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Abstract

Although more than [.38 million students receive accommodations and supports accorded by Section 504 of the
Rehabilitation Act of 1973, many teachers report not knowing about their responsibilities under Section 504. The purpose
of this article is to educate teachers about Section 504. Specifically, teachers will learn about ways to evaluate and support
students with disabilities under the auspice of Section 504. Based on data collected from more than 100 students with
disabilities and their families, this article is framed around frequently asked questions and answers in relation to Section
504 plans. Resources are provided to help teachers support students who are protected by Section 504.
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Over 1.38 million students are served under Section 504 of
the Rehabilitation Act of 1973 (hereafter, referred to as
“Section 504,” Congressional Research Service, 2024).
Section 504 is a civil rights law that protects students with
disabilities in school settings. While Section 504 is broad,
many students served by Section 504 have learning dis-
abilities, emotional and behavioral disorders, other health
impairments (e.g., attention-deficit hyperactivity disorder
[ADHD], anxiety), and/or autism (Zirkel, 2009). Section
504 requires that students with disabilities receive a free
and appropriate public education from public schools. To
this end, Section 504 entitles students with disabilities to
aids and services to meet their needs—this includes sup-
port provided during the school day during academic and
non-academic time (Charmatz, 2018) and extracurricular
activities (Yell et al., 2014). To qualify for Section 504, a
student must have a physical or mental impairment that
substantially limits one or more major life activities.
Although they can be verbal plans (Zirkel, 2011), Section
504 plans constitute best practice when they are written
(deBettencourt, 2002).

Unfortunately, students with disabilities, family caregiv-
ers, and teachers alike report non-compliance with and little
knowledge of Section 504. For example, Zirkel and Gullo

(2024) found that 8,492 public schools do not have a single
student with a Section 504 plan—that is approximately 1
out of 8 schools and school districts in the United States.
Thus, it is likely that many students with disabilities are not
receiving needed access to Section 504. Non-compliance
with Section 504 may, in part, stem from a lack of knowl-
edge, empowerment, and advocacy about the provisions of
Section 504 (Goodman-Scott & Boulden, 2020; Horner
et al., 2020; O’Connor et al., 2016; Rodriguez et al., 2021).
In a study of knowledge about Section 504 among school
personnel, 59% of teachers reported “never” or only “some-
times” having received information about Section 504 poli-
cies or procedures (Madaus & Shaw, 2008).

To help inform teachers about Section 504, this manu-
script presents frequently asked questions and answers
about Section 504 plans. The questions and answers are
based on interviews with more than 100 students with
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Table |. Strategies to Help Determine Whether a Student Qualifies for a Section 504 Plan.

Strategy

Steps

Document the student’s disability and its
impact on a major life activity

Gather documents that verify the student has a disability that substantially impacts one
or more major life activities. Such documentation may include doctor’s notes, medical

records, evaluations, schoolwork, report cards, and notes from teachers.

Reach Out to the School’s 504
Coordinator

Every public school in the United States should have a designated staff member who is
responsible for handling 504 plans. Reach out to the Section 504 coordinator to begin

the process of getting a 504 plan. This coordinator’s contact information should be on
the school district’s website.

Request a Section 504 plan

Write a document requesting a Section 504 plan. The document should be specific and

clear about why a student qualifies for a Section 504 plan.

Collect data from other sources

Work with the school team, the family, and the student to collect data from others who

work with the student. Such data can shed light on whether the student qualifies for
Section 504 and, if so, needed accommodations and supports.

disabilities and their families about their experiences with
Section 504 in school settings. Students and families were
recruited through disability organizations; all interested
individuals were interviewed. The interview protocol was
developed based on extant literature about Section 504
plans in K—12 schools (e.g., Madaus & Shaw, 2008; Zirkel
& Gullo, 2024). The protocol was vetted by students with
Section 504 plans, families of students with Section 504
plans, and attorneys who specialize in Section 504. The pro-
tocol included questions about the evaluation to receive a
Section 504 plan, the process of developing the plan, and
the implementation of the plan. The participants were from
all 50 states in the United States, and most participants
reported having a learning disability, ADHD, and/or behav-
ior disorders. This manuscript reflects the commonly asked
questions and answers about Section 504. Furthermore,
attorneys reviewed this manuscript to ensure that the
answers are correct and comply with the law. Each question
includes an example, based on the interview data, about a
student’s experience with Section 504.

Frequently Asked Questions and
Answers About Section 504

How Does a Student Qualify for a Section 504
Plan?

To qualify for a Section 504 plan, a student must have a dis-
ability that impacts one or more major life activities.
Disability is characterized as any mental or physical impair-
ment (Zirkel & Weathers, 2016). A major life activity could
include learning, breathing, walking, and eating. There is no
age limit for a Section 504 plan. The process to qualify for
a Section 504 plan may differ across schools and depend on
the student. There is no uniform process. However, there
are some guidelines to facilitate the process of determining
whether a student qualifies for a Section 504 plan. For
example, the school, student, and family should consider

whether different data sources should be used to inform
whether a student is eligible for Section 504. This may
include collecting information from the family, the student,
school professionals, and/or outside professionals (e.g.,
therapists, psychologists, doctors). The type of data source
may also vary depending on the student. Types of data
sources may include standardized testing, psychological
assessments, progress notes, grades, observations, and
interviews. As a teacher, consider the student’s school day.
Identify all potential times, settings, and/or individuals who
are a part of the student’s day and may have valuable infor-
mation to inform whether the student qualifies for Section
504. Table 1 provides a list of ways to help inform whether
a student qualifies for a Section 504 plan.

Can a Student Qualify for a Section 504 Plan if
the Student Has Good Grades?

A student may have a disability and be eligible for a Section
504 plan, even if the student earns passing grades. To qualify
for Section 504, the student must have a disability that sub-
stantially impacts a major life activity, regardless of the stu-
dent’s academic performance. Indeed, if a child is receiving
passing grades but struggles with social and behavioral skills,
the student may be eligible for a Section 504 plan (Sparrow,
2015). For example, as a fifth-grader, Vaden received excel-
lent grades. However, he struggled with learning. Because of
his behavior disorder and anxiety, Vaden’s parents reported
that he spent 4-5 hours a night on homework that should take
20 minutes. Vaden’s mental health was deteriorating given
the extreme toll of the extra effort he put forth in school. Even
though Vaden received excellent grades, he was eligible for a
Section 504 plan given the effect of disabilities on his health
and well-being. His 504 plan included accommodations for
taking a break when Vaden was frustrated. When considering
eligibility for Section 504, it is important to focus not only on
academics but also on other aspects of education (e.g., behav-
ior, social skills, functional performance).
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Table 2. Differences Between Section 504 Plans and IEPs.

Section 504 plan IEP

Does the plan need to be written?
written.

Does the plan need to include present
performance levels, related services,
annual goals, and reports of progress?

How often does a meeting to review
the plan need to occur?

Are there required members of the
team to develop the plan?

the plan.

of the team.

No, the plan does not need to be

No, the plan can be anything related
to the student’s needs.

There is no set timeline to review

No. There are no required members

Yes, the plan needs to be written.

Yes, the plan is required to have those
components.

The plan must be reviewed at least annually.

Yes. The team must include the parent, student
(if of transition-age), a Local Educational Agency
Representative, special education teacher, and
general education teacher.

Can a Student With an “Invisible Disability”
Qudlify for a Section 504 Plan?

Regardless of whether a disability is visible, a student may
qualify for a Section 504 plan. Indeed, Section 504 protects
the rights of individuals with visible disabilities as well as
disabilities that may not be apparent (Cernius, 2017). To
qualify for Section 504, a student must demonstrate that
they have a disability that substantially impacts one or more
major life activities. The visibility of the disability does not
impact qualifying for a Section 504 plan. For example,
Simren was in middle school. He was an athletic child often
doing well on the football field with his friends. He had a
learning disability. At first glance, Simren did well at
school. He navigated the school independently, engaged
with peers, and sat quietly in class. However, because of his
learning disability, he struggled to pick up on social cues
with friends. He also became frustrated when he could not
complete assignments within the allotted time during class.
He required accommodations and supports through Section
504. For example, per his Section 504 plan, Simren was
able to take all unfinished schoolwork to complete at home;
in this way, he would be less frustrated when he could not
complete assignments within class time. Simren’s story
may inform how teachers identify students for Section 504.
Specifically, teachers should not limit eligibility for Section
504 to students with visible disabilities.

What is the Difference Between an IEP and a
Section 504 Plan?

An individualized education program (IEP) is a document
for a student with a disability who qualifies for special edu-
cation (Individuals with Disabilities Education Act [IDEA],
2004). Specifically, to qualify for an IEP, a student must (a)
have one of the thirteen types of disabilities outlined by
IDEA, (b) the disability must adversely impact the student’s
educational performance, and (c) the student must thus,
need special education. An IEP is required to include the

following components: present levels of performance,
annual goals, reports of progress, supplementary aides and
services, and related services.

A Section 504 plan is for students who qualify under
Section 504 of the Rehabilitation Act. A Section 504 plan can
include accommodations and supports for students with dis-
abilities. Both an IEP and a Section 504 plan should provide a
free and appropriate public education (Zirkel, 2023). However,
unlike an IEP, a Section 504 plan meets the free and appropri-
ate public education standard by providing reasonable accom-
modations. For example, Zoubida and Shan were third graders
in the same public school. Zoubida was active in sports and
had a lot of friends. She had a Section 504 plan to address her
learning disability, which impacted her ability to learn.
Specifically, her 504 plan provided extra time for assignments
and tests. Shan also had several friends and he excelled in
hands-on activities in science. He had dyslexia, impacting his
ability to read. Sam had an IEP addressing his learning needs
by providing specially designed instruction in reading. His
IEP also provided extra time for assignments and tests.
Teachers are often involved in discerning whether a student
may need an IEP or a Section 504 plan. See Table 2 for
detailed differences between IEPs and Section 504 plans.

What Types of Accommodations and Supports
can Students With Disabilities Receive Under
Section 5047

There is no exhaustive list of accommodations and supports
that can be provided by Section 504. All accommodations
and supports are individualized and based on the needs of
the student with a disability. However, there are some com-
mon types of accommodations and supports such as extended
time on tests, longer time to complete assignments, use of a
timer, and access to a fidget toy. For example, Makenna was
active in the high school choir and was on the honor roll. She
had a learning disability (which impacted her learning) and
Type 1 Diabetes (which impacted her eating). For her learn-
ing disability, her Section 504 plan provided her with
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Table 3. Potential Accommodations and Supports for Students With Section 504 plans.

Student scenario

Potential accommodation and support

Simon often feels overwhelmed and/or over-stimulated at school. He has ADHD. -
When asked to read aloud in class, he struggles to focus on reading the passage. -

Due to his learning disability, Vaden has a processing delay. He struggles to complete -

assignments, tasks, and tests on time.

Hakeem struggles to stay on-task. He often needs reminders to follow the classroom -

rules.

In addition to having a learning disability, O’Tayvia also has poor fine-motor skills. -
It takes her a long time to write. When she does write, her penmanship is often -

illegible.

Noise-canceling headphones
Fidget bands

- Having a quiet place to take tests
- Preferred seating

- Reminders to stay on-task

- Wobble chair

Extra time on tasks and tests

- Use of graphic organizers and highlighters
Check-ins with trusted staff

- Have movement breaks

Use of the computer

Access to typing instruction

- Predictive typing software

- Pencil grips

extended time on tests. For her diabetes, she used a
DexCom—a patch that intermittently checked her blood
sugar. Her Section 504 plan allowed her to have access to
her phone which displayed her blood sugar levels through-
out the day. As needed, her Section 504 plan also allowed
her to visit the nurse to receive insulin. See Table 3 for stu-
dent scenarios and potential accommodations and supports.

Who is in Charge of the 504 Plan?

It is at the discretion of the school or district which staff person
leads a Section 504 plan. Staff may include general or special
education teachers, social workers, school nurses, or adminis-
trators. While one staff person may coordinate the Section 504
plan, there should be input from multiple individuals to develop
the Section 504 plan. For example, Patrick had a Section 504
plan since he was in kindergarten. His mother was in the mili-
tary, so his family moved often. Accordingly, Patrick received
Section 504 supports from different schools across several
states. In each school, there was a different person who over-
saw the Section 504 plan. The staff person in charge of Section
504 plans ranged from the principal in elementary school, a
social worker in middle school, and a therapist in high school.
Thus, while every school may differ in regard to who oversees
Section 504 plans, there must be a designated person with that
role. A teacher should ask their principal who is the designated
person for Section 504 plans.

Can a Student Have an IEP and a 504 Plan?

It is possible for a student to have an IEP and a Section 504
plan (National Institute on Disability, Independent Living,
and Rehabilitation Research, 2023). Typically, if a student
has an IEP, the student will not have a Section 504 plan.
However, it is possible to have both types of plans in the case
of health issues. Some individuals in schools will address
health issues in an IEP. Other schools may provide an IEP

along with a separate health plan for health issues. Other
schools may allow the student to have an IEP (for educational
concerns) and a Section 504 plan to address health issues.
Notably, individual states may have unique statutes or regula-
tions dictating the creation and implementation of health
plans and their relation to IEPs. For example, Joey had mul-
tiple disabilities, including dyslexia, ADHD, anxiety, devel-
opmental coordination disorder, allergies, and connective
tissue disorder. His disabilities impacted his ability to learn,
breathe, and move. In preschool, Joey had an IEP. Upon
entering kindergarten, the school drafted a Section 504 plan
to address Joey’s medical needs (i.e., allergies and connective
tissue disorder). The example of Joey shows that some stu-
dents may have an IEP and a Section 504 plan.

Once a Child is Eligible for a Section 504
Plan, What is the Process for Developing and
Reviewing the Plan?

To develop the Section 504 plan, the team may draw on a vari-
ety of sources including reports, grades, notes from teachers,
and family and student input. They should use data to inform
the types of accommodations and supports included in the
Section 504 plan. If there is disagreement or confusion about
whether an accommodation or support is needed, the team may
agree to collect data about the use and effectiveness of the
accommodation or support. The team may then reconvene to
discuss whether the accommodation/support is needed (as
determined by the frequency of its use by the student) and
whether the accommodation/support is helpful (as determined
by the grades of the student, their health, social skills, etc.).

How can Families, Students, and Teachers Learn
About Their Rights Under Section 504?

It can be difficult to learn about Section 504 and its rules (M.
M. Burke et al., 2019). However, research suggests that when
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Table 4. Resources to Learn About Section 504.

Resource

Purpose

Contact information

Parent Training and Information
Centers (PTls) and Community
Parent Resource Centers
(CPRCs)

The Iris Center

The Office of Special Education
Programs (OSEP)

Council of Parent Attorneys and
Advocates (COPAA)

National Disability Rights
Network (NDRN)

Disability-specific organizations

PTls and CPRCs are federally-funded
agencies that serve students with
disabilities who receive support under
IDEA and Section 504. PTls and
CPRC:s often offer free resources,
training, individualized assistance, and
information and referral. There is at
least one PTl in every state.

The Iris Center has resources that
explain the differences between IEPs
and Section 504 plans.

OSEP offers federal resources and
information about Section 504.

The largest national non-profit
organization for special education
advocacy, COPAA offers information
and training to individuals interested in
learning about IDEA and Section 504.
COPAA can also connect students
and families with special education
advocates and attorneys.

NDRN is the non-profit organization for
the federally-mandated Protection and
Advocacy (P&A) systems for individuals
with disabilities. Every state has a P&A
that may assist with referrals, trainings,
and resources.

Several disability-specific organizations
provide guidance about accessing
support under Section 504. Look at the
websites of national organizations for a
specific type of disability and examine
their disability-specific resources for
Section 504.

https://www.parentcenterhub.org/find-your-center/

https://iris.peabody.vanderbilt.edu/module/nur01-
personnel/cresource/ql/p03/

https://www2.ed.gov/about/offices/list/ocr/docs/
edlite-FAPE504.html

https://www.copaa.org/page/504ADAmM

https://www.ndrn.org/

For diabetes, consider: https://diabetes.org/advocacy/
safe-at-school-state-laws/section-504-plan

For ADD/ADHD, consider: https://chadd.org/for-
parents/section-504/

For Spina Bifida, consider: https://www.
spinabifidaassociation.org/resource/learning-
disabilities

students, families, and teachers are educated and empowered
about their rights under disability policies, they are more able
to access needed supports for students (e.g., M. M. Burke
et al., 2019; Taylor et al., 2017). For example, Irma was a
high school student. She was very social and loved working
with young children; she aspired to be an early childhood
teacher. She also had ADHD and an emotional behavior dis-
order. With her mother’s support, she requested a Section 504
plan from the school to address the impact of her disabilities
on her learning and behavior. To learn about her rights under
Section 504, Irma and her mother found CHADD (Children
and Adults with Attention-Deficit/Hyperactivity Disorder
[CHADD]) which provided guidance for students with
ADHD about potential accommodations they would need
from the school. They also reached out to the National
Alliance for the Mentally 11l to learn more about the mental
health challenges that Irma faced. They used this guidance to
navigate the Section 504 plan. In Table 4, there are resources
for individuals to learn about Section 504.

How can Students Become Self-Advocates in
Relation to Section 5047

Students need to take the reins of their own advocacy (K. M.
Burke etal., 2024), especially in relation to Section 504. Unlike
IDEA, Section 504 has no age limits. Thus, students with
Section 504 plans in K—12 school settings may benefit from
ongoing accommodations and supports under the auspice of
Section 504 into adulthood. Indeed, they may receive accom-
modations and supports through Section 504 for their post-
secondary education and/or employment. To that end, students
need to be self-advocates to receive needed supports. To do
this, it is important to start early. When possible, the student
should be included in Section 504 meetings. At the meetings,
the student can be given opportunities for meaningful partici-
pation. It is important to consider the student’s input in the
development of the Section 504 plan and ensure that the stu-
dent becomes familiar with their Section 504 plans, so they
understand their own accommodations and supports. For
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example, June, an honor-roll high school student, noticed her-
self feeling anxious during school. Her anxiety impacted her
learning and her mental health. She sought help from a thera-
pist and was diagnosed with anxiety. On her own volition, she
contacted her guidance counselor. She shared her diagnosis
and requested a Section 504 plan to receive additional breaks
when needed.

Conclusion

Section 504 is the first federal civil rights law designed
to protect people with disabilities. It grants important
rights to students with disabilities. By becoming knowl-
edgeable about how students with disabilities may qual-
ify for Section 504 and ways to develop Section 504
plans, teachers can support students with disabilities.
This manuscript provides information, examples, and
resources to help teachers ensure that students with dis-
abilities are appropriately identified and, if needed,
served by Section 504,
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