13 classifications of special education

13 classifications of special education are essential categories used to identify and address the
diverse needs of students requiring specialized instructional support. These classifications help
educators, administrators, and specialists develop tailored educational programs that facilitate
learning and growth for students with disabilities. Understanding these categories is crucial for
effectively implementing Individualized Education Programs (IEPs) and ensuring compliance with
federal laws such as the Individuals with Disabilities Education Act (IDEA). This article explores
each of the 13 classifications in detail, highlighting their defining characteristics, educational
implications, and common strategies used in special education settings. By examining these
classifications, educational professionals can better serve students and promote inclusive learning
environments.
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Autism Spectrum Disorder

Autism Spectrum Disorder (ASD) is one of the 13 classifications of special education characterized
by challenges in social communication, repetitive behaviors, and restricted interests. Students with
ASD may exhibit a wide range of abilities and needs, requiring individualized approaches to
instruction and support. Early intervention and specialized teaching strategies are often essential to



promote social skills, communication, and academic achievement.

Characteristics of Autism Spectrum Disorder

Students with ASD might experience difficulties with verbal and nonverbal communication, social
interaction, and sensory sensitivities. They often benefit from structured learning environments,
visual supports, and behavioral interventions tailored to their unique needs.

Educational Strategies for ASD

Effective educational practices for students with ASD include Applied Behavior Analysis (ABA),
social skills training, and the use of assistive technology. Collaboration among educators, therapists,
and families is critical to support successful outcomes.

Deaf-Blindness

Deaf-Blindness refers to a dual sensory impairment involving both hearing and vision loss, which
significantly affects communication, mobility, and access to information. This classification requires
comprehensive support services to address the complex needs of affected students.

Impact of Deaf-Blindness on Learning

The combined sensory loss often leads to unique challenges in communication and orientation.
Students may rely on tactile methods, sign language, Braille, or specialized communication devices
to engage with their environment and educational content.

Support Services for Deaf-Blind Students

Interventions often involve a team approach including teachers of the deaf-blind, orientation and
mobility specialists, and speech-language pathologists to provide tailored instruction and facilitate
independence.

Deafness

Deafness is characterized by a significant or total hearing loss that impairs a student’s ability to
process auditory information. This classification necessitates specialized instructional methods to
support language development and academic progress.

Communication Methods

Students who are deaf may use American Sign Language (ASL), lip reading, spoken language, or a



combination of communication modes. Individualized communication plans are essential to meet
each student's preferences and abilities.

Instructional Considerations

Classroom accommodations often include visual aids, assistive listening devices, and preferential
seating to ensure accessibility. Teachers must be proficient in strategies that support language
acquisition and literacy development.

Emotional Disturbance

Emotional Disturbance (ED) encompasses a range of behavioral and emotional conditions that
adversely affect a student’s educational performance. This category includes disorders such as
anxiety, depression, bipolar disorder, and conduct disorders.

Behavioral Characteristics

Students with ED may exhibit difficulty building or maintaining relationships, inappropriate
behaviors, or mood swings. These challenges often interfere with learning and social integration.

Intervention and Support

Effective interventions include behavioral therapy, counseling, and positive behavioral support
plans. Collaboration between educators, mental health professionals, and families is critical to
address students’ emotional and academic needs.

Hearing Impairment

Hearing Impairment refers to a partial or total loss of hearing that impacts a student’s ability to
receive auditory information. This classification differentiates from deafness in terms of severity and
residual hearing capacity.

Degrees of Hearing Loss

Hearing impairment ranges from mild to profound loss. Students with residual hearing may benefit
from amplification devices, such as hearing aids or cochlear implants, to enhance auditory access.

Educational Accommodations

Classroom modifications for hearing-impaired students include speechreading instruction, FM
systems, and preferential seating to optimize communication and learning.



Intellectual Disability

Intellectual Disability (ID) is characterized by significant limitations in intellectual functioning and
adaptive behavior that manifest during the developmental period. Students with ID require specially
designed instruction to support cognitive and functional skills.

Criteria for Identification

Identification involves standardized assessments of intellectual performance and adaptive behavior.
Students typically demonstrate below-average intellectual functioning along with difficulties in daily
living skills.

Instructional Focus

Educational programs emphasize life skills, vocational training, and academic instruction tailored to
individual capabilities. Functional curriculum and community-based instruction are common
components.

Multiple Disabilities

Multiple Disabilities refer to the presence of two or more impairments that cause severe educational
needs that cannot be accommodated in programs solely for one condition. This classification
requires comprehensive, integrated support.

Complex Educational Needs

Students with multiple disabilities often have significant physical, cognitive, and sensory challenges
requiring coordinated multidisciplinary interventions and adaptive instructional strategies.

Collaborative Approach

Effective education for students with multiple disabilities involves collaboration among special
educators, therapists, medical professionals, and families to develop holistic and individualized
programs.

Orthopedic Impairment

Orthopedic Impairment involves a severe physical disability that adversely affects a student’s
educational performance. This classification includes conditions such as cerebral palsy, amputations,
and muscular dystrophy.



Impact on Mobility and Learning

Physical limitations may affect mobility, coordination, and endurance, necessitating physical
accommodations and assistive devices to facilitate participation in educational activities.

Support Services and Adaptations

Services may include physical therapy, occupational therapy, and adapted physical education.
Classroom modifications ensure accessibility and safety for students with orthopedic impairments.

Other Health Impairment

Other Health Impairment (OHI) encompasses chronic or acute health conditions that limit strength,
vitality, or alertness, affecting educational performance. Examples include asthma, diabetes,
epilepsy, and attention deficit hyperactivity disorder (ADHD).

Medical and Educational Considerations

Students with OHI require health management plans and coordinated medical care alongside
educational accommodations to address fatigue, medication side effects, and attendance challenges.

Instructional and Environmental Supports

Supports may include flexible scheduling, preferential seating, and assistive technology to help
students manage their health while accessing curriculum content effectively.

Specific Learning Disability

Specific Learning Disability (SLD) is one of the most common classifications of special education,
involving difficulties in acquiring and using academic skills such as reading, writing, or
mathematics.

Types of Learning Disabilities

SLD includes dyslexia, dyscalculia, dysgraphia, and other processing disorders that affect language,
memory, and attention.

Instructional Strategies for SLD

Evidence-based interventions often focus on explicit instruction, multi-sensory learning, and
individualized remediation to support academic achievement in affected areas.



Speech or Language Impairment

Speech or Language Impairment involves communication disorders that adversely affect educational
performance. These may include articulation problems, fluency disorders, voice impairments, or
language processing difficulties.

Communication Challenges

Students may struggle with expressive or receptive language skills, affecting their ability to
communicate effectively and comprehend academic content.

Therapeutic Interventions

Speech-language therapy, augmentative and alternative communication (AAC) devices, and
classroom accommodations support language development and participation.

Traumatic Brain Injury

Traumatic Brain Injury (TBI) results from an external physical force causing brain dysfunction.
Students with TBI may experience cognitive, physical, emotional, and behavioral impairments that
affect learning.

Effects of TBI on Education

The impact varies widely depending on injury severity and location, often resulting in memory
problems, attention deficits, and impaired executive functioning.

Rehabilitation and Educational Support

Students benefit from individualized rehabilitation plans, cognitive therapy, and classroom
accommodations such as extended time and simplified instructions.

Visual Impairment, including Blindness

Visual Impairment includes partial sight and blindness that adversely affect educational
performance. Students may require adaptive technologies and alternative instructional materials.

Types and Degrees of Visual Impairment

Visual impairments range from low vision to complete blindness, each necessitating different levels
of support and accommodation.



Educational Supports

Supports include Braille instruction, orientation and mobility training, large print materials, and
assistive technology such as screen readers and magnification devices.

Summary of 13 Classifications of Special Education

The 13 classifications of special education provide a comprehensive framework for identifying and
supporting students with diverse disabilities. These categories enable educators to tailor instruction,
interventions, and accommodations that address unique learning needs, thereby fostering academic
success and personal development. Through understanding the characteristics and educational
implications of each classification, school professionals can better implement effective programs and
services that comply with IDEA and promote inclusive education.
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Frequently Asked Questions



What are the 13 classifications of special education?

The 13 classifications of special education are categories used to identify students with disabilities
who require specialized instruction. They include Autism, Deaf-Blindness, Deafness, Emotional
Disturbance, Hearing Impairment, Intellectual Disability, Multiple Disabilities, Orthopedic
Impairment, Other Health Impairment, Specific Learning Disability, Speech or Language
Impairment, Traumatic Brain Injury, and Visual Impairment.

Why are the 13 classifications of special education important?

These classifications help educators and schools identify the specific needs of students with
disabilities, ensuring they receive appropriate accommodations, services, and individualized
education programs (IEPs) tailored to their unique challenges.

How does the classification of Autism within special education
impact student support?

Classifying a student under Autism allows schools to provide specialized interventions focused on
communication, social skills, and behavior support, helping the student to better access the
curriculum and succeed academically and socially.

What is the difference between Specific Learning Disability
and Intellectual Disability in special education classifications?

Specific Learning Disability refers to difficulties in specific academic areas like reading or math
despite average or above-average intelligence, while Intellectual Disability involves significant
limitations in intellectual functioning and adaptive behavior, affecting overall learning and daily life
skills.

Can a student be classified under more than one of the 13
special education categories?

Yes, a student can have multiple disabilities and be classified under more than one category, such as
Multiple Disabilities, which recognizes the need for combined support addressing several areas of
impairment.

How are students assessed to determine the appropriate
special education classification?

Students undergo comprehensive evaluations including psychological testing, academic
assessments, medical examinations, and observations by educators and specialists to determine the
nature and extent of their disabilities, leading to an accurate classification.

Additional Resources

1. Understanding Autism Spectrum Disorder in Education



This book explores the characteristics and educational strategies for students with Autism Spectrum
Disorder (ASD). It provides educators with practical approaches to create inclusive environments
that support communication, social skills, and learning. The text includes case studies and
intervention techniques tailored to individual needs.

2. Teaching Students with Emotional and Behavioral Disorders

Focused on students with Emotional and Behavioral Disorders (EBD), this book offers insights into
identifying and addressing behavioral challenges in the classroom. It covers evidence-based
behavior management strategies, collaboration with families, and developing individualized
education plans (IEPs) to foster academic and social success.

3. Strategies for Educating Students with Specific Learning Disabilities

This comprehensive guide addresses the needs of students with Specific Learning Disabilities (SLD),
such as dyslexia and dyscalculia. It outlines assessment methods, instructional adaptations, and
assistive technologies that support reading, writing, and math skills. Educators will find tools to
enhance student engagement and achievement.

4. Supporting Students with Intellectual Disabilities: Best Practices

The book highlights effective teaching methods for students with Intellectual Disabilities (ID),
emphasizing functional academics, life skills, and social development. It discusses individualized
programming and collaborative team approaches to maximize student potential in inclusive or
specialized settings.

5. Educational Approaches for Students with Hearing Impairments

This resource focuses on strategies and accommodations for students who are deaf or hard of
hearing. Topics include communication methods such as sign language, use of hearing aids and
cochlear implants, and classroom modifications to ensure accessibility and participation.

6. Visual Impairments in the Classroom: Instruction and Accessibility

Designed for educators working with students who have visual impairments, this book covers
instructional adaptations, assistive technologies, and orientation and mobility training. It emphasizes
creating an inclusive environment that promotes independence and academic success.

7. Effective Instruction for Students with Orthopedic Impairments

This book explores the educational challenges faced by students with orthopedic impairments,
including mobility and physical limitations. It provides guidance on adaptive physical education,
assistive devices, and classroom modifications to support participation and learning.

8. Supporting Students with Speech or Language Impairments

Focusing on students with communication disorders, this text examines assessment and intervention
strategies that enhance speech and language development. It offers practical classroom techniques
and collaboration tips for speech-language pathologists and teachers.

9. Educating Students with Traumatic Brain Injury: Challenges and Strategies

This book addresses the unique cognitive, physical, and emotional needs of students who have
experienced traumatic brain injuries (TBI). It presents tailored instructional methods, rehabilitation
approaches, and support systems to facilitate academic and social reintegration.
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