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education and related services under IDEA are 
also eligible for accommodations under Section 
504; the converse, however, is not true.

As with IDEA, there is a mandate con-
tained within Section 504 to educate pupils 
with special needs with their typical peers to the 
maximum extent possible. In addition, schools 
are required to develop an accommodation 
plan (commonly called a “504 plan”) custom-
ized to meet the unique needs of the individual. 
This document should include a statement of 
the pupil’s strengths and needs, a list of nec-
essary accommodations, and the individual(s) 
responsible for ensuring implementation. The 
purpose of this plan is to enable the student 
to receive a free appropriate public education 
(Gargiulo & Metcalf, 2017).

Finally, unlike IDEA, which offers protec-
tions for students only between the ages of 3 

and 21, Section 504 covers the individual’s life span. See Table 2.4 for a comparison of 
some of the key provisions of IDEA and Section 504.

Public Law 101–336  
(Americans With Disabilities Act)
Probably the most significant civil rights legislation affecting individuals with disabili-
ties, the Americans with Disabilities Act (ADA) was signed into law on July 26, 1990, 
by President George H. W. Bush, who stated, “Today, America welcomes into the 
mainstream of life all people with disabilities. Let the shameful wall of exclusion finally 
come tumbling down.” This far-reaching enactment, which parallels Section 504 of PL 
93–112, forbids discrimination against persons with disabilities in both the public and 
private sectors. Its purpose, according to Turnbull (1993), is to “provide clear, strong, 
consistent, and enforceable standards prohibiting discrimination against individuals 
with disabilities without respect for their age, nature or extent of disability” (p. 23).

The ADA goes far beyond traditional thinking of who is disabled and embraces, for 
instance, people with AIDS, individuals who have successfully completed a substance 
abuse program, and persons with cosmetic disfigurements. In fact, any person with an 
impairment that substantially limits a major life activity is covered by this legislation. It 
extends protections and guarantees of civil rights in such diverse arenas as private sector 
employment, transportation, telecommunications, public and privately owned accom-
modations, and the services of local and state government.

Examples of the impact of this landmark legislation include the following:

•• Employers of fifteen or more workers must make “reasonable accommodations” 
so that an otherwise qualified individual with a disability is not discriminated 
against. Accommodations might include a Braille computer keyboard for a 
worker who is visually impaired or wider doorways to allow easy access for an 
employee who uses a wheelchair. Furthermore, hiring, termination, and promo-
tion practices may not discriminate against an applicant or employee who has 
a disability.

•• Mass transit systems, such as buses, trains, and subways, must be accessible to 
citizens with disabilities.

The Americans with Disabilities Act requires that mass transit systems be 
accessible to citizens with disabilities.
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