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pupils without disabilities in the edu-
cational environment. Unfortunately, 
students with physical disabilities were 
not always welcome in public school. In 
Beattie v. Board of Education (1919), the 
courts ruled that students with physi-
cal disabilities could be excluded from 
school because they were said to have 
a “depressing and nauseating effect” on 
other students (Ysseldyke & Algozzine, 
1982). Over time, the educational 
setting changed to allow for the inte-
gration of students with physical and 
health disabilities into neighborhood 
schools and general education classes. 
The move to more integrated school 
placements took a combination of leg-
islation, shift in ideology, and advances 
in medical and technological practices.

Prevalence of Physical  
Disabilities, Health Disabilities,  
and Related Low-Incidence Disabilities
Reported prevalence figures for physical and health disabilities vary widely, depending on 
the specific condition. For example, United Cerebral Palsy (2016) estimates that 764,000 
children and adults in the United States have cerebral palsy and approximately 10,000 
infants and 1,200–1,500 preschool-age children are diagnosed each year. According to the 
Spina Bifida Association of America (2016), spina bifida is the most common congenital 
anomaly that causes a permanent disability. Approximately 1,500 babies are born with 
spina bifida in the United States each year (Centers for Disease Control and Prevention, 
2015). The Epilepsy Foundation of America (2015a, 2015b) reports that approximately 
326,000 children under the age of 15 have epilepsy with 200,000 new cases diagnosed 
each year. About 2.2 million Americans are currently diagnosed with epilepsy. Over 6 
million children, or about 8 percent of the population under the age of 18, have asthma, a 
chronic lung disease (Centers for Disease Control and Prevention, 2016a).

Not every school-age child with a physical or health impairment requires special 
education services, because the condition may not have a negative impact on the stu-
dent’s academic performance. The U.S. Department of Education (2015) annually 
compiles information from each state on the number of school-age children receiving 
special education by disability category. During the 2013–2014 school year, in the area 
of physical and health disabilities, a total of 1,005,712 school-age children received 
services across the categories of orthopedic impairment (52,629 children), multiple dis-
abilities (122,800 children), traumatic brain injury (23,311 children), and other health 
impairment (806,972 children). These four areas comprised approximately 17 percent 
of the students receiving a special education, with a range of 0.4 percent (traumatic 
brain injury) to 13.8 percent (other health impairment). Pupils with deaf-blindness 
(2,924 children) were reported as making up less than 0.05 percent of all individuals 
receiving a special education. This figure, however, is thought to be underestimated 
because many children who are deaf-blind are placed in other categories (for example, 
multiple disabilities) when they have additional physical or intellectual impairments.

Not every school-age child with a physical or health impairment requires special 
education services.
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