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For those with an interest in the analysis of disability
policy, Section 504 of the Rehabilitation Act of 1973 has
come to exemplify a fascinating example of policy devel-
opment and implementation. At the time of its passage,
this portion of the Act was a small, seemingly inconse-
quential statement that garnered little attention by leg-
islators and other interested parties. Its influence, how-
ever, would be far-reaching, and it served as the basis for
the better known Americans with Disabilities Act (ADA)
of 1990.

Scotch’s book is an analysis of Section 504. He pro-
vides a brief historical introduction to disability policy
in the United States, and devotes the remainder of the
book to the origin, passage, implementation, and impact
of Section 504. The book was originally published in
1984. In the Epilogue, this second edition includes a brief
overview of disability policy-making since the original
edition came out, including a cursory introduction to the
ADA.

Section 504 was the first federal policy extending the
nondiscrimination language of the Civil Rights Act of
1964 to persons with disabilities. More limited than the
ADA, Section 504 only applied to the federal government
and private and governmental entities that contracted
with the federal government, such as educational institu-
tions. The majority of the Rehabilitation Act dealt with

various funding provisions for rehabilitation programs.
These high price-tag items led to two presidential vetoes
of the bill. They also served to distract attention from the
injunction against discrimination.

Several authorities have noted that the first edition
of Scotch’s book is provides the most in-depth analysis
of Section 504. Especially significant in the work is the
focus on the development of the Section by legislative
aides, and the long and labyrinthine implementation pro-
cess. While more recent disability policies such as the
ADA included a substantive degree of participation and
advocacy by disability rights groups—the recent maxim
of such advocates, “nothing about us without us,” typi-
fies this involvement. This initial civil rights policy, the
author notes, developed with little input by beneficiaries.
According to Scotch, Section 504 was included in the leg-
islation by legislative aides who had an interest in civil
rights, and it became lost amidst the other provisions. He
also notes that one of the motivating factors for the Sec-
tion was that persons who were served by the Vocational
Rehabilitation (VR) system often had difficulty entering
the job market once they had completed their training.
This often occurred because of structural and attitudinal
barriers. Without some form of protection from discrim-
ination and structural improvements, therefore, much of
the money paid into the VR system was wasted.
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Changes in the political climate and a lack of leg-
islative discussion hampered the implementation of Sec-
tion 504. In the policy process, government offices with
authority for implementing policy looked to legislative
records such as committee hearings and the Congres-
sional Record for guidance on developing rules for ap-
plying the policy. Since Section 504 initiated virtually
no discussion among legislators, however, the Office of
Civil Rights, which implemented the policy, was left with
the difficult task of implementing a vaguely written pol-
icy with virtually no legislative guidance. Scotch devotes
several chapters of his book to this process.

A particular strength of this work, aside from the
analysis itself, is the author’s reliance on the testimony
of people involved in developing the policy. Scotch in-
terviewed legislative aides about the origin of Section
504, and the inauspicious manner in which the Section
was developed is a fascinating chronicle of policy devel-
opment. According to Scotch, disability interest groups
were not only largely uninvolved in the development of
the Section, but their contribution at all stages was tan-
gential. Of course, this is due to the fact that during the
early 1970s an organized disability rights coalition was
only starting to develop.

Interestingly, Scotch writes that the lack of involve-
ment by disability rights advocates, especially at the early
stages of development, may have helped in the passage
of the Section. Had a vocal advocacy group emerged, he
notes, attention would have been drawn to this element
of the Act, which could only have harmed its chances
of remaining in tact. Where direct action by consumer
groups did come about in relation to Section 504 was in
the protests staged by advocates at Health, Education,
and Welfare (HEW) offices, which included a takeover
of several offices by persons with disabilities. This mili-
tancy arose after the Department had failed to implement
the Section for several years. Scotch notes that some that
were involved in implementation of the policy question
whether the protests actually had much impact (p. 114).
Direct action may have served a greater purpose, how-
ever, in empowering disability groups to become more
involved in the political arena.

This book has few drawbacks, although I will mention

a couple. First, the title of the work may leave some with
the impression that the book provides a more sweeping
historical overview of disability policy, rather than focus-
ing on an essential transition time within this history. Es-
pecially since the second edition was published in 2001,
some may purchase the book looking for information on
recent policies such as the ADA. The title also implies that
the work focuses primarily on the emergence of a dis-
ability advocacy coalition. This is especially true since
one of the two figures on the front of the book-along
with a wheelchair-is a clenched fist. While coalition-
building is a tangential issue within the book, there are
many recent books, such as Shapiro’s No Pity, that con-
sider the transition of persons with disabilities from dis-
empowered beneficiaries of charity to vocal consumers in
much greater depth. A final concern relates to the rewrit-
ing of the book. Originally published in 1984, it appears
that only the Epilogue was rewritten for the 2001 edition.
While this is not necessarily a problem, considering the
nature of the book, it is not made clear in the introduc-
tory chapter that this section is wholly from the original
version. Thus some of the narrative-when Scotch speaks,
for example, of what has happened “in recent years” (p.
6) or “until very recently” (p. 10)-is difficult to place in
its proper context. A brief explanation at the beginning
of the chapter would have been helpful.

Scotch’s book is a well-organized account of a social
policy-remarkably simplistic in its wording but exceed-
ing complex in its interpretation and extremely impor-
tant in its impact-that benefits greatly from first-person
testimony. It is not only recommended for those with a
specific interest in disability policy, but for anyone with
an interest in policy analysis. The issues that relate to
Section 504 are so unique that the example provides a
wonderful real-world teaching tool for college-level pol-
icy courses.
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