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The question of Special Education has been a major social issue in the United States since the 1970s.  This is due to the intense calls for civil rights.  Due to the endeavors of the African-Americans, the movement for those with disablements acquired confidence and a strong voice.  First having a goal to add awareness to the public, the movement became a powerful issue that schools wrangle with everyday.  Three issues plague special education’s potential to serve students properly:  inadequate reporting on Individualized Education Programs (IEP), limiting benefits for students to age 21, limited funding, and discrepancies in the definitions of special education between the states and federal governments.


An IEP is a binding document in which there is an agreement between the parents and school of a student on how he/she is to be taught.  Currently, this document encompasses many issues such as visions for the future, changes to the curriculum, goals for the student, and assessment from past filed IEPs.  This may be adequate to help teachers adjust their teaching style, but not affectively teach a student towards their passions or around their medications.  According to Anne Wescott Dodd in “Engaging Students:  What I Learned Along the Way,” ‘hold the principle that teachers must fundamentally engage his or her student’s own learning’ (Dodd 220).  In which asks the teacher to appeal to their student’s emotions to incite a passion to learn.  Currently, the IEP lists outs a student’s strengths and weaknesses that help the classroom teacher curb their methodology toward a student’s strengths, but does not list medications that may change a student’s emotions.  Without knowing the medication, a teacher will not be able to know when a side affect of the medicine is adversely affecting the student’s performance.  In addition, the IEP currently stipulates desired outcomes of adult living, post-secondary, and working environments, but one must change this to have a student have compulsory graduation.  With a high school education, a special education student would be better equipped to be integrated into the community.

Limiting special education benefits to age 21 is not appropriate age at which benefits should be cut off.  Special education benefits should end when a student achieves a high school diploma.  At least by that time, the student would have a large enough understanding that would help them become integrated into the community as an every day citizen.  By looking at the DSM-IV-TR, “The onset [of Mental Retardation] must occur before age 18 years….It is not necessarily a lifelong disorder” (APA 47).  Mental retardation, a major problem when it comes to age, may not be diagnosed until the age of 18.  Even at age 18 and beyond, the student can be taught to overcome their retardation and become a full functioning citizen.  Therefore, by allowing a person of any age be taught as long as they have not received a secondary education degree should be permissible under the law.  This would in turn ‘normalize’ these people into a community.

Limited funding can be problem for several districts.  For some school districts, it become a hard decision to cut other enrichment programs such as the fine arts and athletics to fund mandated services such as special education.  Special education takes a large chunk of money from a school’s budget because not only does it involve the proper teachers, but proper facilities and transportation to accommodate those student’s needs.  An article in the Washington Post titled, “Those Unfunded Mandates,” points out reports from the General Accounting Office of the problems of the federal government allocating enough funds to sustain the legislation under special education.  In support, Niles Township High Schools District 219 of Skokie, Illinois sends a report to residents outlining the sources of funds that currently show the federal government lagging far behind.  Currently, the federal government contributes $925,601 (1%); the state government contributes $8,209,659 (9%); and the local taxes contribute $80,588,251 (90%).  This puts a burden created by the government for the good of the people be a financial burden for the local communities.  Therefore, making the residents make the tough choices they have to make to stretch beyond their means.
There are choice discrepancies exist between our federal and state governments in educational classification for special education.  This is evident clearly within the language of the guidelines.  The United States Department of Education (US DOE) calls one category “traumatic brain injury”, but the Massachusetts Department of Education (MA DOE) acknowledges this in their “neurological impairment” section.  Between the two documents, the federal guidelines have one extra clause: “The term [traumatic brain injury] does not apply to brain injuries that are congenital or degenerative, or to brain injuries induced by birth trauma” (US DOE 3).  Even though discrepancies exist, both the federal and state governments come to the same conclusion of helping their students.  That is the common goal of this legislation.  For example, the definition for autism is identical on both documents.  The MA DOE clearly documents, “The term [autism] shall have the meaning given it [autism] in federal law at 34 CFR 300.7” (MA DOE 1).  This unified definition allows for a clear understanding of all parties reading both documents.  Parents, for example, would be able to understand that, “Autism means a developmental disability significantly affecting verbal and nonverbal communication and social interaction, generally evident before age 3 that adversely affects a child’s educational performance…” (US DOE 1), is clearly, what autism signifies.  Therefore by easing the discrepancies that parents see between these two documents, it would help them understand what the respective governments says what the disability is and prevent problems from arising. In addition, it would prevent school districts from being confused because they have to follow both the federal and state guidelines.  As a result, an amalgamation of the two documents into one would ease the pains of the children who really need help through special education.
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