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Number of Children and Young Adults Served
Approximately 5.85 million U.S. students (5,847,624) between the ages of 6 and 21 
were receiving a special education during the 2013–2014 school year (U.S. Department 
of Education, 2015). The number of students in each of the thirteen disability catego-
ries recognized by the federal government is recorded in Table 1.2. Learning disabilities 
account for about four out of every ten pupils with disabilities (39.5%); students with 
dual sensory impairments (deaf-blindness) represent the smallest category of excep-
tionality (less than .05%). Figure 1.1 visually presents the percentages of students with 
various disabilities receiving a special education.

With the passage of PL 99–457 (the Education of the Handicapped Act 
Amendments of 1986, currently referred to as IDEA), services for infants, toddlers, and 
preschoolers with special needs have significantly increased. This first major amend-
ment to PL 94–142 (the Education for All Handicapped Children Act) was enacted 
because more than half the states did not require special education services for pre-
schoolers with disabilities (Koppelman, 1986). PL 99–457 remedied this situation by 
mandating that youngsters between 3 and 5 years of age receive the same educational 
services and legal protections as their school-age counterparts, or else states would risk 
the loss of significant federal financial support. Full compliance with this mandate 
was finally achieved during the 1992–1993 school year. During the 2013–2014 school 

  TABLE 1.2  Number of Students Ages 6–21 Receiving a Special 
Education During School Year 2013–2014

Disability Number Percent of Total

Specific learning disabilities 2,309,811 39.5%

Speech or language impairments 1,046,725 17.9%

Other health impairments 806,972 13.8%

Autism 479,505 8.2%

Intellectual disability 415,181 7.1%

Emotional disturbance 350,857 6.0%

Multiple disabilities 134,495 2.3%

Developmental delay 122,800 2.1%

Hearing impairments 70,171 1.2%

Orthopedic impairments 52,629 0.9%

Traumatic brain injury 23,391 0.4%

Visual impairments 23,311 0.4%

Deaf-blindness 2,924 0.05%

Total* 5,838,772 100.00%

NOTE: Table based on data from the fifty states, Puerto Rico, the District of Columbia, Bureau of Indian Affairs schools, and 
outlying areas.

* Due to rounding, percentages do not add to 100; subsequently, the total number of students varies from the federal total 
child count.

SOURCE: U.S. Department of Education. (2013). Historical state-level IDEA files. Retrieved November 13, 2013 from http://
tadnet.public.tadnet.org/pages/712
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