
IDEA—the Individuals with Disabilities Education Act

A brief chat with Pat Sweeney, long time special needs instructor and now an 
educational advocate for special education students, reminded me of how far we have 
come in the area of special education. She said, “We are doing a better job of educating 
the needs of special education students than ever before. Eligibility has expanded to 
preschool and below [allowing for early intervention]. Students have more options to 
develop skills, both academic and life skills, and we’re working on transitioning students 
from a school to a work/community environment.”
 She credits much of the change to the IDEA (Individuals with Disabilities 
Education Act). According to Pat, “When IDEA came about it took some pressure off of 
administrators. We did have special education before but it was up to the superintendent 
or the principal to determine whether the student should be in that program. Now there 
are specific criteria that are supported by law. This has resulted in identifying more 
students, and a more thorough evaluation of the program.”

Congress originally enacted the Education for All Handicapped Children Act 
(Public Law 94-142), in 1975, to support states and localities in protecting the rights of, 
meeting the individual needs of, and improving the lives of infants, toddlers, children, 
and youth with disabilities, and their families. This law has been revised many times over 
the years and is currently enacted as the Individuals with Disabilities Education Act 
(IDEA).
 Yes, special education programs are expensive.  These programs take additional 
time, staff, and space to implement but Pat pointed out: 
• Our public schools are better now because the instructional and administrative staff is 

so informed on the needs of students.
• Our schools are richer in their environment because of the diversity of the students.  

When we began special education, special needs students didn’t eat with other 
students or go out on the playground with other students – we were self-contained. 

• In the past, severely handicapped children were sent to the state hospital and later we 
sent students to Salina to be educated. Now, we are privileged to educate all students 
in our own district.

• The general student population now has a better appreciation for the challenges that 
children with diverse needs experience.

Our school district continues to focus on the needs of every child whatever those 
might be.  Whether a child is identified as having a special need, wears glasses, has 
allergies, or any another unique attribute, Abilene Public Schools strives to help ALL of 
them become successful and responsible life-long learners in a changing world.  

[Thank You Mrs. Sweeney for your years of work supporting and advocating for 
every child as well as modeling what it is to be an effective educator. You truly have 
made and are continuing to make an impact on many, many lives including mine.]


