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Characteristics  
of Students With  
Orthopedic Impairments
The IDEA category of orthopedic impairment 
contains a wide variety of disorders. These can 
be divided into three main areas: neuromotor 
impairments, degenerative diseases, and mus-
culoskeletal disorders. Each of these areas has 
unique characteristics and contains many dif-
ferent disabilities. Following is a sampling of 
some of the most commonly found orthopedic 
impairments in the school-age population.

Neuromotor Impairments
A neuromotor impairment is an abnormal-
ity of, or damage to, the brain, spinal cord, or 
nerves that send impulses to the muscles of the 
body. Neuromotor impairments often result in 

complex motor problems that can affect several body systems (for example, limited limb 
movement, loss of urinary control, loss of proper alignment of the spine). Individuals 
with neuromotor impairments have a higher incidence of additional impairments, 
especially when there has been brain involvement (for example, intellectual disability, 
seizures, visual impairments). Two types of neuromotor impairments that fall under the 
IDEA category of orthopedic impairment are cerebral palsy and spina bifida.

1.	 Cerebral Palsy. Cerebral palsy refers to several nonprogressive disorders of 
voluntary movement or posture that are caused by malfunction of or damage to the 
developing brain that occurs before or during birth or within the first few years of life 
(United Cerebral Palsy, 2016). This disorder is associated with many different etiolo-
gies, including teratogens (such as the TORCH infections), prematurity, complications 
of pregnancy (such as lack of oxygen), acquired causes, and certain genetic syndromes.

Individuals with cerebral palsy have abnormal, involuntary, and/or uncoordinated 
motor movements. The severity can range from mild to severe. Some mild forms of 
cerebral palsy may only be noticeable when the person runs and appears to move in an 
uncoordinated fashion. At the other extreme, individuals with severe forms of cerebral 
palsy are unable to make the motor movements necessary to walk, sit without support, 
feed themselves, chew food, pick up an object, or speak.

The four most common types of cerebral palsy are spastic, athetoid, ataxic, and 
mixed. Spastic cerebral palsy is characterized by very tight muscles occurring in one 
or more muscle groups. This tightness results in stiff, uncoordinated movements. In 
athetoid cerebral palsy, the individual will exhibit slow, writhing movements. Persons 
with ataxic cerebral palsy, or ataxia, have poor balance and equilibrium in addition to 
uncoordinated voluntary movement. Mixed cerebral palsy refers to a combination of 
types, such as spastic and athetoid, as in the case of Natalie described at the beginning 
of this chapter.

Cerebral palsy is further classified by which limbs (arms and legs) are affected. This 
classification system is also used for other types of motor disorders and paralysis. Some 
of the major classifications are hemiplegia, in which the left or right side of the body 
is involved; diplegia, in which the legs are more affected than the arms; paraplegia, in 
which only the legs are involved; and quadriplegia, in which all four limbs are involved 

neuromotor impairments: Several 
types of impairments involving 
abnormality of, or damage to, the 
brain, spinal cord, or nerves that send 
impulses to the muscles of the body.

cerebral palsy: Several 
nonprogressive disorders of voluntary 
movement or posture that are caused 
by damage to the developing brain.

spastic cerebral palsy: A type of 
cerebral palsy in which the person has 
very tight muscles occurring in one or 
more muscle groups, resulting in stiff, 
uncoordinated movements.

athetoid cerebral palsy: A type of 
cerebral palsy in which movements are 
writhing, contorted, and purposeless.

ataxic cerebral palsy (ataxia): A type 
of cerebral palsy that is characterized 
by poor balance and equilibrium in 
addition to uncoordinated voluntary 
movement.

mixed cerebral palsy: Cerebral 
palsy that consists of combinations of 
different types. A person who has both 
spastic and athetoid cerebral palsy 
would be considered to have mixed 
cerebral palsy.

hemiplegia: Paralysis (or spasticity) on 
the left or right side of the body.

diplegia: Paralysis (or spasticity) of the 
legs and partly the arms.

paraplegia: Paralysis (or spasticity) of 
the legs.

quadriplegia: Paralysis (or spasticity) 
of both legs and both arms.

Individuals with severe forms of cerebral palsy are unable to make the motor 
movements necessary to walk or sit without support.
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