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Individuals with Disabilities Education Act (IDEA) – Part B 
 
The Individuals with Disabilities Education Act (IDEA) is a federal law that ensures public 
educational services to students with disabilities by providing special education funding to 
the states. IDEA Part B focuses on providing special education and related supports to 
children and youth ages 3-21. Several critical components of IDEA are relevant to serving 
probation-involved youth with disabilities. 
 
Central to IDEA is the provision of a free and appropriate public education to all eligible 
students with disabilities. That education is provided through the development of an 
Individualized Education Plan (IEP), a document that describes the educational landscape 
for an eligible disabled student, including that student’s educational goals and objectives, 
the services needed for the student to meet those goals, and the type of setting the student 
requires in order to benefit from his or her education. IDEA also outlines specific 
protections for special education students related to student discipline policies. 
 
A significant proportion of juvenile justice-involved youth suffer from diagnosed or 
undiagnosed disabilities1—some studies estimate the number to be as high as 70%.2 These 
can include physical, emotional or learning impairments and often result in struggles in 
school for these youth. IDEA requires school districts to identify young people with 
disabilities, assess those disabilities and provide special education for students whose 
disabilities impact their ability to benefit from their education. Students may receive 
academic support, as well as accommodations and modifications to the curriculum and 
class requirements, along with related services including but not limited to: mental health 
support, occupational and physical therapy, transportation, and assistive technology.  
 
Mental health supports are a critical part of IDEA’s mandate to ensure that disabled youth 
receive the services necessary to meet the standard of a free and appropriate education. 
These supports are even more crucial for juvenile justice-involved youth, who are more 
likely to require mental health services3 and more frequently demonstrate trauma-related 
symptoms that impact their ability to learn and attend school. In 2011, the enactment of 
California’s AB 114 shifted the responsibility of providing mental health services to special 
education students from county mental health departments to school districts.4 These 
services are now termed Educationally Related Mental Health Services (ERMHS), and can 
include a variety of interventions, including but not limited to individual therapy (any of a 
variety of modalities), parent counseling, psychological and psychiatric services, outpatient 
and residential treatment. These services must be agreed upon by the student’s IEP team as 
a related service necessary for the student to receive a free and appropriate public 
education and must be described in the student’s IEP. It is important to note that any 
student who demonstrates mental health issues impacting his or her ability to learn and 
access the school curriculum is eligible for ERMHS as outlined in his or her IEP. These 
services are not restricted to students who are eligible for special education services under 
the category of “emotional disturbance.”5 
 
School districts provide various mental health services to special education students 
through a variety of methods. Some districts continue to contract with county mental 
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health departments, similar to the arrangements that existed prior to realignment under 
AB 114. Other districts hire mental health professionals to work directly for the school 
district, at various school sites or the district level, and still others contract with 
community-based service providers.  
 
Best Practice Program 
 
The San Francisco Public Defender’s Office Juvenile Division utilizes educational advocacy 
as a way to improve outcomes for young people involved in the juvenile justice system. The 
office’s Legal Education Advocacy Program (LEAP) dedicates an attorney and a social 
worker to addressing these critical educational needs, specifically through special 
education and school discipline advocacy, with the goal of keeping young people in school 
and out of court. The program focuses on ensuring that young people are receiving the 
services they need to benefit from their education—including addressing academic, 
emotional, and mental health needs—and that they feel safe and supported attending 
school.  
 
More Information 
 
U.S. Department of Education – Building the Legacy: IDEA 2004 
http://idea.ed.gov  
 
California Department of Education (CDE) – Reauthorization of the IDEA 2004 
http://www.cde.ca.gov/sp/Se/lr/ideareathztn.asp  
 
California Department of Education (CDE) – AB 114 Special Education Transition 
http://www.cde.ca.gov/sp/se/ac/ab114twg.asp  
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