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however, is a civil rights law. Section 504 of this enactment was the first public law 
specifically aimed at protecting children and adults against discrimination due to a 
disability. It said that no individual can be excluded, solely because of his or her disabil-
ity, from participating in or benefiting from any program or activity receiving federal 
financial assistance, which includes schools (Council for Exceptional Children, 1997).

Unlike IDEA, this act employs a functional rather than categorical model for deter-
mining a disability. According to this law, individuals are eligible for services if they

1.	 have a physical or mental impairment that substantially limits one or more 
major life activities;

2.	 have a record of such an impairment; or

3.	 are regarded as having such an impairment by others.

“Major life activities” are broadly defined and include, for example, walking, seeing, 
hearing, working, and learning.

To fulfill the requirements of Section 504, schools must make “reasonable accom-
modations” for pupils with disabilities so that they can participate in educational 
programs provided to other students. Reasonable accommodations might include 
modifications of the general education program, the assignment of an aide, a behav-
ior management plan, or the provision of special study areas (Smith, 2002; Smith & 
Patton, 2007). Students may also receive related services such as occupational or physi-
cal therapy even if they are not receiving a special education through IDEA.

  TABLE 2.4  A Comparison of Key Features of IDEA and Section 504

Provision IDEA Section 504

Purpose Provides a free appropriate public 
education to children and youth with 
specific disabilities.

Prohibits discrimination on the basis of a person’s disability in all 
programs receiving federal funds.

Ages Covered Individuals 3–21 years old. No age restriction.

Definition of Disability Twelve disabilities defined according 
to federal regulations plus state/local 
definition of developmentally delayed.

Broader interpretation of a disability than found in IDEA—a 
person with a physical or mental impairment that substantially 
limits a major life activity, who has a record of such impairment, 
or who is regarded as having such impairment.

Funding States receive some federal dollars 
for excess cost of educating students 
with disabilities.

Because this is a civil rights law, no additional funding is 
provided.

Planning Documents Individualized education program (IEP). Accommodation plan (commonly referred to as a “504 plan”).

Assessment Provisions A comprehensive, nondiscriminatory 
eligibility evaluation in all areas of 
suspected disability conducted by a 
multidisciplinary team; reevaluations 
every three years unless waived.

Eligibility determination requires nondiscriminatory assessment 
procedures; requires reevaluation prior to a “significant change” 
in placement.

Due Process Extensive rights and protections 
afforded to student and parents.

Affords parents impartial hearing, right to inspect records, and 
representation by counsel. Additional protections at discretion of 
local school district.

Coordination No provision. School district required to identify a 504 coordinator.

Enforcement U.S. Department of Education, Office 
of Special Education Programs.

Office for Civil Rights, U.S. Department of Education.


