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Every Student Succeeds Act
One of the recent changes that will impact pub-
lic education over the coming years occurred 
on December 10, 2015, when President Barack 
Obama signed the Every Student Succeeds Act 
(ESSA) (PL 114–95) into law. This legislation 
is the seventh reauthorization of the historic 
Elementary and Secondary Education Act 
(PL 89–10) initially passed in 1965 and, until 
now, known as the No Child Left Behind Act  
(PL 107–110). The aim of the ESSA was to 
preserve the spirit and intent of No Child 
Left Behind while remediating some of the 
perceived flaws and deficiencies voiced by 
legislators, educators, policy makers, school 
administrators, and parents. Although this new 
legislation retains an emphasis on accountabil-
ity, high standards, and student achievement, 
the mechanisms for accomplishing these aims is substantially changed. Some of the 
provisions of this act include the following:

•• ESSA still requires the annual testing of students in third through eighth grade 
in math and reading and once in high school in addition to a science test across 
elementary, middle, and high school; however, the adequate yearly progress pro-
vision has been repealed and replaced by a statewide accountability system.

•• Allows states to adopt the Common Core State Standards but does not require 
their adoption.

•• Eliminates “highly qualified” teacher status.
•• Maintains the requirement that achievement data be disaggregated according 

to the student’s disability, socioeconomic status, race, ethnicity, and English 
language ability.

•• Identifies low-performing schools as those whose assessment scores are in the 
bottom 5 percent, schools that have a high school graduation rate of less than 67 
percent, or schools where subgroups of pupils consistently underperform. In these 
situations, state intervention is possible although specific remedies are not defined.

•• For individuals with disabilities, the legislation ensures access to the general educa-
tion curriculum, accommodations on assessments, and the use of universal design 
for learning principles, in addition to evidence-based interventions in schools where 
subgroups consistently underperform (Council for Exceptional Children, 2016).

The coming years will be ones of exciting opportunities and challenges as the entire 
educational community responds to the mandates of PL 108–446 and PL 114–95. 
These laws, like PL 94–142 more than forty years ago, will dramatically change the 
educational landscape for both general and special education.

Civil Rights Legislation
Section 504 of the Rehabilitation Act of 1973
The pieces of legislation that we just examined are representative special education 
laws (the exception being PL 107–110). PL 93–112, the Rehabilitation Act of 1973, 

The Every Student Succeeds Act maintains a focus on accountability, high 
standards, and student achievement.
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