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Defining Physical Disabilities, 
Health Disabilities, and Related 
Low-Incidence Disabilities
Many students have various physical or health conditions, but 
only those with physical or health disabilities that interfere 
with their educational performance require special educa-
tion services. According to the Individuals with Disabilities 
Education Improvement Act of 2004 (PL 108–446), students 
with physical impairments may qualify for special education 
services under three possible categories: orthopedic impair-
ment, multiple disabilities, and traumatic brain injury. 
Students with health disabilities may qualify under the IDEA 
category of other health impairment. Children with the loss 
of both vision and hearing receive services under the label 
deaf-blindness.

The federal definition of orthopedic impairment provides 
examples of impairments resulting from congenital anomalies 
(irregularities or defects present at birth), diseases, or other 
causes (see Table 14.1). In our chapter opener, Natalie was 
classified under this definition of orthopedic impairment and 
received special education services because of the impact of 
her cerebral palsy on her school functioning. Although Natalie 
had other impairments (seizures and complex communication 
needs), her needs could be accommodated under the educa-
tional program in orthopedic impairment.

When students have two or more primary disabilities that 
cannot be accommodated by one special education program, 
they may be classified as having multiple disabilities. For 
example, a child who has a severe physical impairment and 
is deaf may be classified as having a multiple disability; this 

pupil may require services from a teacher certified to teach students with orthope-
dic impairments and another teacher certified to teach students who are deaf or hard 
of hearing. Many possible combinations of disabilities can fall under the category of 
multiple disabilities, but because a physical or health disability is often involved, this 
category is addressed in this chapter.

Children who have an acquired brain injury as a result of external force, such 
as from a car accident, may be served under the category of traumatic brain injury. 
Traumatic brain injury may result in impairments in several different areas, includ-
ing physical disabilities, sensory impairments, cognitive disabilities, speech or language 
impairments, and behavioral disorders. This category does not include individuals who 
have brain injury that occurred before or during birth or that was acquired as a result 
of a degenerative disease.

Students with other health impairments have limited alertness to the educational 
environment because of health problems that limit strength, vitality, or alertness. This 
health impairment may be chronic (persisting over a long period of time) or acute 
(having a short and usually severe course). The federal definition in Table 14.1 gives 
several examples of health impairments, including asthma, heart conditions, diabetes, 
and attention deficit hyperactivity disorder. This is only a partial listing of all of the 
possible conditions that may be included in this disability area.

Many individuals with physical or health disabilities are 
capable of living independent and productive lives.
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orthopedic impairment: A physical 
disability that occurs from congenital 
anomalies, diseases, or other 
causes that adversely affect a child’s 
educational performance.

multiple disabilities: Concomitant 
impairments that result in such severe 
educational needs that a student 
cannot be accommodated in a special 
education program solely on the basis 
of one of the impairments.

traumatic brain injury: An acquired 
injury to the brain caused by an external 
force that results in a disability or 
psychosocial impairment that adversely 
affects educational performance.

other health impairment: A chronic 
or acute health problem that results in 
limited strength, vitality, or alertness 
and adversely affects educational 
performance.

deaf-blindness: Concomitant hearing 
and visual impairments.




