The Spectrum of Special Needs
by Dr. Karen L. Tichy, Ed.D.
 "Special needs" is a broader term than "disabilities"; "disabilities" is a subset of "special needs". The following list of special needs begins with the most prevalent and most addressable needs and moves to needs that are less frequent and less able to be addressed in the educational setting. It likewise begins with needs that are most directly related to learning and moves to needs that have a primary focus other than learning.

 (1)  Needs directly related to learning which respond to instructional strategies and interventions:

· academic and/or creative abilities requiring opportunities for challenge beyond grade level;

· learning differences arising from strengths in different areas than those typically emphasized by traditional instructional methods;

· diagnosed mild and moderate learning disabilities*;

· borderline and/or developmental learning difficulties which have been evaluated but which do not meet state special education diagnostic criteria;

· learning difficulties that have not yet been evaluated by a professional qualified to diagnose learning disabilities.

(2)   Needs directly related to learning which may require the instructional services of a specialist in 
        addition to the support provided at the school such as speech and language disabilities.

(3)   Needs arising from physical or sensory deficits which require accommodations in the school setting,
        but for which educators are not the primary providers of services such as visual, hearing, or
        mobility impairments and chronic, non-contagious diseases such as asthma, juvenile diabetes, 
        allergies, and HIV.

(4)   Needs which arise from neurological and/or other causes, which are often manifested in 
        inappropriate or non-productive behaviors and which therefore affect learning, which require
       consistent strategies at home as well as at school, and which may require medication as an    

       intervention:

         attention deficit disorder;

         attention deficit/hyperactivity disorder;

         behavioral disorders.

(5)  Needs from emotional causes which affect learning but which are not directly related to learning, 

       which require intervention at home, and which may require additional intervention outside the 

       school setting, including:

         depression;

         reaction to loss or change;

         poor self-esteem;

         troubled family dynamics, lack of parental involvement, and lack of structure;

         physical, emotional, and sexual abuse;

         eating disorders;

         substance use, abuse, or dependency;

         sexual involvement.

(6)   Needs which are multiple and/or which severely limit a person’s ability to learn or to function in a 
        regular educational setting such as severe developmental disabilities, mental retardation, Down 
        syndrome, and multiple handicapping conditions.
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