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Acquired Causes
Many physical and health disabilities in addition to related low-incidence disabilities 
are acquired after birth by infants, children, and adults. These acquired causes include 
trauma, child abuse, infections, environmental toxins, and disease. For example, deaf-
blindness may be caused by meningitis. Traumatic brain injury is usually due to an 
acquired cause resulting from some type of trauma (for example, falls, accidents, child 
abuse). The extent of disability depends on the cause and its severity.

Characteristics of Individuals With  
Physical Disabilities, Health Disabilities,  
and Related Low-Incidence Disabilities
The specific characteristics of an individual who has a physical or health disability will 
depend on the specific disease, its severity, and individual factors. Two individuals with 
identical diagnoses may be quite different in terms of their capabilities. Also, it is impor-
tant to remember that students who have severe physical disabilities (even individuals 
who are unable to talk, walk, or feed themselves) may have normal or gifted intelligence. 
No one should judge a person’s intellectual ability based on physical appearance.

A multitude of physical and health disabilities may be encountered at school. Each 
of them has differing characteristics, treatments, and prognoses. To illustrate the range 
of conditions included under physical and health disabilities, this section describes a 
number of sample conditions across the four IDEA categories of orthopedic impair-
ment, multiple disabilities, traumatic brain injury, and other health impairment. Table 
14.2 gives an outline of the categories, subcategories, and sample conditions that will 
be discussed. Characteristics of individuals with deaf-blindness will also be reviewed.

  TABLE 14.2  Examples of Physical and Health Disabilities

Physical Disabilities Health Disabilities

Orthopedic Impairments Other Health Impairments

Neuromotor impairments

•	 Cerebral palsy

•	 Spina bifida

Major health impairments

•	 Seizure disorders

•	 Asthma

Degenerative diseases

•	 Muscular dystrophy

Infectious diseases

•	 AIDS

Musculoskeletal disorders

•	 Juvenile idiopathic arthritis

•	 Limb deficiency

Multiple Disabilities*

Physical disability plus another disability

Traumatic Brain Injury*

Physical disability resulting from traumatic brain injury

NOTE: *Multiple disabilities and traumatic brain injury can occur without a physical disability being present. They fall under the category of physical disabilities only when a 
physical disability is present.




