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Your education policy team.

Your Question:

A state education agency leader requested information on how states fund special education services and
approach equitable funding for these services.

Our Response:

The following information request provides an overview of different state approaches for funding special
education services and a discussion of policy considerations for reducing costs to local districts and
equitably funding these services. The discussion raises four policy approaches:

1. Funding services using multiple weights to better differentiate funding levels according to student
needs.

2. Providing high-cost services funding to avoid placing disproportionate spending pressures on certain
districts.

3. Using regional education service agencies (ESAs) to assist districts with service delivery for students
with complex learning needs.

4. Developing state initiatives to assist in recruiting and retaining educators and staff for special
education services.

According to our 50 State-Comparison on K-12 Funding, all 50 states and the District of Columbia provide
additional state funding to support services for students with a disability. In fact, many states have multiple
funding streams — we identified at least 27 states that use more than one funding mechanism to support
these services. State funds are provided in addition to the federal Individual with Disabilities Education Act
(IDEA) dollars. Because this is a complex student population that may require a wide range of services
depending on the student’s needs, many states have adapted their funding models to differentiate funding
based on the intensity of services the student will receive.
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We have identified states using the following funding mechanisms — note that many states have more
than one mechanism:

Single Student Weight

11 States: AK, CA, HI, LA, MD, MO, ND, NH, NY, OR and SC

A single weight or dollar amount allocated by the state for students or districts that qualify based on certain
factors or student needs. Allocations determined by single weights do not differentiate based on the 13
IDEA disability categories, including dyslexia, autism, deafness, blindness, intellectual disability, or students

with multiple disabilities.

Multiple Student Weights

19 States and the District of Columbia: AZ, CO, FL, GA, IA, IN, KY, MA, ME, NM, NV, OH, OK, PA, SD, TN,
TX, UT and WA

One of the most common models for distributing special education funding to districts is through the use of
multiple student weights. In the funding formula, students are assigned a different weight or dollar amount
based on certain factors. The weights can be assigned based on severity of disability (e.g., “mild,”
“moderate” or “severe”); on specific disability (e.g., visually impaired students receive X amount and
autistic students receive Y amount); or on the placement of the student (e.g., students who are educated
out-of-district or in a private facility receive X amount).

High-Cost Student System

21 States: AL, AR, CO, CT, MA, ME, MN, MT, ND, NH, NJ, NY, OH, OR, PA, RI, SD, UT, VT, WA and WI

Many states provide additional funding for very high-cost students. This is the most common funding
stream for special education services. This stream is often coupled with another funding mechanism to help
offset the cost of some services. Under this model, districts are responsible for the cost of special education
services up to a certain threshold. If costs exceed that threshold, that state would then provide additional
funding to the district.

Census-Based

14 States: AK, AL, AR, AZ, CA, ID, IL, MA, MN, MT, NJ, ND, SD and VT

The additional weight or dollar amount awarded to schools is based on the total enroliment of all students,
including students with and without disabilities, not by the enrollment of students with a disability. This
approach can be effective and reduce administrative costs if the proportion of students with disabilities is
constant across localities and the cost of providing these services is equivalent.

However, if these conditions are not true in the state, then this approach can result in inequitable
distribution of resources across districts. This approach may also be used by states to reduce concerns of
districts overidentifying students for special education services to receive additional state funds.
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Reimbursement

7 States: KS, MI, MN, NE, VA, Wl and WY

States that use a reimbursement model for special education funding require districts to submit actual
expenditures to the state. The state reimburses districts for all or a portion of actual spending.

Resource-Allocation

7 States: AL, AR, DE, ID, IL, MS and VA

States distribute resources/staff positions — not dollars — based on the number of identified students who
require special education services. For example, the state would provide one teacher and one instructional
assistant for every X number of students who require special education services and one psychologist for
every Y number of students who require special education services.

Categorical Grant

4 States: FL, HI, NC and WV

State gives the districts a grant to use on special education services. The grant can be calculated based on
past years’ spending on special education services and is funded outside of the primary funding formula.

Special education services are provided to a complex student population that can require a variety of
services. Not all districts have the staffing expertise or financial resources to handle these challenges alone.
States can provide financial resources and technical assistance to districts to help manage these challenges.
The following text discusses four state approaches for assisting districts with special education services:

1. Fund special education services using more than one weight. Many states weight funding levels
based on multiple factors, rather than providing a flat amount for every student with a disability
regardless of diagnosis, as discussed in the previous section. For example, Ohio (Rev. Code Ann. §

3317.013) provides a range of weights based on the type of disability the student is diagnosed with.
Students with a speech and language disability as their primary or only identified disability receive
an additional 24.35% compared to an additional 61.79% for students with a specific learning
disability and an additional 148.45% for students with a hearing disability or a severe behavior
disability.

States may also vary the weights based on cost or placement. For example, Pennsylvania (24 Pa.
Stat. Ann. § 25-2509.5) weights categories based on the cost of education (24 Pa. Stat. Ann. § 13-
1372):

a. Category 1 students with a cost below $25,000 receive an additional 64%

b. Category 2 students with a cost between $25,000 and $50,000 receive an additional 208%.

c. Category 3 students with costs above $50,000 receive an additional 534%.
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States may also weight funds based on where students are receiving services. Washington (Wash.
Rev. Code Ann. § 28A.150.390) provides an additional weight of 112% for students receiving special
education services for more than 80% of the day and a slightly smaller weight of an additional 106%
for students receiving special education services for less than 80% of the day.

Provide high-cost services funding. Twenty-one states offer state aid to help defray some of the
expenses for particularly high-cost special education services (e.g., students requiring placement
out-of-district). The costs for these services can be significantly higher than costs for students in
general education courses and can reach as high as $70,000 per student. To avoid placing
disproportionate spending pressures on certain districts, states provide high-cost special education

funding often on top of traditional special education subsidies. The most common determination for
who is eligible to receive high-cost service funding is a specific dollar threshold, which is done in 8
states (i.e., AR, CO, MA, NJ, NY, OR, WV and WY) and ranges from $10,000 to $65,000. In
Connecticut (Conn. Gen. Stat. Ann. § 10-76g), the threshold for the Excess Cost Grant is 4.5 times
the average per pupil expenditure.

Most states provide high-cost services funding as a supplement to state support for special
education services allocated to districts in the state’s primary aid formula. Only Connecticut and
Rhode Island rely on high-cost services funding exclusively to allocate state aid for special education
services. Instead, many states with a high-cost services allocations also offer weighted funding per
student in their primary aid formula, which is discussed in the next section.

Direct regional education service agencies to assist districts in providing special education
services. Education service agencies are charged with providing cost effective services and supports
to promote efficiency, quality and access to programs and services. Support for and oversight of
special education services is one the most common services that ESAs provide within states,
according to 2021 review by the Association of Educational Service Agencies.

The type of services offered by ESAs tend to be those that support low incidence disabilities and
with whom the certificated personnel are limited in number and difficult to recruit. ESAs are able to
hire these staff to provide the service at multiple school districts, rather than forcing districts to
compete amongst themselves for a limited number of available candidates. In addition, by ESAs
providing these services, smaller school districts are not required to hire a full-time staff. Typically,
these personnel are provided to school districts by contracting the staff hired by the ESA to provide
the service at the school districts.

States can direct their ESAs to assist districts in providing special education services. For example, in
Texas, Education Service Centers (ESCs) are service organizations that promote compliance with

state and federal special education laws. The Texas Education Agency reviews special education
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program compliance, and the ESCs are charged with assisting identified schools. State statute (Tex.
Educ. Code Ann. § 8.051) directs each ESC to maintain core services for purchase by school districts,
including assistance specifically designed for a school district that is considered out of compliance
with state or federal special education requirements.

Michigan is another state where their ESA — Intermediate School Districts — assists districts in the

provision of special education services. Member districts can contract intermediate school districts
to operate special education programs, provide transportation and employ special education
personnel. State law (Mich. Comp. Laws Ann. § 380.1723) also permits intermediate school districts
to submit a ballot question to voters on whether to increase the millage rate to fund the education
of students with a disability.

Assist districts in recruiting and retaining special education educators and staff. Students with a
disability receive a variety of services that may require specialized staff, such as speech language
pathologists, audiologists and educators who are experienced and certified in special education.
Many schools have difficulty recruiting and retaining special education teachers and specialists —
51% of public schools reported in March 2024 that they will need to fill a special education teaching

position before the start of the next school year, which was higher than any other classification.

State have adopted strategies to assist schools in recruiting and retaining special education
instructors. In Georgia, state leaders have implemented a provider retention program. The program

focuses on keeping new special education teachers in the classroom using a train-the-trainer model
with content developed by the Georgia Department of Education, the Center on Great Teachers and
Leaders and Kennesaw State University. The program has seen promising results in its first years of

implementation. Among the teachers who completed the program in the 2021-22 school year, 84%
were retained for the next school year compared to 74% of non-completers.

Differentiated pay for special education instructors is another strategy used by states to address
recruitment and retention concerns. For example, Alabama allocated $7.65 million in the 2024
education budget (H.B. 145) to give a $1,200 stipend to each special education teacher for the
coming school year. Hawai‘i provides a 510,000 pay differential for special education teachers.

Teachers could also earn an additional bonus for serving in hard-to-staff schools, which could be
combined with this bonus and amount to a potential bonus of $18,000. After this pay differential
was implemented, Hawai‘i saw a 16% increase in licensed special education teachers, and the
number of open positions decreased by almost half.
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Education Commission of the States | State Policy Levers to Address Teacher Shortages (2022)
provides strategies and state examples for improving teacher recruitment and retention, including

for special education.

Education Commission of the States | States Address Special Education During COVID-19 (2021)
discusses the impacts of the COVID-19 pandemic and remote learning on students with a disability.
Brookings Institution | More Money Is Not Enough (2022) discusses possible changes to federal

IDEA funding formulas.
Edunomics Lab | Are Students Benefiting From the Rising Costs of Special Ed? (2024) examines
special education identification and spending trends in a recorded 30-minute webinar.
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