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Introduction

In the last 40 years no legislation has had a greater impact on the classroom than IDEA 2004. This legislation completely altered the landscape of the general education classroom by requiring students with disabilities to be integrated in to the general education classroom. Not since Brown vs. Board of Education had the make-up of the general education classroom been augmented. IDEA 2004, however, did not spark the same level of resistance as legislations during the civil rights movement. IDEA 2004 did present its own unique challenges, especially for general education teachers who were not accustomed to dealing with disabled students.

On November 29, 1975, Congress enacted the Education for All Handicapped Children Act.  This was done in an attempt to support both state and local departments of education in supporting and meeting the needs of all children with disabilities in local schools, thereby improving performance in the classroom and on standardized assessments (U.S. Department of Education, 2010).  This law (Public Law 94-142) has been revised frequently, usually every five years.  This allowed government officials to assess the effectiveness and/or efficiency of the legislation, along with allowing the opportunity to clarify any ambiguous language that may have been present in previous versions (WETA, 2010).
The Education for All Handicapped Children Act was renamed the Individuals with Disabilities Education Act in 1990 in an attempt to improve special education and promote inclusive education.  The law was officially presented to Congress for reauthorization during the second session on January 20, 2004 (Library of Congress of the United States of America, 2004).  The goal of this legislation was to change the way special education services are implemented in the classroom.  Idea 2004 outlines six very specific goals: to ensure that all children with disabilities receive a free and appropriate public education (FAPE), to ensure that the rights of children with disabilities and their parents are protected, to assist all agencies involved in providing for the education of children with disabilities, to assist States in implementing statewide early intervention services for toddlers and infants, to ensure that educators and parents have the necessary tools to improve educational results of children with disabilities, and to assess and ensure the effort to provide children with disabilities FAPE (WETA, 2010).
Reaction

In the case of any major legislation, IDEA 2004 introduced several new terms into the vocabulary of educators and administrators.  It is important that any individual reading this paper be informed of the operational definitions included in this document.  The following is a list of terms and definitions as they pertain to IDEA 2004 and the classroom:

FAPE – Free and appropriate public education. This means that children are entitled to an educational experience that is free of charge to parents/guardians, individualized to meet their specific needs and funded and directed by the public in elementary, middle, and high school  (National Dissemination Center for Children with Disabilities (NICHCY), 2009).
SLD – Specific Learning Disabilities. “The term "specific learning disability" means a disorder in one or more of the basic psychological processes involved in understanding or in using language, spoken or written, which disorder may manifest itself in the imperfect ability to listen, think, speak, read, write, spell, or do mathematical calculations.”  (WETA, 2010).  This includes brain injuries, minimal brain dysfunction, perceptual disabilities, dyslexia, and developmental aphasia. This term was created in an attempt to qualify students with these disabilities for special education services. 
Child with a disability – A child who has been evaluated fully and independently. Upon evaluation the child is found to have one or more disabilities. Qualifying disabilities include; intellectual disabilities, hearing impairment, visual impairment, linguistic impairment, emotional disturbance (ED), orthopedic impairment, autism, other health impairment (ADHD), SLD, deaf-blindness, developmental delays, or multiple handicaps. These students cannot be successful in the general education classroom without accommodations and/or modifications, therefore requiring special education services (National Dissemination Center for Children with Disabilities (NICHCY), 2009). 
Developmental Delays – A child must show developmental delays in physical development, cognitive development, communication development, social or emotional development, or adaptive development (National Dissemination Center for Children with Disabilities (NICHCY), 2009).
Special Education – Instruction that is specially designed, at no cost to parents, to address the unique needs of a child with disabilities and ensure access to the general education classroom and curriculum (National Dissemination Center for Children with Disabilities (NICHCY), 2009).
LRE – Least restrictive environment. Children who receive special education services must be in a classroom with non-disabled peers to the maximum extent appropriate (National Dissemination Center for Children with Disabilities (NICHCY), 2009).
Related Services – Services that a child with disabilities needs in order to benefit from special education. Examples include counseling, transporation, mobility, physical therapy, and psychological services (National Dissemination Center for Children with Disabilities (NICHCY), 2009).
 IEP – Indivdualized education plan. This is the document that provideds students with the necessary accommodations and modifications needed for a general education to be beneficial.


In 1975 the original IDEA (P.L. 94-142) finally mandated that children with disabilities be included in the classroom.  Before IDEA children with disabilities were often excluded from the pubic school system.   In the event of a child with disabilities attending school the child did not receive appropriate services needed to benefit from a general education  (National Dissemination Center for Children with Disabilities (NICHCY), 2009).  This ground breaking legislation changed the landscape of the general education classroom.  Children with disabilities were now a part of classrooms.  Buildings were also altered thanks to IDEA.  Ramps and elevators were added and schools were mandated to provide access for children with disabilities.  IDEA was not a perfect legislation.  Schools found ways around enrolling children with disabilities in general education classes.  Many students who required special education services were put to work in kitchens and as custodians.  Others were sent to vocational/trade schools.  Although this did allow these students to learn important skills that were useful to daily adult living, many graduated without being able to read or write.  

In 2004, IDEA was re-authorized by the 108th Congress.  The No Child Left Behind act (NCLB) required that many changes be made in the area of special education.  IDEA 2004 provided schools with the necessary funding for the implementation of special education services, required all students be educated in the LRE, and receive a FAPE  (Pacer Center, 2005). Signed into law by President Bush on December 3, 2003, IDEA 2004 provided many points of alignment with Bush’s NCLB. NCLB called for greater accountability for the academic performance of all students, regardless of ability. The points of alignment created by IDEA 2004 provided protection for educators from strict government sanctions in the form of re-vamped special education practices (Karger, 2005). 

Perhaps the greatest changes made by IDEA 2004 were in the IEP process. IDEA 2004 requires that all IEPs outline short-term objectives. These goals must be measurable and achieved within a calendar year. This allows for accurate progress reports to parents (Pacer Center, 2005).  Another important requirement is the previously mentioned progress report. This document is meant to inform parents of the progress of children with disabilities and the efforts made by schools to provide a FAPE to their child (Pacer Center, 2005).  IDEA 2004 also introduced the transition section of the IEP.  Transition goals and services are designed to transition the student to adulthood.  The sub-catagories for transition planning are postsecondary education and training, employment, and independent living.  An established transition plan allows for intervention specialists to address the deficiencies a student may have in the areas of employability and self efficacy (Pacer Center, 2005). The goal of the transition section of the IEP is to prepare students to lead productive independent lives. On July 1, 2002, the President’s Commission on Excellence in Special Education published A New Era: Revitalizing Special Education for Children and Their Families. The Commission presented discouraging findings on the post-secondary success of students with disabilities. Students with disabilities were under-employed. Adults living with disabilities were far more likely to be unemployed than their non-disabled peers, the unemployment rate for these individuals was nearly 70%. There were also vast differences in SES between the two populations. The Commission speculated that the lack of a general education diploma was a key factor in these findings  (The President's Commission on Excellence in Special Education, 2002).  Students and parents are requird by IDEA 2004 to attend and participate in the IEP process.  This ensures that parents and students are aware of the accommodations, modifications, and services they are entitled to per their IEP (Pacer Center, 2005).

IDEA 2004 also impacted discipline. The “stay put” right of children with disabilities is greatly changed in IDEA 2004. Previously children with disabilities were only able to “stay put” in their current educational placement during appeals of drug violations. Students are now able to “stay put” for any violation of school code duing the appeal of removal from school for longer than 10 days. The transition between general education and alternative placements can have a negative impact on students with disabilities. If a student is removed they are entitled to the services necessary for them to be successful while in the alternative educational setting.  This requires schools to provide tutors for students with IEPs during suspension or expulsion. Another important change is in the manifestation determination review.  Before IDEA 2004, schools were required to prove that the negative behavior was not a manifestion of the child’s disability. Thanks to IDEA 2004 this process is now in the hands of the parents or student advocates (Pacer Center, 2005).
Conclusion

The impact of IDEA 2004 on the general education classroom has been great.  Children with disabilities are now in the classroom with non-disabled peers. Many students with an IEP are in the general education classroom over 80% of the day.  This has put added stress on general education teachers and intervention specialists but has been incredibly beneficial to children with disabilities. Although planning and implementation of accommodations and modifications has now become the job of general education teachers, the social impact on children with disabilities has been beneficial.  Children with disabilites are now with non-disabled peers for a majority of the school day. This eliminates much of the negative social stigma of special education. Many students who require services participate in extra-curricular activities with non-disabled peers. The focus on transition planning and services provided by IDEA 2004 has increased students with disabilities abilities to live a successful and productive adult life. Many students with disabilites attend trade schools and some even attend institutions of higher education. Thanks to IDEA 2004, all universities must have an office of accessibility. These offices ensure that students receive the necessary accommodations and services required for success at the college level. This has allowed many students with disabilities to earn degrees and become gainfully employed. Another impact transition planning and services have had on students with disabilities is the ability to sustain an independent adult lifestyle. Many schools now offer life skills classes that are designed to provide students with skills needed to maintain personal care and finances.  

It should be noted that IDEA 2004 does not create the perfect special education system. Children with disabilites are being educated much of the day by professionals who are not trained in special education methods. This puts the responsibility of ensuring FAPE in the hands of intervention specialists and children with disabilities. As an intervention specialist, I make it a point to define all services to my students and encourage self efficacy. Due to the increase in qualifiers for special education services the number of students on an IEP has increased tremendously.  This, in turn, increases my case load and responsibilities. Currently my case load consists of 13 students, who are all on separate academic paths. IDEA 2004 allows children with disabilities to choose their own paths toward adulthood. IDEA 2004 has made many positive changes for children with disabilities but has increased the stress and responsibility on general education teachers. It must become a priority of school districts to provide teachers with effective professional development. This will allow teachers to provide students with meaningful instruction and allow them access to a FAPE. 
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