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Exceptionality Across the Life Span
When we talk about special education, most people envision services for children of 
school age, yet the field embraces a wider range of individuals than students between 
the ages of 6 and 18. In recent years, professionals have begun to focus their attention 
on two distinct populations: infants/toddlers and preschoolers with special needs, and 
students with disabilities at the secondary level who are about to embark on adulthood. 
Meeting the needs of pupils at both ends of the spectrum presents myriad challenges 
for educators as well as related services personnel; however, professionals have a man-
date to serve individuals across the life span.

Our purpose at this point is only to introduce some of the concepts and thinking 
about these two age groups. In later chapters, we will explore more fully many of the 
issues specific to young children with special needs as well as services for adults with 
disabilities.

Infants/Toddlers and Preschoolers With Special Needs
Prior to PL 94–142, services for infants, toddlers, and preschoolers with disabilities or 
delays were virtually unheard of. In many instances, parents had to seek out assistance 
on their own; public schools did not routinely offer early intervention or other sup-
ports. As we noted earlier in this chapter, even with the enactment of the Education for 
All Handicapped Children Act, more than half the states did not provide a special edu-
cation for preschoolers with special needs. Today, professionals realize the importance 
and value of intervening in the lives of young children. In fact, the earlier that inter-
vention is begun, the better the outcomes (Bruder, 2010; Sandall, Hemmeter, McLean, 
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 content
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