
Approximately 50 years ago, President Lyndon B.
Johnson signed into law the original Elementary
and Secondary Education Act (ESEA) of 1965,
ensuring children from disadvantaged
backgrounds had the same kinds of educational
opportunities as their more affluent peers. And
when he signed that law, he said he believed that
no law he had signed or will ever sign will mean
more to the future of America. He set full
educational opportunity as our first national goal. 
In 1975, Congress passed what is now known as

the Individuals with Disabilities Education Act
(IDEA), guaranteeing to all children with
disabilities a free appropriate public education
that emphasizes special education and related
services designed to meet their unique needs and
prepare them for further education, employment,
and independent living. 
It is clear that we have made significant progress

in our efforts to advance the inclusion of children
with disabilities in our schools and communities.
Our nation stands on the shoulders of our teachers,
our school leaders, and our families. Working
together they have raised expectations, helping
children with disabilities learn more and develop
their skills beyond what was thought possible. 
Together, both ESEA and IDEA have led to

improved access, accountability, and achievement
for children with disabilities. As classrooms
become more inclusive, technology advances, and
research tells us how to provide evidence-based
instruction and interventions to support children
with disabilities in the classroom, states and school
districts can now focus on improving performance
rather than just focusing on mere compliance with
the law. 
And, as a country, we’ve made tremendous

progress over the last few years alone. Last year, we
announced the highest graduation rate we’ve ever
had as a nation—82 percent. This progress was
driven in no small part by the significant
reductions in the dropout rate among African
American, Latino, and low-income students. We
have seen a million more African American and

Latino students in college since President Obama
took office. Millions more students now have
access to higher education and access to high-
quality preschool. And data suggests that the most
recent college graduating class was not only the
largest class ever but also the most diverse.
Nevertheless, significant challenges remain.

Children with disabilities, including children who
are deaf or hard of hearing, stand far behind their
peers in almost every indicator of student
achievement. Unfortunately, too many children
with disabilities simply do not have opportunities
to access and succeed in coursework necessary for
college and career. Highly effective special
education teachers are in short supply and high
demand. And children with disabilities are more
than twice as likely to receive an out-of-school
suspension than students without disabilities. 
For children who are deaf or hard of hearing,

this situation is compounded by the lack of
attention to individual student educational and
social needs within schools and districts, the high
cost of linguistic and communication access, and
the limited school and community resources.
These children all too often sit alone in the
classroom—they are not “included” in the
classroom academic and social interactions.
Consequently, they struggle to learn key concepts.
Research has shown that students who are deaf or
hard of hearing achieve lower levels of reading and
leave school with a typical reading delay of at least
five years. With inadequate linguistic and
communication access, inadequate instruction, and
low expectations by unprepared teachers and
faculty, students who are deaf or hard of hearing,
even with normal or above-average potential, fall
far behind their hearing classmates in academic
achievement at all grade levels and at the
postsecondary level.
How do we close this opportunity gap in

academic achievement and ensure children who are
deaf or hard of hearing have the skills necessary to
compete in the 21st century knowledge-based
economy? We know from 40 years of research that
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children with disabilities do better when they are
held to high expectations and have access to the
general education curriculum. To be clear, that
curriculum is the same curriculum as for
nondisabled children and is based on a state’s
academic content standards for the grade in which a
child is enrolled. We know that children with
disabilities, including those who struggle in reading
and math, can successfully learn grade-level content
and make significant academic progress when
appropriate instruction, services, and supports are
provided. Therefore, to make certain that children
with disabilities are held to high expectations and
have meaningful access to a state’s academic content
standards, the special education and related services,
supplementary aids and services, and other supports
in a child’s Individualized Education Program (IEP)
must be designed to enable the child to be involved
in and make progress in the general education
curriculum based on the state’s academic content
standards for the grade in which the child is
enrolled. 
It is incumbent upon all of us to ensure all

children, regardless of zip code, race or ethnicity,
income status, or ability, have the opportunity to
graduate from high school ready to succeed in
college and career. There is no single system or
entity responsible for providing all of the necessary
supports that children and youth need, including
those who are deaf or hard of hearing. Strengthening
linkages between general and special education,
preschool and elementary education, and secondary
and postsecondary education are the critical first

steps. Ultimately, cross-agency collaboration is
necessary—both within and across child- and adult-
service system at the federal, state, and local
levels—to ensure children with disabilities receive
the instruction, the special education and related
services, the supplementary aids and services, and
other supports necessary to meet grade-level content
standards and graduate from high school college and
career ready. 
As you may know, President Obama recently

signed the Every Student Succeeds Act, the latest
reauthorization of ESEA, into law. He did so
because he believes that not only does it build on
the civil rights legacy of the original law but creates
an opportunity for a reset in the national
conversation about the future of schools and the
path to educational equity and excellence for all
children.
We all know it takes work—hard work—to make

that opportunity real. But if you truly believe that
all children deserve that kind of opportunity, then
our collective work becomes extraordinarily clear.
We know that when families, educators, and
community leaders work together, they can unlock
the “great vaults of opportunity of this nation”—to
echo the words of Dr. King from his March on
Washington.
More than 50 years ago, President Johnson said

that “our society will not be great until every young
mind is set free to scan the farthest reaches of
thought and imagination. We are still far from that
goal.” Our work together, living up to our shared
responsibility, can help us reach that goal. 
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