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Strengthening Disability Rights in Colorado Schools

SB26-125, Section 504, and Protecting Students with Disabilities

What is Section 504?

Section 504 of the Rehabilitation Act of 1973 is a federal civil rights law that prohibits disability
discrimination in schools and other programs that receive federal funding. For K-12 public
schools (and many charter and private schools that receive federal funds), Section 504 ensures
that students with disabilities have equal access to education.

Protects students from discrimination

Requires reasonable accommodations

Covers a broad range of disabilities

Requires schools to evaluate students, and provide a “504 plan”
Ensures students are educated with their peers

In the United States students with disabilities can receive educational services under two
Federal laws: Section 504 of the Rehabilitation Act of 1973 (simply referred to as Section 504)
and the Individuals with Disabilities Education Act (IDEA). Section 504 has long been enforced
by the federal Office for Civil Rights within the U.S. Department of Education. It remains one of
the primary legal protections ensuring that students with disabilities have equal access to
education. For students who do not qualify for an Individualized Education Plan ( IEP) under
IDEA, a 504 Plan may be their only formal protection against disability discrimination in school.

For students with intellectual and developmental disabilities, Section 504 works alongside IDEA
to ensure they can attend school, participate in school activities, and receive the
accommodations they need to succeed. While IDEA provides specialized instruction for eligible
students, Section 504 provides broader civil rights protections that apply throughout the school
environment.

What is Colorado Senate Bill 26-125?

Colorado Senate Bill 26-125 is a state law that strengthens protections for students with
disabilities by creating a state-level process for investigating disability discrimination in public
schools. While the law does not replace federal protections under Section 504 of the



https://leg.colorado.gov/bills/sb26-125

Rehabilitation Act, the Americans with Disabilities Act (ADA), or the Individuals with
Disabilities Education Act (IDEA), it provides Colorado with stronger tools to enforce those
rights.

As changes in federal civil rights enforcement impact federal complaint processes, SB26-125
establishes important state-level protections. It gives families a way to seek accountability
without navigating federal-level processes, systems, and barriers. This law also strengthens
protections against legal retaliation, and creates a state-level enforcement process.

SB26-125 does not create new disability rights. Instead, it strengthens Colorado’s ability to
enforce rights that already exist under federal law. Students in Colorado still have all of their
federal protections, this law will help make it easier to access protections and find solutions.

Families of Colorado students will now be able to file disability discrimination complaints with
the Colorado Department of Education (CDE), allowing the state to:

Investigate complaints.

Require corrective action.

Monitor compliance.

Hold school districts accountable when violations occur.

SB26-125 addresses barriers by creating a state-level process for investigating disability
discrimination and requiring schools to take action when violations occur. This provides families
with another avenue to resolve concerns without relying solely on federal enforcement. It
explicitly protects students, families, educators, advocates, and witnesses who report disability
discrimination or participate in investigations.

Why These Laws Matter

These laws are important because students with disabilities experience bullying, restraint,
seclusion, and other forms of discrimination more than students without disabilities. A 2024
study on public school students published by the U.S. Department of Education found that 45%
of students reported as being harassed or bullied were served under IDEA, and 5% were served
only under Section 504. The study also found that students with disabilities were
overrepresented in discipline actions compared to their peers without disabilities.

While Section 504 remains federal law, the enforcement of the law is changing. As
the federal Department of Education is dismantled, the Office for Civil Rights (OCR) for
students is not located within the Department of Justice. Recent changes in staffing,
organizational structure, and federal enforcement priorities have raised concerns about the
speed and consistency of investigations. Many disability advocates believe that the shift in
agency will create slower timelines, more administrative barriers, and more confusion in
complaint processes.


https://ed.cde.state.co.us/
https://www.ed.gov/media/document/crdc-snapshot-profle-of-students-disabilities-us-public-schools-sy-2020-2021-21420.pdf
https://www.ed.gov/media/document/crdc-snapshot-profle-of-students-disabilities-us-public-schools-sy-2020-2021-21420.pdf

Many families already face significant barriers when navigating federal complaint systems,
including:

e Lengthy investigation timelines
e Complex procedures
e Limited legal resources, and more

Having a state level complaint process is more accessible, responsive, and better positioned to
address issues affecting local schools and communities in Colorado.

Comparing Section 504 and SB26-125

Section 504 SB26-125
e TFederal civil rights law e Colorado state law
e Prohibits disability discrimination e Reinforces disability
protections in Colorado public
schools
e Requires equal access and reasonable e C(Creates a state complaint and
accommodations enforcement process
e Complaints are investigated through e Complaints may also be
federal agencies or courts investigated by the Colorado
Department of Education
e Enforcement depends on federal e Provides state-level
capacity and priorities accountability and oversight

Together, these laws create complementary protections. Section 504 establishes students’ rights,
while SB26-125 strengthens Colorado’s ability to ensure those rights are respected.

Why This Matters for People with I/DD

For students with intellectual and developmental disabilities (I/DD), these laws create pathways
to education, work, community involvement, and so much more. Many students with I/DD also
rely on these laws to receive the supports and accommodations they need to succeed. When
these protections are not followed, the consequences can extend far beyond the classroom.

Students with I/DD are more likely to experience:

Exclusion from general education classrooms and extracurricular activities.
Inaccessible instructional materials or school programs.

Inappropriate use of restraint or seclusion.

Bullying, harassment, or discriminatory discipline practices.

Retaliation after a student or family advocates for their rights.



These barriers can limit academic achievement, social inclusion, independence, and long-term
opportunities for employment and community participation. For students with I/DD, equitable
access to education is closely linked to lifelong outcomes. Inclusive educational experiences
contribute to higher rates of employment, greater independence, stronger community
connections, and improved quality of life in adulthood.

By strengthening enforcement of existing disability rights, SB26-125 helps move Colorado closer
to an education system where all students, regardless of disability, have the opportunity to learn,
belong, and thrive.
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