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year, approximately 745,000 preschoolers with special needs were receiving services 
under Part B of IDEA (U.S. Department of Education, 2015). By way of comparison, 
approximately 399,000 youngsters were served during the 1990–1991 school year (U.S. 
Department of Education, 1992). This growth translates into an 87 percent increase in 
the number of preschoolers receiving a special education.

Infants and toddlers with disabilities—that is, youngsters from birth through 
age 2—also benefited from PL 99–457. Part C of IDEA, which addresses this popu-
lation, does not require that early intervention services be provided. Instead, states 
were encouraged, via financial incentives, to develop comprehensive and coordinated 
programs for these youngsters and their families. All states have met this challenge, 
and almost 339,000 infants and toddlers were the recipients of services as of the fall 
of 2011 (U.S. Department of Education, 2015).

You may have noticed that, throughout this discussion, we have failed to present 
any data concerning individuals who are gifted and talented. This was not an over-
sight. Federal legislation does not require that the states provide a special education for 
these students. Unfortunately, not all states mandate a special education for children 
identified as gifted and talented. Recent data suggest that approximately 3.2 million 
children and young adults are identified as gifted and talented and receiving a special 
education (National Center for Education Statistics, 2015). If these students were 
included in the overall federal calculation of pupils with exceptionalities, this group of 
learners would rank as the largest.

A Brief History of the  
Development of Special Education
The history of special education can perhaps best be characterized as one of evolving 
or changing perceptions and attitudes about individuals with disabilities. Generally 
speaking, at any given time, the programs, resources, and practices that affect citizens 
with disabilities are a reflection of the current social climate. As people’s ideas and 
beliefs about exceptionality change, so do services and opportunities. A transformation 
in attitude is frequently a prerequisite to a change in the delivery of services.

  FIGURE 1.1  Distribution of Students Ages 6–21 Receiving a 
Special Education During School Year 2013–2014
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NOTE: Percentages based on data from the fifty states, Puerto Rico, the District of Columbia, Bureau of Indian Affairs schools, 
and outlying areas.

Other disabilities include multiple disabilities, hearing impairments, orthopedic impairments, visual impairments, deaf-blindness, 
traumatic brain injury, and developmental delay.

SOURCE: U.S. Department of Education. (2013). Historical state-level IDEA files. Retrieved November 13, 2013 from http://
tadnet.public.tadnet.org/pages/712
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