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(2) self-concept, (3) self-advocacy, (4) behavioral and emotional functioning,  
(5) social environment and social competence, (6) physical and technological envi-
ronments, and (7) learning and attitudinal environments (Heller, 2009a). Each of 
these is shaped by the pupil’s personality, the student’s reaction to his or her disabil-
ity, and the reactions of those in the student’s environment. Also, the availability of 
technological and educational support and an accessible environment are important 
factors. Table 14.4 provides several examples and explanations of how these factors 
can affect school performance.

Meeting Educational Needs
Meeting the educational needs of students with physical or health disabilities requires 
several types of adaptations. These will be discussed under four main headings:  
(1) physical/health monitoring, (2) adaptations, (3) specialized instructional strategies, 
and (4) specialized expanded curriculum areas.

Physical/Health Monitoring
It is the responsibility of teachers and school officials to maintain a safe, healthy envi-
ronment for their students (DPHD Critical Issues and Leadership Committee, 2016). 
Maintaining a safe, healthy environment includes having efficient evacuation plans, 
school emergency procedures, proper infection control procedures, and teachers trained 
in CPR and first aid.

Teachers must know what type of medical condition each student has, how to 
monitor the student’s physical or health impairment for problems, and what to do if 

  TABLE 14.3  Impact on School Performance: Functional Effects

Functional Effects of 
the Disability Examples of How School Performance Can Be Affected

1.	 Atypical 
Movements and 
Motor Abilities

Inaccurate, difficult, slow, or restricted arm movements can negatively affect access to school materials (for 
example, inability to use a keyboard). Even with proper adaptations, school performance may be affected 
(for example, can only type 12 words a minute with an adapted keyboard).

2.	 Sensory Loss Many physical disabilities have an increased incidence of sensory impairments (for example, vision loss), 
which can impact student performance.

3.	 Communication 
Impairments

Even with an augmentative communication device, asking questions and answering questions may be 
limited due to what is programmed into the device or due to the student still learning to use the device 
accurately.

4.	 Fatigue and Lack 
of Endurance

For some students, fatigue can be so severe that they need rest breaks throughout the day or a shortened 
school day, which can impact the amount of school material learned.

5.	 Health Factors Students experiencing pain or discomfort from their conditions (for example, juvenile idiopathic arthritis) 
or from their devices (for example, poorly fitted wheelchair) will not be able to attend well to the lessons 
being taught. Frequent illness or surgeries may also result in extended absences.

6.	 Experiential 
Deficits

Some students with physical disabilities will lack common experiences due to physical or motor issues 
that their peers usually have acquired. These missed experiences or concepts can be important for school 
success.

7.	 Cognitive 
Impairments and 
Processing Issues

Although students with physical disabilities can be gifted or have IQs in the normal range of intelligence, 
there is an increase of cognitive impairments and processing issues (for example, memory, organization, 
perception, motor planning) with certain physical disabilities that will affect school performance.
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