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Individuals With Disabilities  
Education Improvement Act of 2004
On November 19, 2004, Congress passed legislation reauthorizing the Individuals 
with Disabilities Education Act. The new version of this law is called the Individuals 
with Disabilities Education Improvement Act of 2004, commonly referred to as 
IDEA 2004. President George W. Bush signed this bill (PL 108–446) into law on 
December 3, 2004. Many of the provisions of this legislation became effective on 
July 1, 2005; some elements of the law became effective, however, on the date the 
president signed the bill. It is safe to say that IDEA 2004 will significantly affect the 
professional lives of both general education teachers and special educators. Parents 
of children with disabilities will also encounter new roles and responsibilities as a 
result of this law.

The Individuals with Disabilities Education Improvement Act of 2004 (IDEA) 
[has] increased the focus of special education from simply ensuring access to 
education to improving the educational performance of students with dis-
abilities and aligning special education services with the larger national school 
improvement efforts that include standards, assessments, and accountability  
[i.e., greater conformity with the No Child Left Behind Act]. (Nolet & 
McLaughlin, 2005, pp. 2–3)

Some of the significant issues addressed in this historic document are portrayed in 
Table 2.3.

  TABLE 2.3  A Snapshot of IDEA 2004 Highlights

•	 Modified criteria for identifying students with specific learning disabilities. Schools can now elect to use a process that determines 
whether the pupil responds to empirically validated, scientifically based interventions—commonly called response to intervention (RTI)

•	 Eliminates use of short-term objectives in IEPs except for students evaluated via alternate assessments that are aligned with 
alternate achievement standards 

•	 IEPs must include a statement of the student’s present level of academic achievement and functional performance; annual goals 
must be written in measurable terms

•	 Relaxes requirements for participation in IEP meetings

•	 Multiyear IEPs are permissible

•	 IEPs to incorporate research-based interventions

•	 Transition planning to begin with first IEP in effect once student reaches age 16

•	 Students with disabilities may be removed to an interim alternative educational setting for up to 45 school days for offenses 
involving weapons, drugs, or inflicting serious bodily injury

•	 All pupils are required to participate in all state- and districtwide assessments with accommodations or alternate assessments as 
stipulated in their IEP

•	 Special educators must be “highly qualified” according to individual state standards

•	 Resolution session required prior to a due process hearing

•	 Statute of limitations imposed on parents for filing due process complaints

•	 Modifies provision of student’s native language and preferred mode of communication

SOURCE: U.S. Department of Education.


