
I.  Education accommodation plans 
 
As required by Section 504 of the Rehabilitation Act of 1973, The U.S. Department of Education has certain 
regulations, which are divided between Preschool, Elementary and Secondary Education, and Postsecondary 
Education. 
 
Preschool, Elementary and Secondary Education: 
Children with disabilities are entitled to a “free appropriate public education” regardless of the nature or extent 
of the disability.  A child has a “disability” under Section 504 if he or she is substantially limited in a major life 
activity.  Under the 2008 amendments to the Americans with Disabilities Act – which uses the same definition 
of “disability” – bowel and digestive functions are major life activities.  In addition, under the amendments, an 
episodic illness is disabling when in remission if it would be disabling when active.  Thus, IBD constitutes a 
disability for purposes of Section 504.  
 
Section 504 refers to various educational settings.  Disabled students will be educated, have meals and 
participate in activities with the other students, in the same facilities, to the extent possible.  Where attendance 
at some facility other than the usual classroom is required, it must be comparable as possible. 
 
The federal regulations provide for a “preplacement evaluation.”  However, in fact, such formal evaluations 
rarely occur under Section 504, whereas formal testing is required under the IDEA.  If the child requires special 
education, then the plan that will be written will be an IEP under the IDEA; a Section 504 plan does not and 
cannot include special education services.  Instead, a Section 504 plan can include proximity to a bathroom, an 
anytime bathroom pass, stop the clock testing, tutoring or other assistance when a child is unable to attend 
school due to illness, and so on.  The aim of accommodations under Section 504 is to provide the child with a 
level playing field.  Any accommodations under Section 504 must be provided for free.   
 
Postsecondary Education: 
Section 504 and the Americans with Disabilities Act require that undergraduate colleges prepare a plan to 
accommodate the student’s disability. The regulations prohibit discrimination in admissions and recruitment, 
either by excluding disabled students or by setting a quota for admission of disabled students.  Disabled students 
cannot be excluded from any academic, research, occupational training, housing, health insurance, counseling, 
financial aid, physical education, athletics, recreation, transportation, or other extracurricular activities.  
Academic adjustments must be made so as to eliminate and/or protect against discrimination.  These 
adjustments may include extending the length of time permitted for completion of degree requirements, as well 
as adjustments of exams and other evaluation of students to ensure that the results of the evaluation reflect the 
student’s performance, not his/her disability.  Housing and financial assistance must be provided to disabled 
students to the same extent as they are provided to non-disabled students. 
 
Procedures 
If parents want a Section 504 plan, parents must request a Section 504 meeting.  The Section 504 team will 
include school officials, and all or some of the student’s teachers.  Parents may bring a draft of a plan with 
them, or the school may take responsibility for preparing a first draft.  Section 504 plans are the process of 
negotiation; there is nothing that must be included, and nothing that cannot be included.  In addition, if parents 
agree to a plan and it turns out to be insufficient, all one must do is request another Section 504 meeting.  If the 
parents and the school are unable to reach agreement, the parents must exhaust any procedures provided by the 
school district, such as a hearing.  If the parents remain dissatisfied with the school district’s response, they may 
file a complaint with the U.S. Department of Education Office of Civil Rights. 
http://www.ed.gov/about/offices/list/ocr/complaintintro.html  



 
Problem Areas for Patients with IBD: 
Patients with IBD face two issues that are not well addressed by the law.  First, children who do well in school 
are presumed not to need help.  Under IDEA, the definition of a “child with a disability” is a child “who, by 
reason thereof, needs special education and related services.”  A student who does not need special education 
because she is performing well academically is not a “child with a disability” under the IDEA.  Because many 
children with IBD do not suffer academically, they may not be covered under the IDEA.  However, they would 
remain eligible under Section 504. 
 
Second, neither statute provides guidance for children with a chronic disease that remits and relapses (flares), 
although the 2008 amendments to the ADA make a big difference here by providing that episodic illnesses are 
disabilities.  As with any chronic illness, there will be times when a student needs home tutoring and other times 
when the student has no need for assistance.  This presents a challenge for both the parents and the school since 
Section 504 plan is not intended to apply only some of the time.  Flexibility is difficult to build into a plan. 
 
Disabilities can be temporary but still disabling.  However, getting the school to respond quickly to constantly 
changing circumstances is a challenge.  A plan under Section 504 may include accommodations such as seating 
placement, extended time for testing, adjustment of class schedules, use of aids such as tape recorders, class 
and/or homework assistance, administration of medications, behavioral support, tutoring, etc.  Elements of such 
a plan are present but the difficulty is coordination and timing. 
 
Direct communication is often helpful: 
Most school teachers and administrators are dedicated professionals whose goal is to educate children.  When a 
child is absent and/or not performing in school, they may suspect malingering.  Assuming parents and patients 
give consent, a doctor or social worker can speak to school administrators and inform them of what a child with 
IBD is going through.  Once a school administrator hears about the medical history (including symptoms, 
medications, and hospitalizations) from a health care professional, they will usually be more sympathetic to a 
child’s needs and issues.  While such a call is not a substitute for a letter in support of a 504 plan, 5 
minutes on the phone may save 5 hours of paperwork.   
 


