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	Activity


Disability Awareness:
Students Served under IDEA across Time
Est. Time: 45–60 minutes
Objective
Explore the changes in prevalence rates of students in the various disability categories across time and identify factors that influence these changes.
Overview
As the overall number of students in America has increased, so too has the number of students with disabilities. During the 2022–2023 school year, approximately 15% of public school students received special education services. The Individuals with Disabilities Education Act (IDEA)—the federal law that guarantees students with disabilities the right to a free appropriate public education in the least restrictive environment—recognizes 13 special education categories for which individualized services and supports can be provided.
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
Visual impairment
Additionally, IDEA allows states to serve students who are not meeting age-appropriate developmental milestones under the category of developmental delay.
Although all disability categories are represented in this 15%, the rates of identification within these categories vary greatly. Interestingly, participation rates in these individual categories have not remained stable. Some categories have shown decreases in the number of students served, while others have shown increases. These changes can often be explained by policy shifts, changes in legislation, or updates to the Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders (DSM). The DSM is a guide used by healthcare professionals to define and classify mental disorders. Published in 2013, the DSM-5 (fifth edition) features the most current information, although slight updates are available in the DSM-5-TR (text revision).
Activity
Individually, in pairs, or in small groups, have students complete the following.
Research the following legislation and identify the key changes in each reauthorization.
Public Law (PL) 101-476 (IDEA, 1990)
PL 105-17 (IDEA 1997), reauthorized
PL 108-446 (IDEA 2004), reauthorized
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Review the DSM-5 Fact Sheets (American Psychiatric Association) that highlight changes from the DSM-IV for the following disabilities.
Attention-deficit/hyperactivity disorder (ADHD)
Autism spectrum disorder
Intellectual disability
Specific learning disorder
Option: If time is of concern, instructors can assign each person/pair/team a key piece of legislation or fact sheet and allow students to share their answers with the rest of the class.
Calculate the changes in students with disabilities served for the following spans of time and record on the attached worksheet.
The 10-year span between the 1995–1996 (Column A) and the 2005–2006 (Column B) school years. The calculation formula is (B − A)  A × 100. Enter the percentage in Column C.
The 10-year span between the 2005–2006 (Column B) and the 2015–2016 (Column D) school years. The calculation formula is (D − B)  B × 100. Enter the percentage in Column E.
The seven-year span between the 2015–2016 (Column D) and the 2022–2023 (Column F) school years. The calculation formula is (F − D)  D × 100. Enter the percentage in Column G.
Option: If time is of concern, instructors can assign a few disability categories to each person/pair/team, then students can share their answers with the rest of the class.
Questions/Discussion Topics
1. Compare the total number of enrolled students and students with disabilities across time: 1995 to 2005, 2005 to 2015, and 2015 to 2022.
How has the total number of students in public schools changed?
How has the total number of students with disabilities changed?
Why might these changes have occurred?
Compare the percentage changes in each disability category during the 10-year span from 1995 to 2005.
1. Which disability categories had the largest increases?
Which disability category had a notable decrease?
Why do you think these categories experienced such large changes?
Compare the percentage changes in each disability category during the 10-year span from 2005 to 2015.
1. Which disability categories had the largest increases?
Which disability categories had the largest decreases?
Why do you think these categories experienced such large changes?
Compare the percentage changes in each disability category from 2015 to 2022.
1. Which of these categories continued to show large increases?
1. Which categories continued to show large decreases?
Which categories experienced a shift from previously decreasing between 2005 and 2016 to increasing between 2015 and 2022?
Why might these changes have occurred?

Number of Students Ages 6—21 Served under IDEA across Time
	Column
	A
	B
	C
	D
	E
	F
	G

	Students
	1995–1996
	2005–2006
	% change 1995–1996 to
2005–2006
	2015–2016
	% change 2005–2006 to
2015–2016
	2022–2023
	% change 2015–2016 to
2022–2023

	Total number of students enrolled in U.S. public schools
	44,840,000
	49,113,000
	
	50,438,043
	
	49,618,464
	

	Total number of students with disabilities
	5,070,658
	6,021,462
	
	6,050,725
	
	6,809,208
	

	Disability category
	1995–1996
	2005–2006
	% change 1995-1996 to
2005–2006
	2015–2016
	% change 2005–2006 to
2015–2016
	2022–2023
	% change 2015–2016 to
2022–2023

	Specific learning disabilities
	2,597,231
	2,727,802
	
	2,348,891
	
	2,404,011
	

	Speech or language
impairments
	1,025,941
	1,143,195
	
	1,044,286
	
	1,133,133
	

	Intellectual disabilities
	585,308
	533,426
	
	418,540
	
	415,764
	

	Emotional disturbance
	438,217
	471,306
	
	346,488
	
	319,659
	

	Multiple disabilities
	94,156
	132,595
	
	125,232
	
	120,263
	

	Hearing impairments*
	68,070
	71,484
	
	67,426
	
	62,149
	

	Orthopedic impairments
	63,200
	62,618
	
	41,232
	
	27,336
	

	Other health impairments
	133,419
	557,121
	
	907,207
	
	1,148,444
	

	Visual impairments
	25,484
	25,369
	
	24,944
	
	23,007
	

	Autism
	28,827
	192,643
	
	550,405
	
	856,093
	

	Traumatic brain injury
	9,443
	23,449
	
	25,488
	
	23,541
	

	Deaf-blindness
	1,362
	1,539
	
	1,280
	
	1,673
	

	Developmental delay
	----
	78,915
	Not available
	149,306
	
	209,972
	


*Although deafness is a disability category, data for this disability are reported under hearing impairments.
Source: U.S. Department of Education, Office of Special Education Programs.
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