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from those of students with cognitive disabilities—intellectual disabilities (formerly referred to 
as mental retardation) and specific learning disabilities. To clarify, the term disability implies an 
impairment in some aspect of functioning (hearing, reading, cognitive processing, and so on), 
whereas disorder is used to describe a collection of symptoms or behaviors. Students with emo-
tional, social, communicative, or behavioral disorders are likely to have poor peer relationships, 
poor classroom interactions, and low academic performance. The specific disorders most rele-
vant to school-aged children and adolescents include anxiety, depression, attention deficit hyper-
activity disorder (ADHD), conduct disorder, and autism, and they represent a heterogeneous 
category of students who receive special education services under federal law.

Consider Figure 22.1, which shows the percentage of K-12 students receiving special edu-
cation under the Individuals with Disabilities Education Improvement Act of 2004 (IDEA), a 
federal law that provides special education funding for 13 categories of disability. Autism, rep-
resented in the pie chart in Figure 22.1 as “Other disabilities combined,” is its own IDEA 
category, albeit a small one, whereas ADHD is not one of the 13 categories of disability under 
IDEA. Students with ADHD who meet eligibility criteria for special education (which is not 
always the case, as we discuss later) may qualify under the “Other health impairments” category 
or the “Emotional disturbance” category. Students with anxiety, depression, severe aggression, 

FIGURE 22.1	 An Overview of Disabilities and Disorders. This graph shows the 

percentage of elementary through high school students with various disabilities and 
disorders 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: U.S. Department of Education, EDFacts Data Warehouse (EDW), OMB #1875-0240: “IDEA Part B Child 
Count and Educational Environments Collection,” 2012. These date are for the 50 states, DC, BIE schools, PR, the 
four outlying areas, and the three freely associated states. Data were accessed fall 2013. For actual data used, go 
to http://www.ed.gov/about/reports/annual/osep.
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