Overview - Bipolar disorder

A person with bipolar disorder (previously known as manic depression)
alternates between the following two extremes:



Depression – lack of energy, feelings of worthlessness, low self-esteem
and suicidal thoughts.
Mania – increased energy, excitement, agitation and impulsive
behaviour.

Symptoms of bipolar disorder can depend on which mood the individual is
experiencing. Unlike a simple mood swing, an extreme episode of bipolar can
last for several weeks or more. Episodes can be triggered by stress.
Treatment is a mix of medication, talk therapy, health and lifestyle
monitoring and adjustments.
‘It’s an emotional amplifier: when my mood is high I feel far quicker, funnier,
smarter and livelier than anyone: when my mood is low I take on the
suffering of the whole world.’

Students with bipolar disorder may experience the following issues:







Difficulty with focusing and organising work, time and ideas.
Problems with attendance and time keeping.
Periods of decreased and increased motivation in studies and
participation.
Increased isolation and low self-worth.
Negativity and self-blame.
Poor emotional well-being, which can impact on social relationships and
day to day activities.
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Top tips for teaching students with bipolar disorder:














Be mindful that, if diagnosed, a student is likely to be following a
treatment regime and maintaining good mental health for much of the
time.
Provide lecture notes and slides (ideally in advance) so the student does
not miss out on key information.
Be approachable and ready to provide one-to-one tutorials to address a
student’s course difficulties.
As this is a variable disability, be flexible about attendance to allow for
episodes of poor mental health and medical appointments.
Consider staggering assignment deadlines to avoid work overload.
If a student is exhibiting warning signs that an episode may be imminent,
quietly let them know of your concerns and encourage them to access all
available support services.
Be mindful that stress can trigger an episode so encourage a student to
pace him or herself and have realistic expectations of achievements.
Liaise with key personnel well in advance of field trips and placements to
ensure a student has access to separate sleeping arrangements and
access to support worker if required.
Consider allowing extra time in exams.

Useful links
• https://www.mind.org.uk/information-support/types-of-mentalhealth-problems/bipolar-disorder/about-bipolar-disorder/
• http://www.studentminds.org.uk
• https://www.nhs.uk/conditions/bipolar-disorder
• https://www.bipolaruk.org
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