CONSORTIUM FOR CONSTITUENTS
WITH DISABILITIES

February 5, 2026

The Honorable Bill Cassidy The Honorable Erin Houchin
422 Dirksen Senate Office Building 342 Cannon House Office Building
Washington, DC 20510 Washington, DC 20515

RE: CCD Education Task Force Opposition to the 21 Century Dyslexia Act
Dear Chairman Cassidy and Congresswoman Houchin,

The Consortium for Constituents with Disabilities (CCD) is the largest coalition of national organizations
working together to advocate for federal public policy that ensures the self-determination,
independence, empowerment, integration, and inclusion of children and adults with disabilities in all
aspects of society, free from racism, ableism, sexism, and xenophobia, as well as LGBTQ+ based
discrimination and religious intolerance. In support of CCD’s overall mission, the Education Task Force
advocates for federal legislation, regulations, and guidance that protect civil rights, ensure high
expectations, and address the educational, as well as the social and emotional needs of infants, children,
and youth with disabilities and their families. In this work, we focus on the Individuals with Disabilities
Education Act (IDEA), the Every Student Succeeds Act (ESSA), Section 504 of the Rehabilitation Act, the
Americans with Disabilities Act (ADA), and other applicable laws.

Our organizations appreciate your continued efforts to raise awareness of students with dyslexia and the
importance of ensuring that these students receive appropriate support. However, after careful review,
the undersigned organizations must express our opposition to the 21st Century Dyslexia Act
(5.3010/H.R. 5769). While we share the goal of improving early identification and evidence-based
instruction for students with learning disabilities, we believe this legislation, as drafted, would
undermine existing protections under IDEA and could result in unintended negative consequences for
students with disabilities, including students suspected of or those already identified with dyslexia.

Specifically, we oppose the bill for the following reasons:

1. Adding dyslexia as a separate disability category under IDEA is unnecessary and potentially
harmful.
Dyslexia is already explicitly included as a subtype within the Specific Learning Disability
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(SLD) category (20 U.S.C. §1401(30); 34 CFR §300.8(c)(10))."* Dyslexia does not encompass all
reading disabilities; for example, some students struggle primarily with reading comprehension
rather than word recognition. Creating a separate category elevates one subtype over others,
risks fragmenting the SLD category, and could complicate evaluation processes, delay services,
and disrupt funding mechanisms.

Furthermore, learning disabilities frequently co-occur. IDEA’s existing framework appropriately
allows teams to select interventions based on individual student needs rather than diagnostic
labels. Eligibility categories guide evaluation but do not—and should not—dictate services.
Separating dyslexia into its own category would not improve instructional decision-making and
could detract from IDEA’s individualized, needs-based approach.

2. The bill relies on an outdated and problematic definition of dyslexia.
The bill defines dyslexia as “an unexpected difficulty in reading for an individual who has the
intelligence to be a much better reader.” This definition raises serious concerns. It lacks clear,
actionable criteria to differentiate dyslexia from other learning disabilities and embeds an
intelligence-based discrepancy model that Congress intentionally moved away from in the 2004
reauthorization of IDEA.

Secondly, the bill's proposed definition of dyslexia is anchored in the IQ-discrepancy diagnostic
or “severe discrepancy” model, which Congress eliminated as the sole identification method in
the 2004 IDEA amendments.? Years of research and practice show that this "severe discrepancy"
model is neither valid nor reliable for determining the presence of an SLD, including dyslexia,
with the National Association of School Psychologists recently recommending that this approach
no longer be used to identify a student as having an SLD — including dyslexia.* The problem with
this model is that children can both demonstrate a high IQ and have a learning disability; under
this model, it delays interventions for learning disabilities until a child reaches a point of

! Ryder, R. E. (2016). Letter to Decoding Dyslexia Missouri on evaluation of a Specific Learning Disability. U.S. Department of
Education: Office of Special Education and Rehabilitation Services. Retrieved from:
https://sites.ed.qgov/idealfiles/idea/policy/speced/quid/idea/memosdclirs/quidance-on-dyslexia-10-2015.pdf

2 Yudin, M.K. (2015). Dear colleague letter regarding dyslexia guidance. U.S. Department of Education: Office of Special Education

4 The Honorable Tim Murphy (R-PA) said: Let me draw upon my first hand experience as a psychologist who has participated in
many of these discussions regarding learning disabled children...| am particularly pleased with the bill's provisions to improve the
definition of “specific learning disabilities...that children [can now] receive scientifically based instruction as soon as possible instead
of relying on the outdated IQ-achievement discrepancy model as the sole measure of a student's IDEA eligibility.” U.S. House of
Representatives, (November 19, 2004) at:
https://www.govinfo.gov/content/pkg/CREC-2004-11-20/html/CREC-2004-11-20-pt1-PgE2129.htm
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academic crisis.>® Under the IDEA's 2004 amendments, states have discretion about which
model to use (see more below). This bill not only removes state discretion, it actually takes the
field backwards to the detriment of 2.4 million children with learning disabilities.

A recent scan by the National Center for Learning Disabilities of state policies related to SLD
identification methods found that eight states explicitly do not allow the IQ Discrepancy model
as one of the methods to determine SLD eligibility. Another eight states discourage the use of
this method to identify students as having an SLD. If passed, the 21st Century Dyslexia Act would
mandate all states to use this method to identify a student as having dyslexia, while a growing
number have moved away from this model of identifying a student with an SLD.

3. The bill weakens critical exclusionary factors that protect students from misidentification.
The definition of SLD in current law states that “Such term does not include a learning problem
that is primarily the result of visual, hearing, or motor disabilities, of intellectual disabilities’, of
emotional disturbance, or of environmental, cultural, or economic disadvantage.” Pursuant to
federal law, these factors must be ruled out as the primary cause of a learning challenge before a
child may be determined eligible for services under the SLD category. A major reason for
including the terms “environmental, cultural, or economic disadvantage” is to protect students
from being incorrectly identified as having a disability. The inclusion of these terms is critical
given the history of disproportionate identification and placement of students of color, English
Learners, and students impacted by poverty as eligible under IDEA. Studies have shown that
even when controlling for income, racial and ethnic disparities in the identification of students
with disabilities persisted in high-incidence disability categories such as specific learning
disabilities.® Other studies have found that the demographics of the school impact identification.
Therefore, these exclusionary factors must be maintained for a child to be determined eligible
for IDEA services under the SLD category.

Decades of research and practice make clear that dyslexia presents differently across individuals, just as
IDEA recognizes. The International Dyslexia Association, the Learning Disabilities Association of America,
and the U.S. Department of Education’s Office of Special Education and Rehabilitative Services have
consistently affirmed that dyslexia is a type of specific learning disability within the existing IDEA

5 Stuebing, K. K., Barth, A. E., Molfese, P. J., Weiss, B., & Fletcher, J. M. (2009). 1Q is not strongly related to response to reading
instruction: A meta-analytic interpretation. Exceptional children, 76(1), 31-51.

6 Fletcher, J. M., Lyon, G. R., Fuchs, L. S., & Barnes, M. A. (2019). Learning disabilities: From identification to intervention (2nd ed.).
New York, NY: Guilford Press.

7 Students with intellectual disabilities, such as those with Down syndrome, can also have co-occurring specific learning disabilities.
However, in practice this can be very difficult to determine. IEP teams should consider all areas of academic, social, and emotional
difficulty and develop a comprehensive plan designed to improve the student’s academic achievement and overall success.

8 Grindal, T., Schifter, L. A., Schwartz, G., & Hehir, T. (2019). Racial differences in special education identification and placement:
Evidence across three states. Harvard Educational Review, 89(4), 525-553.
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framework. CCD and its members have long worked to ensure dyslexia is recognized and appropriately
supported through federal policy, and we remain committed to that goal.

However, because the 21st Century Dyslexia Act conflicts with IDEA’s established structure, relies on
outdated diagnostic approaches, and risks exacerbating inequities, we cannot support its passage. We
urge Congress to reject this legislation and instead pursue policy solutions that strengthen
implementation of IDEA, support early and effective intervention, and preserve critical civil rights
protections for all students with disabilities.

We appreciate your attention to the needs of students with learning disabilities and remain open to
working with you on alternative approaches that advance evidence-based practice without undermining
existing law. Please do not hesitate to reach out to the co-chairs of the CCD Education Task Force listed
below with any questions. We look forward to continued engagement during the 119th Congress.

Sincerely,

Access Ready Inc.

Association of University Centers on Disabilities
Autism Society of America

Autistic Self Advocacy Network

Autistic Women & Nonbinary Network
CommunicationFIRST

Council for Exceptional Children

Council for Learning Disabilities

Council of Parent Attorneys and Advocates (COPAA)
Disability Belongs™

Disability Rights Education and Defense Fund
Division for Learning Disabilities of the Council for Exceptional Children (DLD)
Higher Education Consortium for Special Education (HECSE)
Learning Disabilities Association of America
National Association of School Psychologists
National Center for Learning Disabilities

National Down Syndrome Congress

National PLACE

TDIforAccess

The Advocacy Institute

The Arc of the United States

The Center for Learner Equity

The Partnership for Inclusive Disaster Strategies
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For questions or additional information please contact: CCD Education Task Force co-chairs:

Delancy Allred Stephanie Flynt Robyn Linscott
dallred@autismsociety.org Stephanie.flynt@ndrn.org linscott@thearc.org

Autism Society of America National Disability Rights Network The Arc of the United States
Kuna Tavalin Lindsay Kubatzky

ktavalin@exceptionalchildren.org lkubatzky@ncld.org

Council for Exceptional Children National Center for Learning Disabilities

CC: U.S. Senate Health, Education, Labor, and Pensions Committee Members
CC: U.S. House Education and Workforce Committee Members

820 First Street, NE Suite 740 « Washington, DC 20002 « PH 202-567-3516 « FAX 202-408-9520 « Infod@c-c-d.ong = waw.c-c-d.org


mailto:dallred@autismsociety.org
mailto:Stephanie.flynt@ndrn.org
mailto:linscott@thearc.org
mailto:KTavalin@exceptionalchildren.org
mailto:lkubatzky@ncld.org

