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NICHY Resources on Child Disability 

 

 

HOW MANY OF OUR CHILDREN ARE AFFECTED? 

As many as 5 out of every 100 children in school may have Attention-Deficit/Hyperactivity Disorder 

(AD/HD). Boys are three times more likely than girls to have AD/HD.  

Information from the National Institute of Mental Health and the Center for Disease Control and 

Prevention (CDC) indicates that between 2 to 6 per 1,000 children (from 1 in 500 to 1 in 150) have some 

form of Autism/Pervasive Developmental Disorder (PDD). These disorders are four times more common 

in boys than in girls, although Rett’s Disorder has only been reported and diagnosed in girls.  

The rate at which visual impairments occur in individuals under the age of 18 is 12.2 per 1,000. Severe 

visual impairments (legally or totally blind) occur at a rate of .06 per 1,000.  

About 500,000 people in America have some form of Cerebral Palsy. Each year 8,000 infants and nearly 

1,500 preschool-age children are diagnosed with Cerebral Palsy.  

Hearing loss and deafness affect individuals of all ages and may occur at any time from infancy through 

old age. The U.S. Department of Education (2002) reports that, during the 2000-2001 school year, 

70,767 students aged 6 to 21 (or 1.3% of all students with disabilities) received special education 

services under the category of “hearing impairment.”  

Approximately 4,000 children with Down syndrome are born in the U.S. each year, or about 1 in every 

800 to 1,000 live births.  

In the 2000-2001 school year, 473,663 children and youth with an emotional disturbance were provided 

special education and related services in the public schools (Twenty-fourth Annual Report to Congress, 

U.S. Department of Education, 2002).   

About two million Americans have epilepsy; of the 125,000 new cases that develop each year, up to 50% 

are in children and adolescents.  

As many as 3 out of every 100 people in the country have an intellectual disability (The Arc, 2001). 

Nearly 614,000 children ages 3 to 21 have some level of intellectual disability and need special 

education in school (Twenty-sixth Annual Report to Congress, U.S. Department of Education, 2006). In 

fact, 1 out of every 10 children who needs special education has some form of intellectual disability.  

As many as 1 out of every 5 people in the United States has a learning disability. Almost 3 million 

children (ages 3 through 21) have some form of a learning disability and receive special education in 

school. In fact, over half of all children who receive special education have a learning disability. (Twenty-

sixth Annual Report to Congress, U.S. Department of Education, 2006).  



 

Interfaith Children’s Movement                                                       www.interfaithchildrensmovement.org 
 
 

In the 2002-2003 school year, the states reported to the U.S. Department of Education that they were 

providing services to 140,209 students with multiple disabilities (Twenty-sixth Annual Report to 

Congress, U.S. Department of Education, 2006).   

More than 1.4 million students served in the public schools’ special education programs in the 2002-

2003 school year were categorized as having a speech or language impairment. (Twenty-sixth Annual 

Report to Congress, U.S. Department of Education, 2006).  

Approximately 40% of all Americans may have spina bifida occulta, but because they experience little or 

no symptoms, very few of them ever know that they have it. The other two types of spina bifida, 

meningocele and myelomeningocele, are known collectively as "spina bifida manifesta," and occur in 

approximately one out of every thousand births. Of these infants born with "spina bifida manifesta," 

about 4% have the meningocele form, while about 96% have myelomeningocele form.  

More than 1 million children receive brain injuries each year. More than 30,000 of these children have 

lifelong disabilities as a result of the brain injury.  

Source: National Dissemination Center for Children with Disabilities 

http://www.nichcy.org/Disabilities/Specific/Pages/Default.aspx 

                                                                                                                                                                   

TYPES OF DISABILITIES AFFECTING CHILDREN AND ADOLESCENTS 

Attention-Deficit/Hyperactivity Disorder (AD/HD): Attention-Deficit/Hyperactivity Disorder (AD/HD) is a 

condition that can make it hard for a person to sit still, control behavior, and pay attention. 

Autism/ Pervasive Developmental Disorder (PDD): Autism/PDD is a neurological disorder that affects a 

child’s ability to communicate, understand language, play, and relate to others. PDD represents a 

distinct category of developmental disabilities that share many of the same characteristics. 

Blindness/ Visual Impairment: The terms partially sighted, low vision, legally blind, and totally blind are 

used in the educational context to describe students with visual impairments.  

Cerebral Palsy: Cerebral Palsy is a condition caused by injury to the parts of the brain that control our 

ability to use our muscles and bodies.  

Deaf-Blindness: It may seem that deaf-blindness refers to a total inability to see or hear. However, in 

reality deaf-blindness is a condition in which the combination of hearing and visual losses in children 

cause "such severe communication and other developmental and educational needs that they cannot be 

accommodated in special education programs solely for children with deafness or children with 

blindness" (34 CFR 300.7(c)(2),1999) or multiple disabilities.  

Deafness and Hearing Loss: Hearing impairment is defined by the Individuals with Disabilities Education 

Act (IDEA) as "an impairment in hearing, whether permanent or fluctuating, that adversely affects a 

child's educational performance." Deafness is defined as "a hearing impairment that is so severe that 

the child is impaired in processing linguistic information through hearing, with or without amplification." 

Thus, deafness may be viewed as a condition that prevents an individual from receiving sound in all or 

http://www.nichcy.org/Disabilities/Specific/Pages/Default.aspx
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most of its forms. In contrast, a child with a hearing loss can generally respond to auditory stimuli, 

including speech.  

Developmental Delay (DD): Developmental Delay is when your child does not reach their developmental 

milestones at the expected times. It is an ongoing, major delay in the process of development. Delay can 

occur in one or many areas—for example, motor, language, social, or thinking skills.  

Down Syndrome: Down syndrome is the most common and readily identifiable chromosomal condition 

associated with intellectual disability. It is caused by a chromosomal abnormality: for some unexplained 

reason, an accident in cell development results in 47 instead of the usual 46 chromosomes. This extra 

chromosome changes the orderly development of the body and brain. In most cases, the diagnosis of 

Down syndrome is made according to results from a chromosome test administered shortly after birth. 

Emotional Disturbance: Emotional Disturbance is a condition exhibiting one or more of the following 

characteristics over a long period of time and to a marked degree that adversely affects a child's 

educational performance (A) An inability to learn that cannot be explained by intellectual, sensory, or 

health factors. (B) An inability to build or maintain satisfactory interpersonal relationships with peers 

and teachers. (C) Inappropriate types of behavior or feelings under normal circumstances. (D) A general 

pervasive mood of unhappiness or depression. (E) A tendency to develop physical symptoms or fears 

associated with personal or school problems." [Code of Federal Regulations, Title 34, Section 

300.7(c)(4)(i)]  

Epilepsy: Epilepsy is a physical condition that occurs when there is a sudden, brief change in how the 

brain works. When brain cells are not working properly, a person's consciousness, movement, or actions 

may be altered for a short time. These physical changes are called epileptic seizures. Epilepsy is 

therefore sometimes called a seizure disorder. Epilepsy affects people in all nations and of all races.  

Intellectual Disability (formerly Mental Retardation): Intellectual Disability is a term used when a person 

has certain limitations in mental functioning and in skills such as communicating, taking care of him or 

herself, and social skills. These limitations will cause a child to learn and develop more slowly than a 

typical child. 

Learning Disabilities (LD): Learning Disability is a general term that describes specific kinds of learning 

problems. A learning disability can cause a person to have trouble learning and using certain skills. The 

skills most often affected are: reading, writing, listening, speaking, reasoning, and doing math.  

Severe and/or Multiple Disabilities: People with severe disabilities are those who traditionally have been 

labeled as having severe to profound cognitive impairments or mental retardation. 

Speech and Language Impairments: Speech and language disorders refer to problems in communication 

and related areas such as oral-motor function - sucking, swallowing, drinking, eating. 

Spina Bifida: Spina Bifida means cleft spine, which is an incomplete closure in the spinal column. In 

general, the three types of spina bifida (from mild to severe) are: Spina Bifida Occulta, Meningocele 

and Myelomeningocele. Generally, people use the terms "spina bifida" and "myelomeningocele" 

interchangeably.  
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Traumatic Brain Injury: A traumatic brain injury (TBI) is an injury to the brain caused by the head being 

hit by something or shaken violently. (The exact definition of TBI, according to special education law, is 

given below.) This injury can change how the person acts, moves, and thinks. A traumatic brain injury 

can also change how a student learns and acts in school. The term TBI is used for head injuries that can 

cause changes in one or more areas, such as: thinking and reasoning, understanding words, 

remembering things, paying attention, solving problems, thinking abstractly, talking, behaving, walking 

and other physical activities, seeing and/or hearing, and learning.  

Source: National Dissemination Center for Children with Disabilities 

http://www.nichcy.org/Disabilities/Specific/Pages/Default.aspx 

 

CAUSES, INTERVENTION AND PREVENTION 

Cerebral Palsy: Some causes of cerebral palsy can be prevented. For example, bike helmets and car seats 

can prevent head injuries that might result in cerebral palsy. Another cause that can be prevented is 

kernicterus, a kind of brain damage that happens when a newborn baby has too much jaundice. If not 

treated, these high levels of bilirubin can damage a baby's brain. Kernicterus most often causes cerebral 

palsy and hearing loss, but in some children it can also cause mental retardation. Kernicterus can be 

prevented by using special lights (phototherapy) or other therapies to treat babies.  

Developmental Delay: There isn’t one “right way” to prevent developmental delay. Consult a 

pediatrician for specific activities for your child. Some activities such as singing and reading to your child 

help to stimulate cognition and recognition of a mother’s voice by her child.  

Hearing Loss: About half of all cases of hearing loss among children are thought to result from genetic 

factors. Hearing loss can also occur later in a child’s or adult’s life. Causes during this time include 

infection (such as meningitis, chronic middle ear infections, or measles), injuries (such as head injury), or 

certain drugs (such as the antibiotic gentamicin). High noise levels (such as from firecrackers or loud rock 

concerts) can also damage a person’s hearing. About 30 million workers are exposed to dangerous noise 

levels on their jobs. Another nine million are at risk of hearing loss as a result of working with certain 

metals or solvents.  

Intellectual Disability: Right now, we do not know how to prevent most conditions that cause 

intellectual disability. However, there are some causes that can be prevented. Fetal alcohol syndrome 

(FAS) is one such cause. A woman can prevent FAS by not drinking when she is pregnant.  

Traumatic Brain Injury (TBI): 

Buckling your child in the car using a child safety seat, booster seat, or seat belt (according to the child's 

height, weight, and age). Children should start using a booster seat when they outgrow their child safety 

seats (usually when they weigh about 40 pounds). They should continue to ride in a booster seat until 

the lap/shoulder belts in the car fit properly, typically when they are 4’9” tall.  

Wearing a helmet and making sure your children wear helmets when:  

Riding a bike, motorcycle, snowmobile, scooter, or all-terrain vehicle;  

http://www.nichcy.org/Disabilities/Specific/Pages/Default.aspx
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Playing a contact sport, such as football, ice hockey, or boxing;  

Using in-line skates or riding a skateboard;  

Batting and running bases in baseball or softball;  

Riding a horse; or  

Skiing or snowboarding.  

 

WHAT CAN YOUR FAITH COMMUNITY DO? 

Take steps to ensure that buildings are accessible to children with disabilities. This includes but is not 

limited to “Installing offset hinges to widen a door opening, installing grab bars in toilet stalls, or 

rearranging tables, chairs, and other furniture are all examples of barrier removal that might be 

undertaken to allow a child in a wheelchair to participate in a child care program.” 

Find creative ways to make your faith community inviting to children with disabilities and their families. 

Implement a religious education curriculum for children with disabilities. Contact your religious 

denomination or research online in order to obtain information on religious education curriculum for 

disabled children. (see “Resources” section) 

Provide support groups for children with disabilities and their families. 

Plan activities that are inclusive of all children.  

Educate members of your faith communities on child disability, and find creative ways to make your 

community inviting to children with disabilities and their families. 

Make your worship service welcoming to persons with disabilities. 

Source: Interfaith Disability Connection: 

http://www.interfaithdisability.org/congregational_make_your_service_welcoming.php 

Other products and services available to faith communities: 

Alternative Format Worship Resources 

Assistive Listening Devices 

Books in Alternative Formats 

Interpreters 

Elevators/Wheelchair Lifts 

Religious Education Resources 

Source: Interfaith Disability Connection: 

http://www.interfaithdisability.org/vendor_products_and_services.php 

http://www.interfaithdisability.org/congregational_make_your_service_welcoming.php
http://www.interfaithdisability.org/vendor_products_and_services.php
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