What are low incidence disabilities?

IDEA recognizes disabilities in diagnostic categories.  Other definitions emphasize the degree of severity or the intensity of supports needed.  There are advantages and disadvantages to both approaches to definitions.  Low incidence disabilities include categories of blindness/low vision, deafness/hard-of-hearing, deaf-blindness, significant developmental delay, complex health issues, serious physical impairment, multiple disability, and autism.  (As compared to high incidence categories of communication disorders, specific learning disabilities, mild/moderate mental retardation, and emotional or behavioral disorders.)  Low incidence disabilities generally should not exceed 1% of the school-aged population at any given time.  Yet, when we consider the complexity of needs of a given student, the range of supports can go from minimal to very intense for any student in these disability categories. 

Let’s consider a student diagnosed with Asperger’s syndrome who participates fully in the regular education classroom with the support of picture schedules for organization and speech therapy focused on social skills.   Or a student who has a severe hearing loss, but maintains an A average in the classroom with the support of an interpreter and an FM system.  These are low incidence disabilities; however, with the necessary accommodations, this student will be able to take full advantage of the content learning in the classroom.

Students who require more intensive supports are those who have multiple categories of disabilities.  For example, a student who does not have functional use of his arms or legs due to cerebral palsy and must rely on an augmentative device to communicate.  This will generally require extensive modifications and accommodations to enable this student to take advantage of the general curriculum.

In many instances, students with multiple disabilities have a concomitant delay in cognitive abilities.  A student with a significant cognitive delay requires curriculum that is substantially modified from the scope of the general education curriculum.  This is the group of low incidence disabilities that will be addressed in this learning module.  

To read more about low incidence disabilities:  Curriculum Access for Students with Low-Incidence Disabilities:  the Promise of UDL. (2005) (PDF document) http://www.cast.org/publications/ncac/ncac_lowinc_intro.html 

