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Stevens, J., delivered the opinion of the Court, in which 
Rehnquist, C. J., and O’Connor, Scalia, Souter, Ginsburg, 
and Breyer, JJ., joined. Thomas, J., filed a dissenting opin-
ion, in which Kennedy, J., joined. 

The Individuals with Disabilities Education Act 
(IDEA), 84 Stat. 175, as amended, was enacted, in part, “to 
assure that all children with disabilities have available to 
them . . . a free appropriate public education which empha-
sizes special education and related services designed to meet 
their unique needs.” 20 U. S. C. §1400(c). Consistent with 
this purpose, the IDEA authorizes federal financial assis-
tance to States that agree to provide disabled children with 
special education and “related services.” See §§1401(a)(18), 
1412(1). The question presented in this case is whether the 
definition of “related services” in §1401(a)(17)1 requires a 
public school district in a participating State to provide a 
ventilator-dependent student with certain nursing services 
during school hours. 

I

Respondent Garret F. is a friendly, creative, and intel-
ligent young man. When Garret was four years old, his spi-
nal column was severed in a motorcycle accident. Though 
paralyzed from the neck down, his mental capacities were 
unaffected. He is able to speak, to control his motorized 
wheelchair through use of a puff and suck straw, and to op-
erate a computer with a device that responds to head move-
ments. Garret is currently a student in the Cedar Rapids 
Community School District (District), he attends regular 
classes in a typical school program, and his academic per-
formance has been a success. Garret is, however, ventilator 
dependent,2 and therefore requires a responsible individual 
nearby to attend to certain physical needs while he is in 
school.3 

During Garret’s early years at school his family pro-
vided for his physical care during the school day. When he 
was in kindergarten, his 18-year-old aunt attended him; 
in the next four years, his family used settlement proceeds 
they received after the accident, their insurance, and other 
resources to employ a licensed practical nurse. In 1993, 
Garret’s mother requested the District to accept financial 
responsibility for the health care services that Garret re-
quires during the school day. The District denied the re-
quest, believing that it was not legally obligated to provide 
continuous one-on-one nursing services. 

Relying on both the IDEA and Iowa law, Garret’s 
mother requested a hearing before the Iowa Department 
of Education. An Administrative Law Judge (ALJ) received 
extensive evidence concerning Garret’s special needs, the 
District’s treatment of other disabled students, and the as-
sistance provided to other ventilator-dependent children in 
other parts of the country. In his 47-page report, the ALJ 
found that the District has about 17,500 students, of whom 
approximately 2,200 need some form of special education 
or special services. Although Garret is the only ventila-
tor-dependent student in the District, most of the health 
care services that he needs are already provided for some 
other students.4  “The primary difference between Garret’s 
situation and that of other students is his dependency on 
his ventilator for life support.” App. to Pet. for Cert. 28a. 
The ALJ noted that the parties disagreed over the train-
ing or licensure required for the care and supervision of 
such students, and that those providing such care in other 
parts of the country ranged from non-licensed personnel 
to registered nurses. However, the District did not contend 
that only a licensed physician could provide the services in 
question. 

The ALJ explained that federal law requires that chil-
dren with a variety of health impairments be provided with 
“special education and related services” when their dis-
abilities adversely affect their academic performance, and 
that such children should be educated to the maximum 
extent appropriate with children who are not disabled. In 
addition, the ALJ explained that applicable federal regula-
tions distinguish between “school health services,” which 
are provided by a “qualified school nurse or other quali-
fied person,” and “medical services,” which are provided 
by a licensed physician. See 34 CFR §§300.16(a), (b)(4), 
(b)(11) (1998). The District must provide the former, but 
need not provide the latter (except, of course, those “medi-
cal services” that are for diagnostic or evaluation purposes, 
§1401(a)(17)). According to the ALJ, the distinction in the 
regulations does not just depend on “the title of the person 
providing the service”; instead, the “medical services” ex-
clusion is limited to services that are “in the special train-
ing, knowledge, and judgment of a physician to carry out.” 
App. to Pet. for Cert. 51a. The ALJ thus concluded that the 


