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Categories and Labels
Earlier we defined a person with excep-
tionalities as someone who differs from a 
community’s standard of normalcy. Students 
identified as exceptional may require a spe-
cial education and/or related services. Many 
of these pupils are grouped or categorized 
according to specific disability categories. A 
category is nothing more than a label assigned 
to individuals who share common character-
istics and features. Most states, in addition to 
the federal government, identify individuals 
receiving special education services according 
to discrete categories of exceptionality. Public 
Law (PL) 108–446 (the Individuals with 
Disabilities Education Improvement Act of 
2004) identifies the following thirteen catego-
ries of disability:

•• Autism
•• Deaf-blindness
•• Developmental delay
•• Emotional disturbance
•• Hearing impairments including deafness
•• Intellectual disability
•• Multiple disabilities
•• Orthopedic impairments
•• Other health impairments
•• Specific learning disabilities
•• Speech or language impairments
•• Traumatic brain injury
•• Visual impairments including blindness

The federal government’s interpretation of these various disabilities is pre-
sented in Appendix A. Individual states frequently use these federal definitions to 
construct their own standards and policies as to who is eligible to receive a special 
education.

Notably absent from the preceding list are individuals described as gifted or talented. 
These students are correctly viewed as exceptional, although they are not considered 
individuals with disabilities; nevertheless, most states recognize the unique abilities of 
these pupils and provide a special education.

In the following chapters, we will explore and examine the many dimensions and 
educational significance of each of these categories. It is important to remember, how-
ever, that although students may be categorized as belonging to a particular group of 
individuals, each one is a unique person with varying needs and abilities.

The entire issue of categorizing, or labeling, individuals with disabilities has been 
the subject of controversy. Labeling, of course, is an almost inescapable fact of life. How 
would you label yourself ? Do you consider yourself a Democrat or a Republican? Are 
you overweight or thin, Christian or non-Christian, liberal or conservative? Depending 
on the context, some labels may be considered either positive or negative. Labels may 
be permanent, such as cerebral palsy, or temporary, such as college sophomore. Regardless, 

A category is nothing more than a label assigned to individuals who share 
common characteristics and features.
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category: Label assigned to individuals 
who share common characteristics and 
features.


