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Admission, Review, And Dismissal Committee (ARDC)

Primary Disciplinary Field(s): Special Education, Educational Law, Child Development

1. Core Definition

The Admission, Review, and Dismissal Committee (ARDC) is a pivotal, legally mandated
multidisciplinary body established within educational systems, primarily in the United States,
charged with determining and overseeing the specialized educational needs of eligible students
with disabilities. Functioning as the central mechanism for implementing key provisions of the
federal Individuals with Disabilities Education Act (IDEA), the ARDC ensures that every child
receives a Free Appropriate Public Education (FAPE) in the Least Restrictive Environment
(LRE). This committee's existence is rooted in the recognition that students with disabilities require
carefully tailored educational support that allows them to access and progress within the general
education curriculum alongside their non-disabled peers whenever appropriate.

The primary and most crucial function of the ARDC is the creation and maintenance of the
Individual Educational Program (IEP). The IEP is a legally binding document that meticulously

details the student's current performance levels, articulates measurable annual goals, and
specifies the special education services, accommodations, modifications, and related supports the
school district commits to providing. The ARDC's deliberations are comprehensive, encompassing
everything from academic objectives and instructional methodologies to therapeutic interventions,
behavioral supports, and transition planning for post-secondary life or employment. Through
annual meetings and ongoing oversight, the committee ensures the IEP remains a dynamic plan
that evolves in response to the student's progress and changing requirements, requiring
collaborative input from all stakeholders, most importantly the parents and the student themselves.

2. Etymology and Historical Development

The origins of the ARDC concept are intrinsically linked to the monumental shift in disability rights
and educational law that occurred in the United States during the 1960s and 1970s. Prior to this
era, public education often systematically excluded children with disabilities or relegated them to
inadequate, segregated facilities, undermining their right to equal opportunity. The civil rights
movement provided the crucial impetus for advocacy, culminating in landmark legal challenges that
affirmed the educational rights of disabled children. Cases such as the 1972 rulings in
Pennsylvania Association for Retarded Children (PARC) v. Commonwealth of Pennsylvania and
Mills v. Board of Education of the District of Columbia established the fundamental right to
education for all children, regardless of disability severity, and mandated necessary due process
procedures to protect these rights.

These pivotal court decisions laid the groundwork for the passage of the Education for All
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Handicapped Children Act of 1975 (Public Law 94-142). This landmark federal legislation
fundamentally redefined special education by requiring all states to provide FAPE to eligible

children. Central to P.L. 94-142, and its subsequent reauthorization as the Individuals with
Disabilities Education Act (IDEA) in 1990, was the mandate for a collaborative, individualized
planning process overseen by a designated team--the ARD or ARDC. The committee's formal
name explicitly captures its three fundamental and sequential duties: Admission, which involves
the initial eligibility evaluation and development of the first IEP; Review, which encompasses the
mandatory periodic assessment (usually annual) of the student's progress and the adjustment of
the IEP; and Dismissal, the determination that special education services are no longer needed
because the student has met their educational goals or graduated.

Subsequent reauthorizations of IDEA, notably those in 1997 and 2004, solidified the procedural
requirements and strengthened the focus on outcomes, parental participation, and inclusion. These
legislative refinements emphasized data-driven decision-making and reinforced the requirement
that services be provided in the LRE, ensuring that the ARDC process today remains grounded in
the foundational principles of due process, accountability, and individualized support first codified
four decades ago.

3. Key Characteristics and Functions

The operational efficacy of the ARDC is defined by several core characteristics that ensure its
compliance with federal law and its ability to create effective educational plans. Its foundational
characteristic is its Multidisciplinary Composition. Federal law mandates that the committee
must include diverse professional perspectives to create a comprehensive plan. Typical
membership includes a school administrator knowledgeable about resource allocation and school
operations; a special education teacher specializing in adapted instruction; a general education
teacher offering curriculum insight; an evaluator (often a school psychologist) who interprets
assessment data; and, crucially, the parents, who serve as equal partners and advocates,
contributing invaluable insights into the child's strengths, needs, and home life. Furthermore,
depending on the student's needs, related service providers (e.g., speech-language pathologists,
occupational therapists) may also participate.

The ARDC operates under strict Legal Mandate and Procedural Safeguards, as codified by
IDEA. This legal framework dictates the necessary steps for every phase of the process, from
initial referral to service delivery and dismissal. The procedural safeguards are designed to protect
the rights of the student and the parents, guaranteeing the right to meaningful participation in all
meetings, access to educational records, prior written notice of proposed changes, and the ability
to challenge decisions through mediation or due process hearings. This legalistic backbone
ensures that all decisions regarding a student's special education are transparent, justifiable, and
accountable.
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Individualized Educational Program (IEP) Oversight: The ARDC is solely responsible for
developing, implementing, and monitoring the IEP. This oversight includes defining specific,
measurable, achievable, relevant, and time-bound (SMART) annual goals; determining the specific
special education services and related therapies required; establishing the necessary
accommodations and modifications; and deciding the appropriate placement that adheres to the
LRE principle. The committee is legally obligated to review the IEP at least annually and conduct a
full reevaluation of eligibility every three years (triennial review).

Child-Centered and Collaborative Approach: Although guided by legal formalism, the ARDC's
work is inherently focused on the individual child's needs and potential for progress. The
collaborative environment, bringing together the family and professionals, aims to move beyond
institutional recommendations toward tailored solutions. As the student matures, their participation
in the ARDC meetings becomes increasingly important, particularly during transition planning,
fostering self-advocacy and ensuring their personal goals and preferences are integrated into the
educational plan.

4. Significance and Impact

The Admission, Review, and Dismissal Committee holds unparalleled significance in the realm of
educational equity, serving as the essential structure that translates federal law into actionable
support for students with disabilities. Its impact directly determines whether students receive the
resources necessary to overcome learning barriers and achieve meaningful academic and
functional progress. The establishment of the ARDC ensures that educational institutions adopt a
customized approach, thereby moving special education away from generalized programs toward
specialized services that recognize the unique profile and potential of every student.

For the student, the ARDC is the indispensable gateway to receiving a Free Appropriate Public

Education (FAPE). By articulating specific goals, the committee ensures that specialized

instruction, related therapeutic services (such as speech or occupational therapy), and necessary
accommodations are provided seamlessly. This individualized support is crucial for students to not
only access the general curriculum but also to develop essential life skills, prepare for post-
secondary education or vocational training, and transition successfully into independent adulthood.
Were it not for the formalized function of the ARDC, many students with disabilities would face
significant challenges accessing educational content, leading to underachievement, exclusion, and
a failure to meet their full potential.

Furthermore, the ARDC profoundly impacts parent empowerment and accountability within the
educational system. The structure transforms parents from passive recipients of services into
active and equal partners in all decision-making processes regarding their child's education. This
mandatory collaboration, coupled with robust procedural safeguards, ensures that parents have a
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strong voice, the right to comprehensive information, and legal avenues to challenge inadequate
service provision. This collaborative model fosters transparency and trust between home and
school, guaranteeing that school districts are held accountable for fully implementing the legally
binding commitments outlined in the IEP, thereby protecting the fundamental rights of students with
disabilities and their families.

5. Debates and Criticisms

Despite its foundational role and legal necessity, the ARDC process is subject to persistent
debates and criticisms, often centered on implementation challenges and resource allocation. A
major concern revolves around the genuine effectiveness of parental involvement. While IDEA
mandates parental participation, critics argue that the highly professional and legalistic nature of
the ARDC meeting can be intimidating and disempowering for many families, especially those who
lack extensive educational knowledge or come from socio-economically disadvantaged or culturally
diverse backgrounds. Parents may feel overwhelmed by specialized jargon, outnumbered by
multiple professionals, or pressured to consent to recommendations without fully understanding the
implications, potentially leading to an imbalance of power that diminishes their role as equal
partners, despite legal provisions to the contrary.

Another significant criticism addresses the time, resource intensity, and administrative burden
of the process. Developing comprehensive, compliant IEPs, conducting thorough evaluations, and
holding annual and triennial meetings for numerous students demand substantial time
commitments from educators, administrators, and specialized service providers, often placing
strain on already limited school resources. This intensity can sometimes lead to rushed meetings,
the use of generalized or "boilerplate” IEPs rather than truly individualized plans, or an
overwhelming focus on procedural compliance--ensuring paperwork is correct--rather than
genuine, collaborative problem-solving aimed at improving student outcomes. Furthermore, the
legal mechanisms designed to protect rights, such as due process, can occasionally foster an
adversarial environment, diverting energy and resources away from educational delivery into legal
disputes.

Finally, ongoing scrutiny focuses on the quality of the IEPs themselves and the fidelity of their
implementation. Critics frequently point out that some IEPs may contain vague or non-specific
goals, making it difficult to measure progress accurately or address the student's unique needs in
an actionable way. More critically, even a well-drafted IEP is ineffective if its provisions are not
consistently and appropriately delivered in the classroom setting. Implementation challenges often
stem from insufficient staff training, communication breakdowns between the ARDC team and
frontline educators, or the lack of adequate resources necessary to provide high-cost related
services. Ensuring that the commitments made by the ARDC result in measurable, meaningful
educational progress for the student remains a continuous operational and ethical challenge for
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special education systems.

Further Reading

U.S. Department of Education: A Guide to the Individualized Education Program
Individuals with Disabilities Education Act (IDEA) Official Website

Wrightslaw: The Law Center for Special Education Advocates

PACER Center: Champions for Children with Disabilities
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