sufficient time 
for members to 
travel between 

venues

Provide 
opportunities to 
write down or 

record information

Consider the 
availability of 

accessible rooms 
when organising 

overnight trips

Consider applying 
for funding to 

purchase specialist 
equipment

Advertise the 
minimum/maximum 

level of 
commitment 

required

Publish activity 
levels (easy, 

medium, hard)



 7 

 

  

Supporting and Welcoming Members with Disabilities 
 

Find out what Bristol SU has been up to at: bristolsu.org.uk/impact 

Asperger’s Syndrome (Autism) 

What it is 

Asperger’s Syndrome/Autism affects how a person perceives the world, processes 

information and relates to other people and may have difficulties with: 

 

• Social interaction – difficulty with social relationships, e.g. appearing aloof, 

rude or indifferent to others, and difficulty understanding social conventions 

 

• Social communication – difficulty with verbal and non-verbal communication, 

e.g. not fully understanding the meaning of common phrases, facial 

expressions or tone of voice 

 

• Imagination - difficulty with social/personal skills and imagination, e.g. having 

a limited range of imaginative abilities and uniformly repeated inflexibly 

 How they affect people 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

How you can help 

 

  

 

 

 

 

 

Difficulty 
understanding 

subtleties of 
language

Difficulty 
understanding 

communication 
based on body 

language

Difficulties with 
verbally assigned 
tasks and group 
work activities

May not 
understand/follow 

appropriate 
patterns of social 

behaviour

Difficulty 
empathising with 

others

May appear rude, 
insensitive or 
disinterested 

resulting in isolation

Strong interest in a 
particular topic, 
which may take 

precedence over 
everything else

May become 
anxious if their 

routine changes 
unexpectedly

Be non-
judgemental and 

understanding
Provide rest breaks

Avoid cliches, 
idioms and other 

ambiguous 
explanations

Break activities 
down into smaller 

tasks

Provide structure 
such as a clear 

timetable in 
advance for larger 

events

Avoid last minute 
changes, sticking to 

the same routine 
where possible

Provide a 
designated ‘buddy’

Find a role that 
plays to their 
strengths and 

interests
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Sight and Hearing Difficulties 

What they are 

Hearing impairment - a loss of sound which may be partial (faint or distorted 

hearing) or whole, or other ear problems such as tinnitus, which is the sensation of a 

ringing or buzzing sound in the ear 

 

Visual impairment - a loss of sight which may be partial or whole, may include 

blurred and cloudy vision, vision masked by dark patches or restriction of the field of 

vision causing tunnel vision or peripheral vision only 

 

 How they affect people 

 

 

 

 

 

 

How you can help 

 

  

 

 

 

 

 

When speaking to someone with a hearing impairment: look directly at the person, 

keep the normal speech rhythm but be aware not to speak too quickly, keep your 

head still when speaking, ensure your mouth is not hidden behind a hand and avoid 

shouting or talking very slowly as it does not help 

 

When speaking to someone with a visual impairment: mention their name first so 

they know you are talking to them or give them a light tap on the shoulder and 

speak to them rather than their assistant. It is fine to ask if they need help and to use 

phrases such as ‘see you later’ 

 

If you need to guide someone with a visual impairment: offer your arm, do not lead 

or propel them; tell them about steps, change of direction, doors and the layout of 

rooms. When offering a seat, verbally guide them or guide their hand to the back of 

the chair 

 

Difficulty finding 
rooms and 

locating people

Lighting affecting 
levels of vision

May need longer 
to read printed/on 

screen material 
than others

May need 
enlarged 

text/specialist 
equipment/ 

software to be 
able to read

Difficulties liaising 
with others

May experience 
social isolation

Poor or contrasting 
lighting inhibiting 

lip-reading

Fatigue related to 
lip reading or using 

an interpreter

Provide clear 
instructions and 
repeat questions 

before you 
answer them

Provide captions 
for any videos you 

create or use

Reduce 
background noise 

where possible

Present 
information, 

where possible, in 
both visual and 
auditory forms

Provide 
opportunities to 
write down or 

record 
information

Use easy to read 
fonts and with 

the text 
contrasting with 
the background

Keep walkways 
free from 

obstructions

Provide a 
designated 

‘buddy’
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Unseen Conditions 

What they are 

Asthma – respiratory condition causing difficulty in breathing 

Bowel Disorders – chronic inflammatory disease of the intestines or other part of the 

digestive system 

Cancer – disease caused by an uncontrolled division of abnormal cells in part of the 

body 

Chronic Fatigue Syndrome – extreme fatigue or tiredness that doesn’t go away with 

rest 

Diabetes – disease impairing the body’s ability to produce or respond to the 

hormone insulin resulting in abnormal metabolism and abnormal levels of glucose in 

the blood 

Epilepsy – sudden recurrent episodes of sensory disturbance, loss of consciousness or 

convulsions 

HIV/AIDS – chronic condition that damages the immune system 

Multiple Sclerosis – disease involving damage to nerve cells which can result in 

numbness, impaired speech, blurred vision, impaired muscular coordination and 

severe fatigue 

How they affect people 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

How you can help 
 

Low immunity Fluctuating ability

Difficulty with 
organisation/ 

time 
management

Low energy

May find some 
situations 

embarassing

Concentration 
difficulties

May appear 
rude, insensitive 
or disinterested

Provide rest breaks
Be non-

judgemental and 
understanding

Handle situations 
sensitively without 

drawing 
unnecessary 

attention

Advertise the 
minimum/maximu

m level of 
commitment 

required

Publish activity 
levels (easy, 

medium, hard)

Advertise events 
well in advance

Provide regular 
event/meeting 

reminders

Hold sessions at 
different times and 
on different days


