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presents a brief overview of some of these 
revisions to IDEA.

Educational Reform:  
Standards-Based 
Education
Over the past two decades, there has been a 
growing movement toward greater educa-
tional accountability, with accompanying calls 
for educational reform or restructuring result-
ing in enhanced academic excellence. (See, for 
example, President Bill Clinton’s Goals 2000: 
Educate America Act of 1994 [PL 103–227].) 
As a result of this trend, many states initiated 
challenging academic standards and more 
stringent graduation requirements for their stu-
dents, while several professional organizations 

published performance indicators in various content areas, such as mathematics, 
language arts, and science. Likewise, many state departments of education are moving 
toward performance-based standards when establishing teacher licensure/certification  
requirements, thus linking student success with teacher qualifications. The overall 
focus of this movement, fueled by various political, social, and economic forces, was 
a concern over the learning outcomes of our students. It is equally concerned with 
establishing educational equity among all learners.

Educational standards, which are “general statements of what students should know 
or be able to do as a result of their public school education” (Nolet & McLaughlin, 
2005, p. 5), are important for a couple of reasons. First, “they are intended,” according 
to Nolet and McLaughlin (2005), “to create equity across schools and classrooms in 
that they define what all teachers should teach and . . . [they] also define the content 
that will be assessed and for which schools will be held accountable” (p. 5). Recent fed-
eral legislation embraces this thinking. The importance attached to standards-driven 
reform is clearly evident in the No Child Left Behind Act of 2001.

No Child Left Behind Act of 2001
In 2001, Congress reauthorized the Elementary and Secondary Education Act, 
popularly known as No Child Left Behind (PL 107–110). This legislation reflects 
President George W. Bush’s commitment to educational reform and accountability. 
A brief synopsis of this ambitious law reveals that eventually all pupils, including 
those in special education, are expected to demonstrate proficiency in mathematics, 
reading, and science. Annual testing of children in Grades 3 through 8 is required, 
with students in Grades 10 through 12 assessed at least once. Schools were expected 
to show adequate yearly progress toward the goal of 100 percent proficiency by 2014.  
(A small percentage of students may be excused from participating in state- and 
districtwide achievement tests if their IEP provides for their exemption.) Because 
this law is concerned with the achievement of all students, test scores must be disag-
gregated according to the pupil’s disability, socioeconomic status, race, ethnicity, and 
English language ability. The anticipated benefit of this requirement is that assess-
ment results will directly translate into instructional accommodations, further aligning 

Many young children with developmental delays or disabilities have benefited 
from early intervention
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