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Congress indicated its desire by September 1, 1980, to provide a free appropriate 
public education for all eligible children ages 3 through 21. The law, however, did not 
require services to preschool children with disabilities. Because many states were not 
providing preschool services to typical children, an education for young children with 
special needs, in most instances, was not mandated. Although this legislation failed to 
require an education for younger children, it clearly focused attention on the preschool 
population and recognized the value of early education.

PL 94–142 did contain some benefits for children under school age. It offered 
small financial grants (Preschool Incentive Grants) to the individual states as an 
incentive to serve young children with disabilities. It also carried a mandate for 
schools to identify and evaluate children from birth through age 21 suspected of evi-
dencing a disability. Finally, PL 94–142 moved from a census count to a child count 
of the actual number of individuals with disabilities being served. The intent was to 
encourage the states to locate and serve children with disabilities.

In the 1980s and 1990s, Congress reauthorized the Individuals with Disabilities 
Education Act. As a result of this legislative activity, services for individuals with 
disabilities have been expanded, student and parental rights clarified, and disci-
pline procedures articulated along with several other key provisions. Table 2.2 

  TABLE 2.2  Highlights of IDEA Reauthorizations: 1986–1997

Year Public Law Key Components

1986 PL 99–457 •	 Legislation viewed as a downward extension of PL 94–142

•	 Mandated services for preschoolers with disabilities, ages 3–5

•	 Permitted early intervention services for infants and toddlers, from birth through age 2, with 
developmental delays or disabilities

•	 Individualized family service plan (IFSP) established for infants and toddlers

•	 “Developmentally delayed” label created

1990 PL 101–476 •	 Name of legislation changed to Individuals with Disabilities Education Act (IDEA)

•	 Autism and traumatic brain injury identified as discrete disability categories

•	 Rehabilitation counseling and social work considered related services

•	 Established the requirement of an individualized transition plan (ITP) by age 16

•	 States’ immunity from lawsuits for violating IDEA repealed

1997 PL 105–17 •	 Students with disabilities required to participate in state- and districtwide assessments

•	 Transition planning commences at age 14

•	 Orientation and mobility included as a related service

•	 Discretionary use of “developmentally delayed” label for pupils ages 3–9

•	 General educators required to participate on IEP team

•	 Students with disabilities are to be involved in and have access to general education curriculum

•	 Mediation offered as a means of resolving disputes

•	 Benchmarks and measurable annual goals emphasized

•	 Pupils who violate student code of conduct may be removed from their current educational 
placement only after a due process hearing

•	 Assistive technology needs of each learner must be assessed

•	 Students expelled or suspended from school are still entitled to receive services in accordance with 
their IEP

•	 Greater variety of assessment tools and strategies are permissible for initial evaluations and reevaluations

SOURCE: U.S. Department of Education.
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