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What Is a 504 Plan and How Can It Help My Teen?

As a parent of a teenager with a disability, you may have 
heard the term 504 plan or Section 504 before, but not really 
understood what it means and how it can help your son or 
daughter. Section 504 is a civil rights federal law that public 
school districts are required to follow.1 In this tip sheet, we 
offer parents and guardians some information on 504 plans. 

A 504 plan is…
 � Based on Section 504 of the Rehabilitation Act of 1973. 

This federal Act prohibits the discrimination of students 
with disabilities in public school systems and ensures 
these students receive the educational supports they 
need to succeed in school. 

 � An education plan which: 

1. Identifies the modifications and/or accommodations 
needed to remove learning barriers for a student 
within mainstream education.

2. Outlines the responsibilities of all stakeholders (e.g. 
parents, student and school) in removing these 
learning barriers.

 � Not just for academic purposes and can be used for 
extracurricular activities and athletics. 

To qualify for a 504 plan, a student must...
 � Generally be between the ages of 3 and 22 (which can 

vary by program and state/federal laws). 

 � Have an enduring, documented health-related, learning 
or behavioral disability which has been evaluated as 
substantially limiting one or more major life activities 
(e.g. reading, concentrating, thinking, communicating, 
etc.).2  

What are the benefits of a 504 plan? 
 � Legally requires public schools to provide 

accommodations and modifications to qualified students 
with disabilities (including mental health conditions or 
learning disabilities).

 � Examples: Counseling, preferential seating, adjusted 
class schedules, assistive technology like “smart 
pens”, voice recorders or computers for taking 
notes, extended time for assignments, quiet space 
for test taking, etc.

 � Can be helpful throughout your student’s lifetime 
as evidence of having a disability in order to 
qualify for some disability services (e.g. housing, 
transportation, vocational rehabilitation, Social 
Security determination).

What is the difference between a 504 Plan 
and an Individualized Education Plan (IEP)?

504 Plan IEP
Students who do not qualify 
for special education services 
under IDEA, but who have 
an ongoing, documented 
disability that have been 
evaluated as requiring 
accommodations to succeed 
in school, as provided by the 
Rehab. Act of 1973.3

Students with one or more  
disabilities outlined within the 
Individuals with Disabilities 
Education Act (IDEA) who have 
been evaluated as needing 
special education services.4

A 504 plan does not have to 
be a written document and is 
less comprehensive than an 
IEP. No due process is outlined 
in Section 504 legislation – 
schools districts are left to 
define this for themselves.5

An IEP must be a formal, 
written document. It must meet 
many due process requirements 
by law (i.e. detailed plans and 
timelines for the evaluation, 
specialized instruction, and 
educational services of a 
student, etc.).5 An IEP has many 
procedural safeguards and 
rights.

Students with 504 plans 
receive accommodations and/
or modifications to curricula in 
a mainstream classroom.6

Students with IEPS may receive 
specialized instruction and 
other educational services in 
a mainstream classroom or 
special education classroom 
depending on their needs.6
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Should my student ever get a 504 plan 
instead of an IEP plan, or get both? 

 � If a student’s disability does not impair them enough to 
need specialized education services then a 504 may be 
obtained (if the student is qualified) instead of an IEP.

 � In most cases it is not necessary to have both an IEP and 
a 504 plan while in school. Get a 504 plan if your teen 
doesn’t qualify for, or doesn’t want, special education 
services. 

 � Because some students may perceive special education 
services as stigmatizing, getting a 504 plan is an 
alternate way to acquire necessary accommodations.

How can my teen get a 504 plan in high 
school (or earlier)?

 � A 504 plan evaluation process may be started by a 
parent/guardian or the school. If you believe your 
teen is qualified, you should ask your teen’s school to 
provide a 504 plan.

 � To get a 504 plan, your teen must be evaluated to see 
if he or she is deemed to have a qualified disability.7  
This evaluation process includes: 

 � Documentation of the disability (such as a doctor’s 
diagnosis), 

 � Evaluation results (if the student was recently 
evaluated for an IEP),

 � Observations by the student’s parents and 
teachers,

 � Academic record, and

 � Any independent evaluations (if available).7

 � If your teen has a qualified disability, a 504 plan can 
be created and implemented by a 504 committee. 
This committee may include the teen, their parents, 
teachers, and school administrators. 

 � Parents and students should check in with the school 
about the 504 plan as updates are not required by law.

 Can my teen use their 504 plan in college? 
 � Neither a 504 plan nor a high school IEP apply directly 

to college; but either can be helpful. 

 � To get accommodations in college, students 
must apply to student disability services.  The 
accommodations described in a high school 504 plan 
can help a student advocate for their needs with 
student disability services in college.

 � It is important to note that colleges are not required 
to provide accommodations just because a student 
had a high school 504 plan or an IEP. 

 � A student can still apply for and receive 
accommodations in college even if they didn’t 
have an IEP or 504 Plan in high school. Colleges are 
required to provide accommodations to students with 
a disability who qualify for them under the Americans 
with Disabilities Act. 


