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The unfunded mandate of Section 504 presents a challenge to K-12 public schools. A mixed methods design
study was completed in schools in South Texas to access school administrative staff perceptions of strengths
and challenges in Section 504-Only services and identify needed training and differences between
elementary and secondary schools. Top concerns and needed training were identified. No statistical
differences were found between elementary and secondary schools among the concerns. State and school
administrators need to address concerns and provide needed training to school staff implementing Section
504 to support social justice in schools.
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INTRODUCTION

Legal compliance with Section 504 of the Rehabilitation Act of 1973 to assure non-discrimination and
equal opportunity for all students in public schools can overwhelm school administrators. They become
overburdened as they participate in decision-making procedures for students with disabilities who require
support services (Pazey & Cole, 2012). Yet, to support social justice through education, school leaders must
advocate for students with disabilities.

Recent research is only beginning to uncover some of the challenges and conflicts school administrators
are confronted with when they engage in social justice work in our school systems (DeMatthews &
Mawhinney, 2014). In pursuit of social justice, school districts and school district administrators must
develop and implement processes that assure a free and appropriate public education (FAPE) to all students.
Current laws that support FAPE and govern non-discrimination for students with disabilities in our public
schools are Section 504 of the Rehabilitation of 1973, The Americans with Disabilities Act of 1990 and
The Individuals with Disabilities Education Act of 2007. There is a very limited amount of research
available that addresses the perceptions of stakeholders involved in the Section 504 process (Chiasson &
Olson, 2007). This study primarily addressed the existing literature and research on Section 504 of the
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Rehabilitation Act of 1973 and attempts to identify and assess the perceptions of school administrative staff
regarding current strengths and challenges in overseeing the implementation Section 504-Only services and
identifying needed training in our public-school systems.

SOCIAL JUSTICE

Social justice is the belief that all people, irrespective of belief, and societal position, are entitled to be
treated according to the values of human rights, human dignity, and equality. It is an act of fairness, equality,
and justness towards others (Potgieter et al., 2015). Plato considered education as a means to achieve both
individual justice and social justice. He believed individual justice could be obtained when each develops
his or her ability to the fullest. He also believed virtue could be achieved through three stages of
development of knowledge: knowledge of one's job, self-knowledge, and knowledge of the Idea of the
Good. Plato believed that all people could easily exist in harmony when society gives them equal
educational opportunity from an early age to compete fairly with each other (Friere, 1970). Plato’s
philosophical views serve as a framework of current federal laws that apply to public education and non-
discriminatory practices in education.

More currently, Rawls' theory of justice emphasizes fairness of opportunity with the provision of the
greatest benefit to the least advantaged in society; this includes youths in schools (Cornelius & Harrington,
2014). Social justice is described as the belief that all people, irrespective of belief and societal position,
are entitled to be treated according to the values of human rights, human dignity, and equality. It is an act
of fairness, equality, and justness towards others (Potgieter, et al., 2015). Theoharis (2007, p. 222) describes
the literature as “rife” with definitions of social justice. Theoharis (2007, 223) also defines social justice as
“addressing and eliminating marginalization in schools”. John Rawls also theorizes that a well-ordered
society is governed by the relational conduct of individuals who can make judgments on what is right versus
what is good. This is done by decision-making processes that consist of value-based conduct that benefits
both the student and the school community (Potgieter et al., 2015).

Social Justice in Schools

Decision making is critical in all areas of society. This is particularly true for schools because a child’s
education can determine his economic and social future (Snyder et al., 2019). In schools, social justice
promotes that every student should have an opportunity to achieve his or her fullest capability. Gorski
(2013) advised educators should strive to be equitable by recognizing individual differences and adjust the
allocation of resources accordingly. He noted people with disabilities face inequities that limit their
opportunities. According to DeMatthews and Mawhinney (2014), scholars have long argued that students
with disabilities have been marginalized concerning access to curriculum, peers, teachers, and social
standing within public schools. Research has shown rates of employment and poverty among people with
disabilities, and especially among people with two or more disabilities are among the highest of any identity
group (Stapleton, et al., 2006, as cited in Gorksi, 2013). These social facts loudly proclaim the social
injustice that exists involving people with disabilities

The issue of social justice is alive and well in America, especially for students with disabilities in public
schools. Federal and state laws exist and will continue to exist to ensure social justice in schools (U.S.
Department of Education, 2016). While these laws are necessary to provide legal support and directives,
real social justice happens in the midst of schools and student experiences. At the school level, while
teachers may be the “key” to improving the experience of students with disabilities in the classroom (Bunch
etal., 2011, p. 5), principals are critical in supporting, guiding, and leading all keys in a school to advocate
for all students and ensure social justice (Howard, 2006). At the school level, significant legislative changes
and challenges can create huge hurdles in understanding and implementing successful learning for all
students. Federal law Section 504 is critical to social justice for students with learning challenges. This law
is highly complex in its requirements, has become a major responsibility of school principals and staff, and
if implemented improperly, can cause schools to lose federal funding (ADAAA of 2008). As important as
social justice is for children with disabilities and federal funding for schools, it is imperative to assess and
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meet the needs of school principals and staff who implement Section 504. To do less is to undermine the
intent of the laws and social justice. This study is designed to identify and assess current strengths and
challenges in overseeing the implementation of the Section 504-Only services as perceived by practicing
elementary and secondary school administrative staff in Texas schools. This research focuses on the study
of the schools’ Section 504-Only services conditions, training, and identifying differences between
elementary and secondary schools in these areas.

Federal Laws Supporting Social Justice in Schools

Three major federal laws that advocate for social justice for people with disabilities, including students
in schools, are: Section 504 of the Rehabilitation Act of 1973, Individuals with Disabilities Education Act
(IDEA), American Disabilities Act (ADA), and American Disabilities Amendment Act of 2008 (ADAAA).
To understand social justice efforts in the learning of students with disabilities in schools, it is important to
understand how these laws relate to each other.

Section 504 of the Rehabilitation Act of 1973 (Section 504) is a civil rights law that protects the rights
of individuals with disabilities in programs and activities, public and private, that receive federal financial
assistance. Section 504 states:

“No otherwise qualified individual with a disability in the United States . . . shall, solely
by reason of her or his disability, be excluded from the participation in, be denied the
benefits of, or be subjected to discrimination under any program or activity receiving
Federal financial assistance . . . .” (Nondiscrimination under Federal grants and programs,
1973).

Section 504 provides no extra funding for schools (Kline et al., 2017). To meet the legal requirements of
Section 504, schools must remove barriers to learning for students with disabilities.

Individuals with Disabilities Education Act (IDEA) was passed in 1975 as the Education for All
Handicapped Children Act. IDEA states:

Disability is a natural part of the human experience and in no way diminishes the right of
individuals to participate in or contribute to society. Improving educational results for
children with disabilities is an essential element of our national policy of ensuring equality
of opportunity, full participation, independent living, and economic self-sufficiency for
individuals with disabilities. (Individuals with Disabilities Education Act. (Individuals
with Disabilities Education Improvement Act of 2004)

The intent of IDEA is to provide a free appropriate public education (FAPE) to children who have
disabilities in at least one of the 13 categories in the law and who need special education to make progress
in school. IDEA gives parents or legal guardians a voice in their child’s education. IDEA focuses on youths
from birth through high school graduation or age 21 if high school graduation has not been achieved. IDEA
allocates federal funds to schools to provide special education and related services to eligible children with
disabilities (Bowman, 2011).

The American with Disabilities Act (ADA) is a civil rights law originally passed by Congress in 1990.
ADA states:

the Nation's proper goals regarding individuals with disabilities are to assure equality of
opportunity, full participation, independent living, and economic self-sufficiency for such
individuals (Americans with Disabilities Act, 1990).

ADA (1990) protects individuals with disabilities from discrimination in the workplace, as well as schools

and other settings. In 2008, the United States Congress passed into law the Americans with Disabilities Act
Amendment Act (ADAAA). This law was enacted to restore the intent and protections of the original ADA
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after a series of Supreme Court decisions that Congress viewed as a very narrow interpretation of the ADA
(Kiviniemi & Sanjo, 2012). ADAAA states:

Congress recognized that physical and mental disabilities in no way diminish a person’s
right to fully participate in all aspects of society, but that people with physical or mental
disabilities are frequently precluded from doing so because of prejudice, antiquated
attitudes, or the failure to remove societal and institutional barriers (Americans with
Disabilities Act Amendment Act of 2008, As Amended, p. 5)

ADAAA significantly reversed prior judicial interpretations of the definition of an “individual with a
disability” under the Americans with Disabilities Act and its sister statute, Section 504 of the Rehabilitation
Act of 1973 (Zirkel, 2009c). Essentially, ADAAA lowered the threshold for what constitutes standards
regarding substantial limitations to a major life activity. It clarified the effects of mitigating measures and
why they should not be considered when determining the degree to which a disability impacts a major life
activity. ADAAA also expanded the list of major life activities to include reading, thinking, and
concentrating (Kiviniemi & Sanjo, 2012). ADAAA vastly influences public schools because it broadened
the interpretation of ADA and expanded the eligibility criteria for civil rights protection (Cortiella & Kaloi,
2010).

As parallel laws, the expanded coverage of ADAAA applies to Section 504. More students with
disabilities are now entitled to protection from discrimination based on their disabilities and eligible to
receive special education or general education with related services and reasonable accommodations under
Section 504 (Bowman, 2011; Cortiella, 2011; Cortiella & Kaloi, 2010). So, before ADAAA, students who
were determined by a multidisciplinary team to possess one or more of 13 specific disability categories
received Section 504 protection under IDEA through special education services. ADAAA identified
additional students with disabilities that did not qualify under IDEA’s 13 specific disability categories.

Thus, Section 504 includes students with a physical or mental impairment that substantially limits one
or more major life activities, has a record of such impairment, or is regarded as having such impairment.
Life activities include walking, seeing, hearing, speaking, breathing, learning, working, caring for oneself,
and performing manual tasks even if the student has learned to overcome the impairment and is not
experiencing learning difficulties. Section 504 includes students with disabilities eligible for IDEA and
students with disabilities not eligible for IDEA. Section 504 students not eligible for IDEA are identified
as “504-Only” students (Weathers & Zirkel, 2016). Schools must address these students with disabilities
added by ADAAA under Section 504, so they receive an education comparable to that provided to students
without disabilities (U.S. Department of Education Office of Civil Rights, 2018). School districts have been
adjusting to the effects of the ADAAA 2008 (Zirkel, 2009a) and its impact on public schools, especially
since federal funding is not provided to address 504-Only students (Weathers & Zirkel, 2015).

Research On 504-Only Students

Although there is a lack of research on 504-Only students, a recent study by Weathers and Zirkel (2015)
found a nationwide increase in the numbers of students accessing supports under Section 504 protection
from 1.02% to 1.48% between the academic school years 2009-2010 and 2011-2012. A more recent
national estimate completed by Civil Rights Data Collection in 2013-2014 found wide variability in the
percentage of 504-Only students reported by schools, (Kline et al., 2017). Some districts across the nation
reported the doubling of numbers of students identified as eligible for Section 504-Only services over the
last few years, and the demands on the administration to process the written accommodation plans also
increased (Kline et al., 2017). High increases in designating 504 students in and striking differences among
schools found by Kline’s study suggest possible confusion regarding Section 504 eligibility.

In Texas, research shows the number of students identified as Special Education (IDEA) eligible has
gradually declined in the last ten years, while the general population of students enrolled in the state’s
school districts has increased (Texas Education Agency [TEA], 2016). Additionally, across Texas, districts
have reported an increase in requests for Section 504 evaluations (Kline et al., 2017). Weathers and Zirkel
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(2015) also reported significant differences among percentages of 504-Only students across race, gender,
and Title 1 schools. They found a higher percentage of students designated as 504-Only among White
students than minority students, among male students than female students, and among students in non-
Title 1 schools than in Title 1 schools. Weathers and Zirkel suggested Section 504 may include
“insufficiently nuanced identification practices” (2015, p. 73).

With the increase in Section 504 students, it is important to understand more specifically what this
federal mandate requires. Local education agencies must set forth processes and procedures by which
students with disabilities requiring accommodations, services, and supports are identified and evaluated by
a group of knowledgeable individuals comprising a Section 504 committee who develops an individual
Section 504 service plan. This ensures these students are provided with equal opportunity and a free and
appropriate public education, or FAPE, despite physical or mental impairments that impact and
substantially limit major life activities such as breathing, learning, concentration, reading, thinking,
walking, etc. (U.S. Department of Education Office of Civil Rights, 2018). Section 504 decisions must
adhere to procedures governing educational setting decisions, evaluation procedures, placement options,
and procedural safeguards (U.S. Department of Education Office of Civil Rights, 2016). The parents of
children receiving Section 504 services are provided with procedural protections, such as being provided
notice and a right to due process (Richards, 2017). As encouraged by the Office of Civil Rights (2016), a
Section 504 plan is written by schools to document procedures for identifying and addressing the needs of
students with disabilities and to communicate to school personnel the information needed for its
implementation (U.S. Department of Education Office of Civil Rights, 2016, p. 10). Section 504 has
increased the demands and tasks required for 504-Only students in local education agencies, such as
planning meetings, staffing, utilizing increased financial resources, human resources and documentation
preparation time (Kline et al., 2017).

Unfortunately, Capper and Young (2014) explain that laws focused on social justice include a lack of
coherence in policy and practice and poor fluency among practicing educators who must enforce policies
and follow practices. These limitations in federal and state policies make it challenging for educators
attempting to meet the needs of their schools (Capper & Young). School leaders are expected to implement
social justice practices by raising student learner outcomes standards, promoting structural reform in their
schools, building human resource capacity in their schools, and strengthening their school culture in
manners that support students that are traditionally marginalized such as individuals with disabilities
(Scanlon & Theoharis, 2014). School administrators must not only understand the legal requirements of
Section 504, but they must understand disability law and how Section 504 services will influence their
programs, decisions, facilities, and budgets (Trevino, 2001).

Section 504-Only Student Legal Requirements

Unfortunately, in the case of Section 504-Only students, school leaders may receive little to no guidance
in Section 504 interpretation and application to help meet the instructional and environmental needs of these
students (Pazey & Cole, 2012). While creating socially-just school environments is the responsibility of the
campus administrators, other staff members, school teams, and community members are also involved in
assuring social justice for all students (Capper & Young, 2014). Therefore, the lack of procedural coherence
and fluency in schools touches many, not just the school administrator.

The preparedness of public school administrators in disability awareness and the availability of
professional development regarding decision-making procedures when addressing issues of serving
students with disabilities with Section 504 individual accommodations plans (IAPs) should be of great
concern. At a time when the most recent trend in educational leadership is social justice, Pazey and Cole
(2012) note an overly concerning absence of training in Section 504. Additionally, with limited accessibility
to human and financial resources, already difficult problems become even more complicated when busy
school administrators must participate in Section 504 decision-making procedures. Moreover, very little
consistent guidance and no financial support are provided to schools by school districts. To be fair, school
districts are not provided procedures for the implementation of Section 504 services by the federal or state
levels and must develop their own procedures.
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Research shows that elementary and secondary level public school administrators are the driving force
in creating organizational change for school improvement and more equitable school practices (Scanlan &
Theoharis, 2014). A recent report cited a survey conducted in five surrounding school districts near Carroll
County Public Schools (Maryland) that provided a breakdown of the personnel who were case managing
504-Only students. Results indicated that 43.1% percent of their principals and assistant principals were
acting as case managers for their 504-Only students. The study also showed that 25.1% were guidance
counselors, 20.9% were others such as academic facilitators and teachers, and 10.9% were school nurses
(Kline et al., 2017). Section 504 demands much time and effort by school principals and many other school-
level staff without additional funding support, unlike IDEA that provides almost 13 billion dollars each
year to provide special education services (Kline et al., 2017).

At a time of economic constriction and change, complying with the unfunded mandates of Section 504
of the Rehabilitation Act and the Americans with Disabilities Act Amendment Act of 2008 presents a
challenge to K-12 public schools (Zirkel, 2009b). It becomes critical to understand the strengths and
challenges school principals are facing in implementing Section 504 for students with disabilities who do
not meet the eligibility criteria for services under the IDEA in order to support social justice for students
with disabilities.

METHODS

This mixed methods study examined how school administrative staff perceived strengths and
challenges in overseeing the implementation of Section 504-Only services and training needed. This
research also examined the differences between the perceptions of elementary and secondary education
administrative staff regarding needed training in the implementation of Section 504-Only services.

This study was guided by two quantitative questions and one qualitative research question.

RQ1: What concerns do school administrators participating in 504 committees perceive about 504
procedures?

RQ2: What areas of training do current school elementary and secondary education administrators in
public education setting perceive as most needed in applying district 504 procedures?

RQ3: Is there a difference between elementary and secondary level school administrators participating in
504 commiittees in their perceptions of strengths and challenges (perceptions of concerns, training needs,
and utilization of student services) related to the Section 504 decision-making process?

The method selected for this study involved a transformative convergent parallel mixed methods design
(Creswell, 2013) based on data gathered from a cross-sectional survey that included a sample of participants
from five school districts. These school districts were randomly selected through convenience sampling
from medium to large school districts in a nearby, large geographic region in south Texas. Superintendents
from each participating school district gave written permission to conduct the study. Schools from each
district could choose to participate or not. In this design, the researchers combined quantitative and
qualitative data to provide a comprehensive analysis of the research problem (Creswell, 2013). The
participants included district supervisors, campus principals, assistant principals, and campus counselors
serving as campus administrative support staff.

Sample Participants

Campus administrators and campus administrative designees serving on Section 504 committees from
the five school districts in one Texas regional area were provided access to an online survey for completion
that included one pilot study school district. The participating school districts were identified through
convenience sampling based on location. Two of the districts were of student populations larger than 20,000
and three were of student populations of fewer than 1,000. The survey included open-ended questions to
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identify and triangulate themes and patterns to question responses that aided in increasing confidence in the
reliability of this study. The pilot survey was conducted with a school district of a population of more than
20,000 students to aid in the identification of themes for the final data collection survey. It also helped in
the design of a more reliable survey by identifying whether participants understood the directions that were
provided for completion of the survey, and how much time it took each participant to complete the survey
(Fink, 2013). A pilot survey also helps identify questions that may not be suited for the study. The pilot
study results yielded no confusion regarding survey directions or question intent. The pilot study results
supported the use of the questionnaire in its initial derived state, with the exception of two questions deleted
in order to avoid redundancy.

Descriptive and inferential statistics formed the basis of the analysis of the survey as the researchers
intended to examine frequency distributions (numbers and percentages), summaries about the sample, and
responses to the survey questions (Fink, 2013). Measures of central tendencies and measures of variations
were also calculated. Use of this methodology supported the enhancement and furtherance of human rights
and social justice from an ethical stance (Mertens, 2012).

Survey Instrument

The selected survey instrument used to collect data from the participants was an adaptation of Section
504 School-Based Administrator Survey Blueprint (Maydosz, 2009). Permission was granted from the
developer to adapt and administer the survey for this study. The survey focused on “the state of
implementation and understanding of Section 504 in the Commonwealth of Virginia's elementary and
secondary schools” (Maysosz, 2009, p. 40). The focus of this study was to identify the perceptions of
elementary and secondary level public school administrative staff overseeing implementation of the Section
504-Only services more than ten years after Maydosz’s study. In particular, this study focused on Section
504 procedures and training. While both studies focused on elementary and secondary schools, this study’s
geographic focus of South Texas is very different than Maydosz’s geographic focus. Therefore, adaptations
were made to the Mayzdosz’s survey that involved removing questions strictly related to understanding of
Section 504 and student demographics since this study’s schools’ demographics included approximately
97.4% Hispanic students (TEA, 2016), adding questions related to Section 504-Only services, and also
adding open-ended questions in order to expand on strengths and challenges identified by the participants
regarding 504-Only students.

The benefits of selecting a survey design administered in an online format included rapid turnaround,
efficiency, and availability of the data results (Creswell, 2013). A survey also allowed for strict
confidentiality of the research participants, a quick collection of responses and limited researcher influence
(Creswell, 2013; Fink, 2013).

Finally, data collection consisted of collecting completed surveys from administrators and
administrator designees of two large and three small school districts who participate in or are informed on
the Section 504 decision-making process for their respective districts in a state education regional area in
South Texas. Strict confidentiality of the individual participants was maintained through the collection and
reporting of the data.

RESULTS

Data was collected from 46 campuses in five school districts in South Texas—two large and three small
districts, selected through convenience sampling based on geographic location. School districts in Hidalgo,
a South Texas county, were identified by student enrollment size. Five were randomly selected and
permission to conduct the study was requested and received from the school district superintendents. All
regular schools in the five districts were invited to participate, stratified by school level—elementary or
secondary. Of the 83 campuses among the five districts invited to participate, only 46 participated (55.4%).
Of the 156 potential participants, 66 (42.3%) completed the online survey. The low participation rate may
have been due to recent changes in data reporting to the Texas Education Agency regarding Section 504
and uncertainty in local confidence of program organization and support by campus leadership (Senate Bill
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1153, 2017). Additionally, U.S. Department of Education Office of Special Education Programs (OSEP)
cited Texas Education Agency with problems related to professional development, Child Find, and Free
and Appropriate Public Education (TEA, 2018). This issue created much concern in many Texas public
educational leaders. Finally, some potential participants identified by school district administration may no
longer have had Section 504 responsibilities.

Among the 66 participants, 30 (45.5 %) were campus counselors, 17 (25.8%) were campus principals,
and 15 (22.7%) were campus assistant principals. More than half of the responding participants, 34 (51.5%),
were from elementary level campuses while 30 (45.5%) were from secondary level campuses and two (3%)
were from district level staftf. Of the 66 participants, 29 (43%) participants were from B District, 19 (28.8%)
participants were from C District, four (6%) participants were from D District, nine (13.6%) were from E
District and one (1.5%) were from F District. Four participants (6%) participated in the survey but did not
provide district identifiable information.

Participant Experience and Responsibilities With Section 504

This section initially presents a description of the study’s participants’ Section 504 experience and
responsibilities and their perceived impact of ADAAA on the number of Section 504 students in their
schools. Then, the section focuses on Research Questions 1-2 which include concerns about Section 504
procedures and training needed. Research Question 3 regarding differences between elementary and
secondary schools will be integrated throughout the related sections.

In exploring participant experience with Section 504, respondents indicated much experience working
with Section 504, with over half (52.3%) having 11 or more years of experience, one-fifth having five or
more years of experience (20.0%), and just over one-fourth (27.7%) with five or less years of experience.
Thus, almost three-fourths of the respondents had five or more years of experience with Section 504.

Regarding their identified role in Section 504, participants were principal, assistant principal, school
counselor, campus 504 coordinator, or other. Almost all campuses (92.1%) represented in the study
included a respondent who self-identified as a Section 504 coordinator. Participants identified their Section
504 primary responsibilities which included, in order of frequency selected: Section 504 Meeting
Chairperson (38.5%) followed by “Other” as specified by the respondent (32.1%), Case Manager (27.7%),
and Allocating Resources (18.5%). Additionally, 16.9% of respondents indicated having more than one
primary responsibility—some having all three specific primary responsibilities listed in the question as well
as other responsibilities specified by the respondent. Thus, these respondents managed successfully
multiple Section 504 responsibilities along with their other primary job responsibilities. In a separate
question about the availability of Section 504 forms, all respondents indicated their school districts provided
specific forms for Section 504 evaluations, eligibility and plans.

Impact of ADAAA on Number of Section 504 Students

When asked whether the school had experienced an increase in Section 504 students due to ADAAA,
one-half (50.0%) of the respondents indicated an increase had occurred. Less than one-third (31.6%) did
not perceive such an increase, and 18.4% were unsure whether an increase occurred or not.

Concerns About Section 504 Procedures

Research Question 1 asks: What concerns do school administrators participating in 504 committees
perceive about 504 procedures? The procedures included in the question were: procedural requirements
regarding documentation; knowledge of available resources/supports for various categories of disabilities;
time constraints for planning and preparing Section 504 meetings, or other. Sixty respondents identified
time constraints for planning and preparing for Section 504 meetings as the top area of concern (41.7%),
followed by knowledge of available resources and supports (33.3%) and procedural requirements (18.3%).
In response to Research Question 3, an independent sample #-test to identify significant differences was
conducted between secondary and elementary respondents. The #-test revealed no statistically significant
differences between the mean scores of elementary level participants (M=2.79) and secondary level
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participants (M=2.30), =1.832, p=0.72). Thus, the results reflect that elementary and secondary schools
had similar concerns with Section 504 procedures.

Section 504 Training

Regarding Section 504 training, almost two-thirds of the respondents (62.5%) had training during the
current school year, one-fifth (20.3%) had training the previous year, five (7.81%) had training three to five
years previously, and only two respondents (3.1%) had no training, while four (6.25%) were unsure when
they had training. Almost two-thirds of the respondents (65.0%) described Section 504 training as “Helpful”
or “Very Helpful.” Ten (15.6%) respondents described training as “Somewhat Helpful.” Finally, only one
respondent (1.6%) found training “Not Helpful.” Schools need to strive to ensure all Section 504 training
is “Very Helpful.” Of the Section 504 training provided, almost one-half of the respondents indicated the
training led by district personnel, 23.4% by external experts, 17.19% by Regional Service Center experts,
and 6.3% by campus personnel. Again, a handful of respondents (6.3%) indicated receiving no training.

It is positive that 82.8% of the respondents experienced Section 504 training within about a year—a
positive trajectory from Pazey and Cole’s (2012) findings of little to no guidance on Section 504. However,
the presence of even a few respondents having had no such training, almost one-fifth of those who did
receive training not finding it helpful or better, and underutilizing regional services describe a less than
perfect condition given the complexity of Section 504 responsibilities. If even one Section 504 staff member
receives little to no guidance or training, this could negatively impact the learning and lives of many young
students. This would be unacceptable for any parent of such a child, or for any school leader of such a
student.

In a 5-point Likert scale question from 1 (Not Comfortable) to 5 (Extremely Comfortable), participants
indicated how comfortable they were in making recommendations during Section 504 committee meetings
in the areas of Eligibility, Resource Allocation, Related Services, Legal Requirements, Monitoring of 504
Plans, and Accommodations. With a total mean of 3.8 for making recommendations in all the areas
combined, results indicated that on the average participants felt less than “Somewhat Comfortable” with
making such recommendations in Section 504 committee meetings. They felt most comfortable with
recommendations regarding Accommodations (M=4.1) and least comfortable with Legal Requirements
(M=3.3). For responses to Research Question 3, an analysis for significant differences between elementary
and secondary schools was conducted through a two-independent #-test. No statistical differences were
identified between the mean scores of elementary and secondary schools in any Section 504 meeting
recommendation area tested. The results demonstrate that elementary and secondary schools experience no
difference in the level of comfort when making various recommendations during Section 504 meetings.
However, despite the highest level in comfort making recommendations related to Accommodations, 43
respondents indicated their campuses needed more training on Accommodations (34.9%) followed by
General 504 processes (18.6%), 504 Basics (9.3%), 504 Laws (7%), 504 Plan (7%), Behavior Supports
(4.7%), and 504 Eligibility, Resource Allocation, Dyslexia, 504 Updates, and 504 Form (2.3% each).

Research Question 2 asked: What areas of training do current school elementary and secondary
education administrators in public education setting perceive as most needed in applying district 504
procedures? Participants were asked in an open-ended question to identify what Section 504 service training
they felt they needed. The participant responses to this open-ended question were thematically categorized
by two practicing special education trained specialists and one of the researchers, who is also a special
education trained specialist. The frequency of the thematic responses was converted to percentages.
Consistent with a moderate comfort level in making recommendations in Section 504 meetings, 20% of the
50 respondents reported they needed more training on Section 504 processes, 16% on 504 laws, and 12%
on resource allocation.

In summary, data were analyzed from 66 participants serving 43 campuses in South Texas. Areas of
strengths and challenges were identified related to Section 504 implementation, strengths, and challenges
among elementary and secondary schools.

Journal of Leadership Accountability and Ethics Vol. 18(1) 2021 97



DISCUSSION

The purpose of this study was to examine the perceptions of elementary and secondary education
administrative staff who oversee Section 504-Only services regarding strengths and challenges and needed
training. This information is critical because of an increase in the number of identified students who are
now eligible for Section 504 services due to the ADAAA of 2008 (Cortiella & Kaloi, 2010). Present
concerns have been found regarding the lack of funding for Section 504 services and a need for professional
development in schools (Madaus & Shaw, 2008; Zirkel, 2009b). This research investigated the strengths
and challenges faced by school staff overseeing services to 504-Only students and identifying differences
between elementary and secondary levels.

Study participants were well-experienced with Section 504. Most managed multiple primary
responsibilities related to Section 504, and one-half noted an increase in Section 504 students due to
ADAAA. Schools should carefully monitor the number of 504-Only students to ensure possible increases
do not overburden Section 504 staff that manage multiple responsibilities for the program and be prepared
to add staff as needed to ensure continuous program support and effectiveness. This is especially important
given that respondents considered time constraints for planning and preparing for Section 504 meetings as
the top concern, with knowledge of available resources and supports and procedural requirements following
as the next major concerns. Since no significant differences among the identified concerns were found
between elementary and secondary school respondents, these concerns must be addressed by schools at all
levels in order to support staff working on Section 504 services. Sufficient time to one’s job is critical in
any field. Districts and schools should ensure not to assign too many extra duties to Section 504 staff to
ensure they can be proficient and efficient in addressing the needs of Section 504 students.

Respondents were mostly provided Section 504 training during the current or prior school year. The
training provided was described as helpful or very helpful. However, two respondents indicated having
received no training, and one respondent described the training as not helpful. Training was provided mostly
by district or campus personnel. External experts provided training more often than the local state regional
center. Schools must provide “Very Helpful” training to all Section 504 staff members, without exception
and in the areas of needs identified by the participants. To do so, districts should take greater advantage of
local state regional centers by continuously assessing their own staff needs, utilizing available training
available at these centers, and even collaborating with them to provide specific needed training for their
staff.

Overall, respondents felt only “Somewhat Comfortable” in making recommendations in Section 504
committee meetings. They felt most comfortable with recommendations related to Accommodations and
the least comfortable in the area of Legal Requirements. No significant differences found between
elementary and secondary schools in the comfort levels demonstrates that both levels possess a less than
moderate level of comfort in making Section 504 recommendations. This less than “Very Comfortable”
feeling in making recommendations further stresses the need for training especially in the areas creating
the least comfort—Section 504 processes, laws, and resource allocation. Specifically, study participants
reported campuses as a whole needing more training in accommodations and general Section 504 processes.

The need for training was further supported when participants indicated that over one-half of them
sought assistance on Section 504 matters 1-4 times during a semester, and over one-quarter sought
assistance up to almost weekly. They identified the accommodations as the most sought out area for
assistance among eligibility, related services, consultative services, discipline, and dispute resolution.
Elementary schools sought more assistance than secondary schools in all six categories and significantly
higher in accommodations. Elementary schools also accessed special transportation as a service for students
significantly more than secondary schools.

Although this study identified strengths and challenges in meeting the needs of Section 504-Only
students as perceived by school administrative staff who oversee implementation of the Section 504-Only
services, further research is recommended. First, since this study was limited to Hispanic students in south
Texas schools, identifying and comparing the strengths and challenges in different geographic areas of the
country and/or for other student ethnic groups would add to the current findings. Second, in identifying
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perceived challenges, it is important to identify solutions or programs that may be available to overcome
these challenges. Collaboration and sharing among school districts are critical to help identify successful
programs and practices. Third, time constraints were a major challenge for participants in the study. It is
critical to specifically assess that challenge and identify processes that help overcome it, such as: a
reasonable case load and time-saving practices and procedures. Fourth, it is important to deepen the
understanding of identified strengths in order to design aligned programs and then advocate their use so
other school systems can learn and apply them. Future research in these areas will greatly improve the
educational and life successes of current and future 504-Only students, further supporting social justice.

Schools may have confident and diligent staff working with Section 504, but, most notably, this
research has increased the knowledge and understanding of the strengths and challenges as reported by
school staff working with 504-Only students. This helps tremendously identify the knowledge and skills
that must be improved as reported by Section 504 practicing school staff. School districts strongly commit
to include staff development on Section 504 for all school personnel, school improvement teams, child
study teams, and especially those working directly with Section 504. Personnel preparation programs have
previously focused on prescriptive requirements of the IDEA. Schools and educational preparation
programs must overcome identified challenges through more improved specialized training and greater
support in order to better prepare school staff that make life-changing decisions for 504-Only students,
especially those who are making decisions right now, because waiting wastes children’s potential and
weakens social justice.
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