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The reauthorization of the Individuals with Disabilities Education Improvement Act (IDEA 2004), states: 1) a local education agency shall not be required to take into consideration whether the child has a severe discrepancy between achievement and intellectual ability; and 2) in determining whether a child has a specific learning disability, a local education agency may use a process which determines if a child responds to scientific, research based intervention. Furthermore, IDEA 2004 permits districts to use up to15% of their special education funds to develop and implement coordinated, early intervening services for students in K through 12 who have not been identified as needing special education or related services, but who need additional academic and behavioral support to succeed in the general education environment. These three changes provide an opportunity for districts to develop a unified system of education for all students. An IDEA topic brief on the identification of students as learning disabled is available at http://idea.ed.gov/explore/view/p/%2Croot%2Cdynamic% 2CTopicalBrief%2C23%2C. Other topic briefs are available at http://idea.ed.gov/explore/home. 

Not unlike NCLB, IDEA 2004 has set high goals for all school districts, but has provided limited direction as to how to precisely achieve these goals. One strategy that has been suggested is the utilization of a Response to Intervention (RtI) model. By definition, RtI is the practice of providing high-quality instruction/intervention matched to student needs using learning rates over time and level of performance to make important educational decisions (National Association of State Directors of Special Education). RtI is based on principles that the Connecticut State Department of Education (CSDE) has embraced for several years, including: universal screening, high quality instruction, early intervention, regular and frequent monitoring of student progress, and utilization of data to make instructional decisions. In an RtI model, supports to students are provided based on students' needs and are not premised on a particular label, program, or place. 

The Guidelines for Identifying Children with Learning Disabilities, developed by the Connecticut State Department of Education in 1999, have laid the groundwork for RtI. Though not identified by the current term, the concept of RtI was integral in the writing of the previous guidelines ensuring all students were receiving appropriate instruction in the areas of reading and mathematics. Connecticut took a proactive approach to disability identification in its guidelines for students suspected of having a specific learning disability (SLD). The reading and math worksheets were developed knowing that students with severe discrepancy may meet the criterion for learning disabilities for a number of reasons (e.g., lack of participation in consistent, high quality instruction; lack of focus on appropriate skill acquisition; lack of implementation fidelity or intensity, frequency and/or duration, of intervention; or lack of instructional time due to interruptions in learning because of behavioral issues, second language acquisition, mobility, etc.). 

