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Unlike those with developmental disabilities, students 
with traumatic brain injury may be left with “splinter 
skills,” meaning that they have some advanced skills but 
lack other simple ones. For example, one student with 
severe traumatic brain injury could identify any number, 
no matter how large, but had difficulty with the concept 
that 1 + 1 = 2. Teachers need to use various adaptations 
and techniques to address the many problems that can 
occur in a student with a traumatic brain injury; some 
sample strategies are provided in the accompanying 
Strategies for Effective Teaching and Learning feature 
(page 506). The special education teacher needs to work 
closely with the general education teacher in helping to 
use the most appropriate techniques.

Characteristics of Students  
With Other Health Impairments
Disabilities that fall under the IDEA category of other 
health impairment are often divided into two areas: major 
health impairments and infectious diseases. Students 
will not typically require special education services unless 
these conditions are severe. These impairments often 
result in more absences, fatigue, and decreased stamina.

Major Health Impairments
Many major health impairments fall under the category of other health impairment. 
Some of these can be treated effectively; others have no cure. Many of them can give 
rise to emergency situations that need to be handled immediately, and some can result 
in death. Two of the most commonly occurring health impairments are seizure disor-
ders and asthma.

1. Seizure Disorders. A seizure is a sudden, temporary change in the normal 
functioning of the brain’s electrical system as a result of excessive, uncontrolled 
electrical activity in the brain. A seizure may be due to a high fever, ingestion 
of certain drugs or poisons, certain metabolic disorders, or chemical imbalances. 
Seizures may also be the result of a prenatal or perinatal brain injury, head trauma, 
infections such as meningitis, congenital malformations, or unknown causes 
(Epilepsy Foundation of America, 2016). A person has a seizure disorder, also 
known as epilepsy, when the seizures are recurrent. Often the reason for the seizure 
disorder is unknown.

Seizures are of many different types, depending on where in the brain the abnor-
mal electrical activity occurs. Seizures may be characterized by altered consciousness, 
motor activity, sensory phenomena, inappropriate behaviors, or some combination of 
these. Three of the most commonly encountered seizure disorders are absence seizures, 
complex partial seizures, and tonic-clonic seizures.

An individual who has absence seizures (formerly known as petit mal seizures) will 
suddenly lose consciousness, stop moving, and stare straight ahead (or the eyes may 
roll upward). The person will not fall, but simply stop and appear trancelike. Typically, 
these seizures are brief, lasting only seconds, and interrupt any ongoing activities. They 
most frequently occur between 4 and 9 years of age (Caraballo et al., 2011). Often the 
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seizure: A sudden, temporary change 
in the normal functioning of the brain’s 
electrical system due to excessive, 
uncontrolled electrical activity in the 
brain.

epilepsy: A chronic condition in which 
the person has reccurring seizures.

absence seizure: A type of epileptic 
seizure lasting for a brief period of 
time whereby the individual loses 
consciousness and stops moving, 
formerly known as a petit mal seizure.
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