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The Individuals with Disabilities Education Improvement Act of 2004 (IDEA), the most 
recent revision of the first special education law, adopted in 1975, defines a student with a 
disability as a child:

(i) with mental retardation, hearing impairments (including deafness), speech or lan-
guage impairments, visual impairments (including blindness), serious emotional dis-
turbance (referred to in this title as “emotional disturbance”), orthopedic impairments, 
autism, traumatic brain injury, other health impairments, or specific learning disabil-
ities; and (ii) who, by reason thereof, needs special education and related services. [PL 
108-446, Section 602.3(A)(i-ii)]

Students with cognitive disabilities—specific learning disabilities and intellectual disabil-
ities (formerly called mental retardation)—together represent a large segment of the K-12 
special education population, as the pie chart in Figure 21.1 illustrates (U.S. Department of 
Education, 2014). In this module, we discuss the learner characteristics and educational needs 
of students with cognitive disabilities. Other categories of disability shown in the pie chart are 
topics of other modules.

FIGURE 21.1	 An Overview of Disabilities. This pie chart shows the percentage 

of K-12 students with various disabilities receiving special education and related 

services under IDEA.
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a ”Other disabilities combined” includes deaf-blindness (less than 0.03 percent), developmental delay
(2.1 percent), hearing impairments (1.2 percent), multiple disabilities (2.2 percent), orthopedic
impairments (0.9 percent), traumatic brain injury (0.4 percent), and visual impairments (0.4 percent).

a“Other disabilities combined” includes deaf-blindness (less than 0.03 percent), developmental delay  
(2.1 percent), hearing impairments (1.2 percent), multiple disabilities (2.2 percent), orthopedic impairments  
(0.9 percent), traumatic brain injury (0.4 percent), and visual impairments (0.4 percent).

NOTE: Percentage was calculated by dividing the number of students ages 6 through 21 served under IDEA,  
Part B, in the disability category by the total number of students ages 6 through 21 served under IDEA, PART B, 
then multiplying the result by 100.

SOURCE: Adapted from U.S. Department of Education (2014). Thirty-sixth annual report to Congress on the 
implementation of the Individuals with Disabilities Education Act, 2014, Vol. 1. Office of Special Education and 
Rehabilitative Services, Washington D.C.: U.S. Government Printing Office.
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