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Epilepsy is a major health problem, affecting more people than Multiple Sclerosis, Cerebral Palsy, Muscular Dystrophy and Parkinson’s Disease combined. Over fifty million people worldwide have been diagnosed with epilepsy. It affects more than three million Americans, eighteen thousand of which are in Utah alone. Tens of thousands of deaths occur annually in patients with epilepsy in the United States. Epilepsy is an increasing problem for the elderly, developing as a result of stroke, brain tumors and Alzheimer’s. Epilepsy does not discriminate; it affects children and adults, men and women, people of all races, religions, ethnic backgrounds, and social classes. While Epilepsy is most often diagnosed either in childhood or after the age of sixty-five, it can occur at any age. 


According to a pamphlet produced by the Epilepsy Association of Utah, Epilepsy is a generic term used to describe a variety of conditions, which cause recurring seizures. Seizures occur when neurons fire more rapidly than normal causing different sensations, emotions, and behaviors. Seizures are sudden, brief electrical disturbances within the brain which affects it’s normal functioning. Some seizures can lead to convulsions and may cause uncontrolled “jerking” movements. Other seizures may look like the person is blanking out, having a staring spell, or even having series of muscle spasms. The kind of seizure a person has depends on which area of the brain is affected. There are twenty different kinds of known seizures. Epilepsy means that a person had more than one seizure. Many people with epilepsy first get seizures in infancy and childhood. The severity of epilepsy can vary greatly from person to person depending on underlying cause, age of onset, response to treatment and other factors.  

In more than seventy percent of all cases, no cause can be determined as to why a person can develop this disorder. Among the rest, epilepsy may be caused by head injuries, strokes, brain tumors, genetic conditions, lead poisoning, prenatal disturbance of brain development or infections such as meningitis or encephalitis. Specific causes or ‘triggers’ of seizures may include; not enough sleep, food allergies, alcohol, illegal drugs, stress, and flashing lights (from video games or strobe lights). Epilepsy is not a mental illness or a sign of a low IQ. It is also not contagious and, therefore, cannot be transmitted from one person to another.

There are two main types of seizures: partial seizures and generalized seizures. This is because seizures are thought to either involve part of the brain (partial) or the whole brain (generalized). Prior to a seizure some people have a warning sign, known as an ‘aura’, such as: an odd taste in the mouth, an odd feeling in the stomach, a moment of seeing or hearing things. There are some steps a patient can take when they have warning signs of an on coming seizure. They can avoid driving (or pull over and stop the care as quickly as possible), they could avoid swimming pools and bathtubs, they could avoid areas with clutter, and they could find a safe, secure place to rest.There are two types of partial seizures including Simple Partial Seizures, and Complex Partial Seizures. Partial seizures are also sometimes called “focal seizures.” A partial seizure is caused by abnormal firing of nerve cells in a specific part of the brain. Generalized seizures are caused by abnormal firing of nerve cells in both sides of the brain. The following two are the most common types of generalized seizures, Tonic-Clonic (grand mal) Seizures, and Absence (petit mal) Seizures.


Some of the different types of seizures include; Absence, whereas the patient my stare, eyes flutter, automatisms occur and lasts from about two to fifteen seconds. Generalized Tonic-Clonic (grand mal), the patient my let out a cry, fall down, get tonicity (rigidity), and clonicity (jerking), this may lasts one to two minutes. Simple Partial has no loss of consciousness, there may be sudden jerking, even sensory phenomena and lasts about ninety seconds. Complex Partial, patient may have aura, automatisms (such as lip smacking, picking at clothes, fumbling), and if prolonged they will be unaware of their environment and may wander; it can lasts about one to two minutes long. Atonic Seizures (called drop attacks) patient my suddenly drop or fall then regain consciousness, then can stand and walk again. This seizure’s duration can last from ten seconds to a minute. Myoclonic Seizures have massive muscle jerks, may involve whole body or only parts of the body, and may cause spilling or falling off a chair. It is a sudden or brief seizure. Infantile, starts between three months and two years of age; if sitting up child will fall forward, if lying down knees will be drawn up with arms and head flexed forward as if reaching for support, they are clusters of quick, brief, sudden movements. Each patient experiences different types of seizures. 

There is no cure for epilepsy, only treatments to help manage seizures from recurring. Epilepsy is a disorder that can be controlled through proper and consistent medication; once a physician has controlled seizures in an epilepsy patient, it is critical that such a patient remain in the prescribed medication in order to avoid having a “break-through” seizure that can result in severe injury or death to the patient or others; although there are medications that may qualify as “drug equivalent” under FDA guidelines, controlling seizures in an epileptic patient requires a narrower range of medication to achieve therapeutic equivalence rather than just ‘drug equivalence.’

Some of the treatment options for people with epilepsy include: medication for example, most people achieve good seizure control with one or more of the variety of medications currently approved. Another treatment would be surgery. Several types of surgery may be used for patients whose seizures do not respond to medication. Vagus Nerve Stimulation is another treatment. It is a small pacemaker-like device that is implanted in the left chest wall with a lead attached to the vagus nerve. The device is then programmed to deliver electrical stimulation to the brain at regular intervals. Ketogenic Diet is another treatment used primarily in children. It is a medically supervised high fat, low carbohydrate, low protein diet that has been shown to benefit children who can maintain it. One more treatment is Alternative Therapies, medically supervised therapies such as biofeedback, aromatherapy, responsive neurotransmitters (RNS). Many other treatments that are being researched and tested.


The best way to prevent seizures is to take the medication exactly as prescribed by the doctor, even if the patient feels fine or has not experienced a seizure in a long time, it is still important to keep taking their medication. They need to keep themselves informed about all of the new research being done, and it is also good to strive toward living a healthy lifestyle. Like getting plenty of rest, avoiding alcohol, quit smoking (or to not smoke at all), get and stay fit, and learn relaxation methods (yoga, or meditation). Even though we have no cure for epilepsy, there are defiant ways that people with this disorder can live comfortably. It is a smart idea for people with epilepsy to inform the close people around them (family, friends, coworkers) about their warning signs and what to do if they do experience a seizure, and to give them information about epilepsy and it’s first aid.
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(I went to Epilepsy Association of Utah (1995w. 9000s. level B, West Jordan, UT, 84088) and talked with some of their members. A lot of the stuff I learned was what they talked with me about, and from a neighbor of mine whose husband and oldest daughter have been diagnosed with Epilepsy.)

www.epilepsyut.org  (Epilepsy Association of Utah)

www.CUREepilepsy.org   (Citizens United for Research in Epilepsy)

www.epilepsyfoundation.org  (The Epilepsy Foundation)

www.epilepsyistitute.org  (The Epilepsy Institute)

www.ninds.nih.gov  (National Institute of Neurological Disorders and Stroke)

