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In fact, PL 105–17, the 1997 reauthorization of 
this law, allows the use of this term, at the dis-
cretion of the state and local education agency, 
for children ages 3 through 9. We believe, as 
other professionals do, that the use of a specific 
disability label for young children is of ques-
tionable value. Many early childhood special 
education programs offer services without cat-
egorizing children on the basis of a disability. 
We believe this approach is correct.

When talking about children who are 
at risk, professionals generally mean indi-
viduals who, although not yet identified as 
having a disability, have a high probability of 
manifesting a disability because of harmful bio-
logical, environmental, or genetic conditions. 
Environmental and biological factors often 
work together to increase the likelihood of a 
child’s exhibiting disabilities or developmen-
tal delays. Exposure to adverse circumstances 

may lead to future difficulties and delays in learning and development, but it is not 
guaranteed that such problems will present themselves. Many children are exposed 
to a wide range of risks, yet fail to evidence developmental problems. Possible risk 
conditions include low birth weight, exposure to toxins, child abuse or neglect, oxygen 
deprivation, and extreme poverty, as well as genetic disorders such as Down syndrome 
or PKU (phenylketonuria).

Special Education
When a student is identified as being exceptional, a special education is sometimes 
necessary. Recall that just because the student has a disability does not mean that a spe-
cial education is automatically required. A special education is appropriate only when 
a pupil’s needs are such that he or she cannot be accommodated in a general education 
program. Simply stated, a special education is a customized instructional program 
designed to meet the unique needs of an individual learner. It may necessitate the use 
of specialized materials, equipment, services, and/or teaching strategies. For example, 
an adolescent with a visual impairment may require books with larger print; a pupil 
with a physical disability may need specially designed chairs and work tables; a student 
with a learning disability may need extra time to complete an exam. In yet another 
instance, a young adult with cognitive impairments may benefit from a cooperative 
teaching arrangement involving one or more general educators along with a special 
education teacher. Special education is but one component of a complex service deliv-
ery system crafted to assist the individual in reaching his or her full potential.

A special education is not limited to a specific location. Contemporary thinking 
requires that services be provided in the most natural or normalized environment 
appropriate for the particular student. Such settings might include the local Head Start 
program for preschoolers with disabilities, a self-contained classroom in the neigh-
borhood school for children with hearing impairments, or a special high school for 
students who are academically gifted or talented. Many times a special education can 
be delivered in a general education classroom.

Finally, if a special education is to be truly beneficial and meet the unique needs 
of students, teachers must collaborate with professionals from other disciplines who 

at risk: An infant or child who has a 
high probability of exhibiting delays in 
development or developing a disability.

special education: Specially 
designed instruction to meet the unique 
needs of an individual recognized as 
exceptional.

Contemporary thinking suggests that students with disabilities should be 
educated in the most normalized environment.
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