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Fact Sheet 20 - Barriers and impacts (disabilities and disorders) 

As a TA or teacher, it’s likely that you will be working with students who have additional needs on a daily basis. People with disabilities 

and disorders face a multitude of barriers due to the effects of their conditions. These barriers impact on these students in many 

ways, including their academic, emotional and social development. Impacts are wide-ranging and may include learning, intelligence, 

social skills, emotional skills, cognitive skills, physical skills, skills in core areas of learning such as reading or writing, and of course, 

there are the behavioural impacts. By identifying and recognising the barriers that a student faces, you can help the child to better 

manage these impacts by implementing planned strategies (behavioural or instructional). 

 

Figure 39. Identifying barriers and recognising their impacts allows you to develop appropriate strategies to overcome the barriers and minimise or eliminate their impact. 

Barrier

e.g., behavioural issues due to poor 
executive- functioning skills (control)

Impact

e.g., reduced number of 
instructional hours (time spent on 

learning)

Overcoming barriers with 
strategies

e.g., short and engaging activities of 
4-8 minutes to build confidence
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Barrier Impacts 

Social, communication 
and emotional barriers 

• The student may make fewer friends and feel isolated due to a lack of social skills. 

• The student may not be able to engage socially and emotionally with his/her peers. 

• The student may avoid situations such as working in groups or in whole-of-class activities. 

• Students with disorders such as autism may have trouble working with (and learning from) their 

peers. 

• The student may not have the emotional skills to deal with stressful situations such as negotiations. 

• The student may exhibit challenging behaviours because of problems with expressing feelings. 

• The student may need more monitoring, especially during unstructured play and breaks. 

• Emotional responses may be hyper (more) or hypo (less) than would normally be expected.  

• The student may resort to inappropriate ways of getting other people’s attention (such as pinching). 

• The student may not be able to express needs, wants and feelings, and might resort to outbursts. 

• Seemingly insignificant triggers such as changes in the weather can affect behaviour; making the 

student seem volatile and unpredictable to his/her peers. 

• The student may be reluctant to engage in activities outside of his/her comfort zone or with unfamiliar 

people. 

• The student may be reluctant to ask for help from peers or other adults (including teachers and TAs). 

Learning challenges 
(especially in language, 
literacy and numeracy)  

• The student’s ability to concentrate might be reduced due to the effects of medical treatments. 

• The student might have a reduced capacity to complete the physical tasks required for reading and 

writing (such as turning a page, reading from left to right and holding a pencil). 
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• The gap between the student’s capacity to learn compared to peers increases each year.  

• The student may take longer to learn basic skills and need ongoing revision. 

• The student may struggle to learn in traditional ways (such as by listening to the teacher). 

• Below-average language, literacy and numeracy skills mean limited career options and fewer 

employment opportunities. 

• Below-average functional literacy skills increase the chance that the student will be taken advantage 

of at some point in the future (e.g., via financial abuse). 

• The student may not understand alternative uses of language such as sarcasm. 

• The student may have issues with reading and understanding symbols (images, words, letters, etc.). 

• Reading and writing problems result in limited learning opportunities across all school subjects, as 

well as with building general and worldly knowledge. 

• The student may have problems with hearing, pronunciation or processing (a processing disorder) 

due to either a neurological or physical issue. 

• The student may have problems understanding the appropriate use of language based on the social 

context and its participants. 

Physical and medical 
barriers 

• Drugs and treatments may have side effects that are undesirable and/or cause the student to feel 

embarrassed. 

• The student’s behaviour is sensitive to his/her medication and any changes in dosage or treatments. 

• Some treatments can restrict a person’s ability to engage in physical or other activities. 

• Long stays in hospital can affect the development of academic skills due to reduced learning time. 
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• Treatments away from school slow the development of social skills because the volume of 

opportunities to engage with peers is reduced. 

• Absenteeism reduces the student’s ability to develop friendships and to feel part of the school 

community. 

• Staff might pay more attention to the child and this can cause social isolation, dependency and 

anxiety. 

• The student may feel frustrated if he/she isn’t able to engage in activities in the same way as peers. 

• A person’s disability can restrict movement and impede the development of fine motor and gross 

motor skills, as well as his/her overall health and fitness. 

Socio-economic barriers • Children from poorer households may not have access to a high-quality diet. This can affect their 

overall health, weight, behaviour, ability to concentrate and physical development, as well as the 

strength of their immune system. 

• The student may not have access to adequate clothing (including a school uniform and appropriate 

footwear). 

• Financial instability and insecurity may result in anxiety, stress and depression, which may interrupt 

learning. For example, if the student’s homelife is unstable or dangerous, he/she may ‘act out ‘at 

school. 

• The student may not have access to the most appropriate (or effective) assistive technologies. 

• The student may not have access to the internet, a computer, a tablet or other device at home. This 

puts the child at a disadvantage compared to peers in terms of general IT skills and being comfortable 

using technology to solve problems.  
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• Lack of financial resources may limit access to specialist medical treatments, equipment and 

programs.  

• The need for carers and additional support services at home may put financial strain on the family. 

• The student may struggle to obtain funds to pay for excursions, which can lead to embarrassment. 

Environmental barriers 
(family and home) 

• Family issues are usually beyond the school’s sphere of influence, yet in many cases the school 

provides the child’s only support mechanism, safe place, stable routine, positive role model and 

pastoral care. 

• The student may not have a supportive home life and lack adult supervision (e.g., no sleep routine, 

poor food choices), resulting in behavioural issues at school.  

• The student may observe and imitate undesirable behaviours at home (such as verbal abuse and 

intimidation). 

• Children who are exposed to drugs, alcohol, smoking and other unhealthy behavioural choices are 

more likely to imitate the same behaviour in the future. 

• Due to negative experiences in their own education, some parents have a less than favourable view 

of the education system, schools, school staff and even the importance of education in general. This 

belief may be passed to their children at an early age.  

• Significant events such as a death in the family or a separation can have detrimental effects on the 

student’s mental health and ability to concentrate at school. This can be exacerbated if the child 

doesn’t understand what is happening, doesn’t deal with change well, or feels a loss of control or 

security. 
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• Some students find it hard to cope with new routines. This can result in behavioural issues and 

academic problems. 

Self-confidence and self-
esteem 

• Students with low self-confidence might believe that failure is inevitable and be reluctant to learn 

something new. They will try and avoid tasks (e.g., by swearing at a teacher in the hope of being 

sent home). 

• Students with low self-esteem are likely to have more days off, spend more time off task when at 

school and be less willing to attempt challenging tasks (especially in front of peers). They will not 

push themselves academically and won’t progress as fast as their peers, if they progress at all. 

• Students with low self-esteem have a higher chance of developing depression, anxiety and social 

phobias. Avoidance behaviours can become habitual, resulting in these students developing a 

reputation for being challenging and difficult – teachers are then forced to adjust their lesson plans 

in an attempt to avoid behaviour issues (e.g., providing easier content). This then has academic 

consequences. If teachers and TAs expect a child to misbehave, the student will eventually come to 

believe that he/she is ‘the bad kid’. (Do a web search for ‘negative Pygmalion effect in education’ for 

more information on the effect of negative expectations).  

• Parents often inadvertently or innocently set low expectations for their children. This can have 

negative consequences in terms of student performance. For example, a parent may say ‘don’t worry 

about maths Sarah, I wasn’t good at it either’ or something similarly dismissive about the subject. 

This is a projection which effectively tells Sarah that she couldn’t succeed at maths even if she tried 

(i.e., genetics is the issue). As humans have a tendency to meet the expectations placed on them 

(the Pygmalion effect), Sarah may give up more easily and not try as hard in maths – this lack of 
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resilience may then soon become evident in her other subjects such as science, and in her education 

more broadly – i.e., if Sarah believes she can’t do maths, she may quickly believe she can’t do any 

academic subject. 

Attendance at school • The student may fall behind academically due to the number of days spent away from school. 

• The student’s social development will suffer. He/she will make fewer close friends, have fewer 

opportunities to practise social skills, and may struggle compared to equally abled peers in skills 

such as asking for help and successfully joining in free-play activities. 

• The student may engage in less-desirable activities while not at school (such as petty crime, drugs 

or alcohol). 

• Students who are absent for long periods of time might want to return to school but be anxious about 

being so far behind. 

• A lack of routine, structure, guidance and expectations can affect the student’s ability to function in 

a public setting, and to learn and adhere to social norms. 

• The student may not have access to specialists available at the school (such as psychologists, 

nurses, allied health workers, Indigenous education officers, career advisors and subject specialists).  

• Chronic absenteeism may prevent staff from having the opportunity to identify gaps in the child’s 

academic skills. This in turn means that the student is not referred to appropriate intervention 

programs. 

 


