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What is an SEN Student? 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
What specific problems do you have with SEN students in your library or what aspects of 
your provision would you like to improve? 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Which 2 ‘Top Tips’ will you put into practice when you get back to school? 
 
1. 
 
 
2. 
 
 
 
 
Which activity will you try when in your own school? 
 
 
 
 
 
 



Special Needs Students 
 
Special needs students can include those with physical disabilities (blind / deaf / in a 
wheelchair etc.) and those with learning disabilities which can be specific (e.g. dyslexia) or 
global (e.g. making all aspects of learning difficult). 
 
Things to Think About…. 
 

1. Can a student in a wheelchair get around your library?  
Enlist the help of the student with the largest wheelchair to check 
 
2. Are you are aware of the specific needs of any visually impaired students?  
These can include size and colour of fonts and the background colour of paper. 
Visually impaired students can also have difficulty moving around between randomly 
placed items such as carousels or display stands (Ask the visually impaired student 
and their support worker how you can make life easier for them) 
 
3. Do you know how any students with hearing problems deal with their difficulties? 
Some may have a ‘loop’ system you can use. Others may find things easier if they sit in 
a certain place in the room. Some may prefer to have visual or written information to go 
with anything given verbally. 
 
4. Do you ‘fuss’ around physically disabled students?  
Treat any changes you need to make for a physically disabled student in a matter of 
fact way. Many students with physical disabilities already feel ‘different’ and either 
fussing over their difficulties or tiptoeing around them can make this problem worse. 
 
5. Are you aware of which students in your school have special needs? 
Your school should have a list. Make sure you are aware of individuals’ difficulties. If 
this seems overwhelming, begin with those you work with regularly and gradually add 
to your knowledge. 

 
6. Do you consider when you are planning how you can make lessons and 

activities accessible to special needs students? 
Think creatively. Are you asking students to write down answers to questions? Do you 
need to, or is there another way you can find out what they have learnt? 
 
7. Do you know how disability rights legislation affects your library? 
Speak to your student support department for advice.  In general you need to ensure 
that any student is able to access any activity you are planning regardless of any 
disability.  

 
Where to get Information & Ideas 
 
http://www.sess.ie/sess/Main/Links_Special_Education.htm  Special Education in Ireland 
http://www.inclusionireland.ie/     Inclusion Ireland 
http://www.equality.ie/      The Equality Authority 

 



Some Common Learning Difficulties 
 
Whilst there is a wide range of specific learning difficulties you could come across, a 
number of learning disabilities are relatively common and it is worth thinking in advance 
about how your library and the activities you offer could be adapted or planned to be 
accessible to students with these problems: 
 
Dyslexia  ADHD   Asperger’s  Global Learning Disability 
 
 
Dyslexia 
 
Is a condition where students have dfifficulty ‘untangling’ language and processing ideas in 
order. Dyslexic students will have problems with reading and writing, but may be very 
bright in other areas. Other common problems of dyslexic students include difficulties with 
organising their thoughts into a logical order – e.g. arranging paragraphs in an essay. They 
can also find it very difficult to remember dates / times / instructions . 
 
Dealing with Dyslexia 

· Be aware of students with the problem 
· Make sure students can repeat instructions back to you correctly 
· Include activities that do not involve reading or writing to allow dyslexic students a 

chance to succeed 
· Help students to develop a plan for organising themselves – this can include 

helping them to make lists of what they need to do or what they need to bring – if 
the lists are long it can help to give them printed instructions 

· Encourage proofreading and checking of work – help them to look out for mistakes 
– with younger students you can make it into a challenge – e.g. I can see 2 
mistakes, can you find them / can you find more than me? 

 
Where to find out more 
 
The Dyslexia Association of Ireland http://www.dyslexia.ie/index.htm  
 
The British Dyslexia Association http://www.bdadyslexia.org.uk/ 
 
Dyslexia Action    http://www.dyslexiaaction.org.uk/ 
 



ADHD (Attention Deficit Hyperactivity Disorder) 
 
Is a condition where the student has a combination of inattention, impulsiveness and 
hyperactivity. It covers a range of conditions involving the three symptoms in varying 
combinations and any one can be predominant. Students with ADHD may find it difficult to 
concentrate, frequently get up and wander around, fiddle with equipment or books, be 
rude, interrupt or appear not to be paying attention. Many students with the condition are 
given medication to help control the condition. 
 
Dealing with ADHD 
As the condition can cover such a range of behaviours it is difficult to give a definitive list of 
strategies. Try to discuss with a student’s support worker or parent the best way to deal 
with a student’s specific difficulties. 
Some general tips include: 

· If the student is on medication find out when they are due to take it and try to avoid 
planning involvement in activities for just before this time, as their behaviour is likely 
to be at it’s worst. 

· Try to include ‘active’ activities / tasks in any lessons involving students with ADHD 
as this will limit their need to get up and walk around as they will already be doing 
this as part of the lesson 

· Make sure the student has heard and understood any instructions. If possible have 
instructions written down in a simple step-by-step format as well as giving them 
verbally. 

· Try to use short activities or help students to make a plan for how they can deal with 
larger tasks. 

· Allow an ADHD student something to fiddle with (e.g. a stress ball) as this may help 
their concentration. 

· Try to treat rudeness / interruptions calmly. Ignore minor problems, but major 
incidents (e.g. swearing at staff / shouting out when others are trying to speak) need 
to be dealt with, but in a calm way, giving the student a chance to recognise the 
behaviour and apologise. Avoid getting cross and shouting as this does not improve 
the situation. 

· If the student frequently brings books back in a mess or forgets them, have a plan 
to try and help them. You could wrap up their library books in a strong carrier bag 
and ask for them to be stored and returned in the same bag. It can also help to let 
their parent or support worker know when they have borrowed books, as they can 
then help them to look after them and remember to bring them back. 

· If you have had to ask a student with ADHD to leave due to particularly disruptive 
behaviour, treat each return as a new start and expect good behaviour  

 
Where to find out more 
 
Net Doctor : ADHD :   http://premium.netdoktor.com/uk/adhd/index.jsp 
 
ADDERS :    http://www.adders.org/ 
 
National Learning Network  http://www.rehab.ie/nln/specific.aspx  
 



Asperger’s (can also apply to High Functioning Auti sm) 
 
Is a condition where the student has difficulty in understanding and carrying out normal 
social interactions. They may be very intelligent, but have difficulty with recognising other 
people’s feelings, coping with social situations and dealing with different people. The 
condition can also sometimes be combined with other conditions such as dyslexia, 
dyspraxia or epilepsy. Students with the condition can also be particularly sensitive to 
noise, light, heat etc. and may find some classroom situations overwhelming. 
Students with Asperger’s can find it difficult to deal with changes in routine. They may also 
have problems in understanding the nuances of language – for example they may find it 
hard to ‘get’ jokes or may take what is said literally, which can sometimes make them 
appear to be being deliberately awkward. As they are often above average in particular 
subjects (often those linked with logic such as mathematics or science) their often extreme 
difficulty with other subjects such as English or languages can sometimes be seen as 
under achievement.  
 
Dealing with Asperger’s  

· Think carefully about how you phrase instructions and information. Check that the 
student has understood what you are telling them. (e.g. if you want them to do 
something, say ‘you must …’ – if you say ‘you can …’ they may genuinely think it is 
optional!). 

· Be consistent. A student with Asperger’s would rather know that you are always 
strict about a particular rule than have it fluctuate in different situations. 

· Be precise about times and places. If you have a student with Asperger’s taking 
part in an activity tell them exactly when and where you want them to do it, and 
make sure you (or someone else) is there at that time otherwise you can cause 
them extreme stress.  

· Let them know if you are planning to make changes to the environment. (e.g. if you 
are planning to move the bookshelves in the library around during the school 
holiday let them know beforehand what you are planning to do so that they are 
prepared for it. 

· Split any lengthy activities into small sections and help them to make lists of steps 
involved if necessary. 

· Limit choices. A student with Asperger’s may find too many choices hard to deal 
with and become stressed or withdrawn. 

· Make allowances for the student’s physical sensitivity – e.g. allow them to sit 
separately / take off their jumper etc. to lower their stress levels. 

· Be aware of their ‘get out’ option – e.g. the student may have an arrangement with 
student support or a particular teacher if they find a situation too stressful. Be aware 
of what this is and allow them to use it if necessary – do not take it personally. 

· Put feelings into words. If you are pleased or angry, say so. They may find it difficult 
to work it out from your expression or tone of voice. 

 
Where to find out more 
 
Aspire : Asperger’s Syndrome Association of Ireland 
http://www.aspire-irl.org/  
 
Asperger’s Foundation 
http://www.aspergerfoundation.org.uk/what_as.htm 
 



Global Learning Disability 
 
Is a term applied to any student with an IQ of 70 or below. Students with IQs a little above 
this level may also have similar problems and difficulties in terms of school based learning. 
These problems can include difficulties with learning basic skills such as reading and 
writing, memory problems and difficulty understanding and retaining facts and ideas. A 
higher than average number of students in this group can also develop mental health 
problems such as depression. Some students in this group can also cause problems in 
school through poor behaviour caused by difficulty in understanding the work they are 
given leading to boredom or frustration. 
 
Dealing with students with a global learning disabi lity 

· Be patient. You may need to repeat an activity or task a number of times before the 
student has understood it. 

· Find out from core subject teachers (e.g. English / Maths) and student support 
workers what level the student is working at so that you can adapt activities or tasks 
to their level. Students in this group frequently want to learn and will work hard if 
given work or activities within their capabilities. 

· Do not be afraid to go back over the same ground to check understanding. Give 
praise where the student has retained or understood a task and repeat it or find a 
new way to explain it if not. You may need to simplify a task even further than you 
would expect – ask for advice from the student support department if you are 
finding this difficult. 

· Take inspiration from primary school. Students with learning disabilities often enjoy 
activities such as counting / matching / colouring in – but try to avoid using books 
with pictures of 5 year olds in them – look out for those written in simple language 
but with pictures of older children or teenagers. Organisations such as MENCAP 
also produce information leaflets for adults with learning disabilities that can be 
used by teenagers in subjects such as PSHCE. 

· If students behave badly try to find out the reason – it may be that a task is too 
difficult or too easy – or it may be a problem outside school or with other students – 
if necessary refer to student support for advice. 

 
Where to find out more 
 
British Institute of Learning Disabilities : What is a learning disability 
http://www.bild.org.uk/pdfs/05faqs/ld.pdf 
 
NHS : Learning Disabilities Specialist Library 
http://www.library.nhs.uk/learningdisabilities/SearchResults.aspx?catID=6095 
 
MENCAP 
http://www.mencap.org.uk/ 
 



Narcolepsy 
 
Is a condition where the student can fall asleep involuntarily at any time. It can also cause 
problems with memory and concentration. The student can appear to be awake, but is 
actually on ‘autopilot’ and is not really taking in what is happening so can appear to be not 
listening. It is often associated with Cataplexy, which can result in muscle weakness and 
problems such as slurred speech and apparent clumsiness. 
 
Dealing with Narcolepsy 

· If you know a student has narcolepsy ensure you are aware of their routine and find 
out when they normally have a nap in school – make sure you do not expect them 
to take part in an activity at this time.  

· Give them plenty of time to carry out an activity – a student with severe narcolepsy 
may lose full awareness a number of times during an activity. If you can break down 
activities into small sections this can help the student to be able to pick up more 
easily from where they were. 

· After explaining an activity or giving instructions check that the students is fully 
aware of what you expect. If the student falls asleep during an activity do not try to 
wake them and ensure other students leave them alone until they are ready to wake 
up and continue with what they were doing. (They may need a few minutes to 
‘come round’ once they wake up before they are ready to continue with their work.) 
(If you are given alternative instructions by the student’s parents or support worker 
follow these instead).  

· As narcolepsy is frequently not diagnosed until students are in their mid-late teens 
you may find you come across students who have all the symptons, but are labelled 
as lazy or lacking concentration rather than having a special need. If you are 
worried that a student may have the condition let your student support department 
or school nurse know so they can investigate further. 

 
Where to find out more 
Narcolepsy Association UK : http://www.narcolepsy.org.uk/narcolepsy/cataplexy.html 
 
NHS Direct : Narcolepsy 
http://www.nhsdirect.nhs.uk/articles/article.aspx?articleId=477 
 
 



Top Tips for Working Successfully with Students wit h Special Needs 
 

1. Make friends with your student support department! Ask them for information on 

students’ needs and advice on how they learn best. 

2. Differentiate the amount of work expected. Break larger tasks into small chunks and 

allow plenty of time for them to be completed. Be patient. 

3. Give direct instructions on how to complete tasks – e.g. with a research task, 

separate it into what actually needs to be done step by step. 

4. Provide visual and audio backup for instructions – e.g. have pictures as well as 

words on any instruction sheets & talk through the instructions as well. 

5. Always check whether students have understood explanations and instructions and 

are clear about what they are expected to do. Ask students to repeat back important 

instructions to check their understanding 

6. Make sure you have ‘doing’ activities as well as those that involve writing or talking. 

7. Be prepared to adapt and change your plans to suit students working pace and 

skills. 

8. Keep reading and writing to a minimum – use different ways for students to record 

their work – e.g. photographs / sound recordings / posters 

9. Think about putting special needs students in groups with sensitive mixed ability 

students – this can help them to feel less unusual. 

10.  Remember to include special needs students when you go around the class – do 

not leave it all to the student support assistant. 

11. Ask students themselves what they think / how they feel about things and try to find 

out what interests them. Relate tasks and learning to their own experience (e.g. TV 

/ holidays / daily life) 

12. Many students with a range of special needs like structure and things to remain 

predictable.  

13. Expect students to behave well and make use of any target / report cards. 



14. Always praise any good work / good behaviour in any student including those with 

special needs. 

15. Try to find out what there is to like about the student and focus on this instead of 

what you find challenging. Keep a sense of humour! 

16. Remember each student is an individual – do not be influenced too much by a 

‘label’. 

 

 

 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



Suggested Activities 
 
1. Scene in a box   
 
What you will need :  
Extract(s) from a story (usually between a paragraph and a page in length) 
1 A4 paper box or lid per group 
White Card 
Paint / brushes etc. 
Felt tips / coloured pencils 
Straws / lolly sticks 
(Optional – tissue paper / crepe paper / shiny paper / glitter / cloth / wool etc.) 
 
Length of Activity : 30mins-1hr+ 
 
Number of students : 1-20 (can work individually or in pairs / groups of up to 4 depending 
on materials and time available) 
 
Learning : reading for meaning (students will need to think about the extract carefully to be 
able to create their scene.) 
 
Making it work with Mixed Ability : Lower ability students can concentrate on physical 
descriptions – e.g. colours / patterns / weather conditions etc. More able students can 
consider mood/feelings – e.g. think about how they will place characters in relation to one 
another / how they could portray mood 
 
Staff help needed : Helpful to have another member of staff or a helper available. Most 
groups usually need some help deciding on what to put in the scene, but many students 
will than be able to continue independently, leaving staff free to work with those students 
who need more support with the physical activities such as cutting out. 
 
2. Expressions  (card / mat game)  
 
What you will need: 
2 Mats showing expressions (happy / sad / confused / angry) 
Set of cards with words / phrases relating to one of the expressions 
Instruction card 
(Optional – blank cards for students to add to the game) 
 
Length of activity : 10-20mins (can be longer with extension) 
 
Number of Students: 2 (or 2 pairs) per set of equipment  
 
Learning : understanding feelings / developing vocabulary / following instructions 
(extension – using a Thesaurus) 
 
Particularly suitable for : students needing to develop their vocabulary / students with 
English as a second language / students needing to develop their awareness of feelings 
(e.g. student’s with Asperger’s) 
 
Staff help needed : Minimal. Some students may need help with playing the first time. 
Students may enjoy teaching one another how to play.  
 



3. Fact / Opinion  (card sorting game)  
 
What you will need: 
Large Header cards (Fact / Opinion) 
Set of Cards some showing facts, some showing opinions 
(Optional – blank cards for extension) 
 
Length of activity : 10 mins (up to 20 mins with extension) 
 
Number of students : 2-4 per set of cards (more may cause arguments or mean some 
students are not involved) 
 
Learning : recognising facts / opinions, discussion 
 
Making it work with Mixed Ability : Include some cards which are clearly facts / opinions 
and some which are more controversial to challenge more able students. As an extension 
students can create their own cards for other groups to sort. 
 
Staff help needed : Discussion of what makes a fact / opinion needed in advance.  1 
helper per 2-3 groups is useful, although more able students can usually run this activity 
independently. 
 
4. Mad Stories 
 
What you will need: 
Sheet / card / instructions on board listing required elements.  
Pre written short story  / poem with important words omitted (mixture of nouns / verbs / 
adjectives/ adverbs) 
Explanation card defining nouns / verbs etc in simple terms. 
(Optional – set of cards with random nouns / verbs etc.) 
 
Length of Activity : 15-30mins (can be up to 1hr with extension) 
 
Number of students : Can be done individually or with any size group up to a whole class 
 
Learning : Practising grammar 
 
Making it work with mixed ability: This activity naturally lends itself to mixed ability work 
as the words chosen will depend on students’ individual vocabulary. To extend vocabulary 
or for less able students the random word cards can be used to fill in the gaps. The story 
can be pre-typed into Word so that students only need to type in the ‘filler’ words, not type 
out the whole story. 
 
Extension : Students can write / type out / record their resulting stories. A simple online 
version of this game is available at: http://www.imaginesongs.com/fablemadlib.html  
Students can copy the resulting story into Word and decorate it with relevant pictures to  
think about the meaning of what they have written. 
 
Staff help needed : to make sure staff have time to get round to talk to students about the 
words they are choosing it is helpful to have 1 member of staff / helper to about 6 students. 



Other Activites 
 
Rules Treasure Hunt / Story Hunt  – to help with learning rules / ordering a story 
Stick individual library rules / sentences from a story around the room. Students need to 
find the rules / sentences in a ‘treasure hunt’.  
Rules : one set is sufficient. Students should leave the rules in place then return to their 
group to tell them one rule until the group has found out all the rules (up to 10). The most 
confident writer in the group can fill in the answer card. (10min activity) 
Story :  there should be enough for each group to have one of each sentence (ideally the 
sentences should be on different coloured card so they are easy to identify.) Each student 
should have one or two colours to find (this can be decided by the group or you can give 
each student squares of card in the colour you want them to find). The team should then 
put the story into the right order once they have found all the parts. (15-20min activity) 
 
True / False Cards – these can be used with any quiz / activity where YES/NO answers 
are required. It is active, keeps every student involved and makes it easy to see who has 
not understood. (10 min activity) 
 
Magazine / Newspaper / Catalogue Hunt – can be a useful activity for any subject. The 
students look for whatever you are finding out about and sort it in some way. Can be used 
to sort for maths (e.g. order of price), fact / opinion (e.g. from newspaper stories) (15-
30min activity) 
 
Venn Diagram Hoops / Ropes  – can be used as any kind of sorting activity, from simple 
(e.g. those students who have a cat, those who have a dog, those who have both and 
those who have neither) to quite abstract / advanced – (e.g looking at characters feelings / 
motivations in a story etc.) (2-20min activity depending on depth) 
 
Structured Research  – to help students who are having difficulty with finding the 
information they need – particularly suitable for GCSE / S Level. 
Step 1: Understand the question – students look up any words they do not know and 
talk through what the question is expecting. 
Step 2:  Divide the question into its parts (e.g. what specific questions do you need 
answers to.) These needs to be done before students start looking for information. 
Step 3:  Look for the information – note down only what answers the questions 
identified in step 2 (Put time limits on each part of the question and expect students to 
move on to the next part even if they have not finished) 
 (Lengthy activity to be done over 2 or 3 lessons) 
 
Story Telling 
 
Encourage students to make up their own stories. Introduce the elements of a good story: 

1. Characters 
2. Setting 
3. Problem 
4. Resolution 

Use toys or props to give students a starting point 
 
 



 
Instant Story  
 
www.imaginesongs.com – choose ‘Fable Madlib’ from the menu on the left (Pirate Madlib 
& Recipe Madlib can also be used) 
 
Extension /Simplfying 
 
Make word cards with students (different colours or shapes for different kinds of words). 
Encourage students to use the cards to fill in the gaps. You can play it in a ‘sensible’ way, 
which is easier to understand and where students fill in a logical choice of words. You can 
then play it in a ‘fun’ way, where students put in ‘silly words, but that are of the right type 
(e.g. adjective). 
 
In the online version some small errors creep in (e.g. if a student uses a noun beginning 
with a vowel the site does not put ‘an’ instead of ‘a’. Students can look for these errors with 
help, and enjoy finding the mistakes the computer has made. 
 
How to create an ‘Instant Story’ Game 
 

1. Write or adapt a very short Fable (e.g. in the style of Aesop’s Fables) 
2. Remove a selection of different types of word from the story. Mark on the kinds of 

word you need in each space 
3. Create a set of word cards (can be done as part of a lesson / activity) 
4. Students select words to put in the gaps – the funnier the better! 


