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GLOSSARY
Special Education (SPED) – Specially designed instruction to meet the unique needs of a child with 
a disability

Students with Disabilities (SWD) – Children who require special education and related services 
because they have been evaluated as having one of the 13 federally defined disability types

Individuals with Disabilities Education Act (IDEA) – Federal special education legislation designed 
to ensure that all children with disabilities are entitled to a free and appropriate public education to 
meet their unique needs and prepare them for further education, employment, and independent living

Free and Appropriate Public Education (FAPE) – Guarantee under IDEA that students with 
disabilities will receive an education individualized to meet their unique needs at no cost to their 
families 

Individualized Education Program (IEP) – A plan or program identifying the specialized services 
needed to meet the unique needs of a child with an identified disability

Least Restrictive Environment (LRE) – Provision of IDEA requiring that children with disabilities 
are educated with children without disabilities to the maximum extent appropriate

Maintenance of Effort (MOE) – Provision of IDEA requiring (with specific exceptions) that State 
Education Agencies and Local Education Agencies demonstrate that the level of local and state SPED 
funding does not decrease from one year to the next

Local Education Agency (LEA) – A public board of education or other public authority within 
a state that maintains administrative control of public schools in a political subdivision of a state, 
including but not limited to public school districts, the Connecticut Technical Education and Career 
System, and charter school districts

Public School District (“District”) – An agency of a municipal government responsible for providing 
free public education for school-age children residing within its jurisdiction. Multiple municipalities 
may form a regional public school district with joint governance

Planning and Placement Team (PPT) – The group charged with evaluating the special education 
needs of a child and the services required to meet those needs. The team is typically comprised of the 
child’s guardian(s); a team of teachers, specialists, and other representatives from their LEA; the child 
(when appropriate); and other parties with relevant knowledge selected by the child’s guardian(s) 

Regional Educational Service Center (RESC) – Nonprofit, fee-for-service, public education 
agency, governed by officials from member school districts, that provides education resources, 
programs, and services to Connecticut schools on a regional basis
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Approved Private Special Education Program (APSEP) – Private special education providers 
contracted by LEAs that adhere to common operational standards set by the state

Education Cost Sharing Grant (ECS) – The primary equalization aid grant used by Connecticut; 
grants are allotted to LEAs on a per-pupil basis with additional weights added for English Language 
Learner students, those from low-income households, and those from concentrated poverty districts

Foundation Amount – The portion of the ECS intended to represent the estimated cost of educating 
a general education student; incorporates state special education funding as a percentage of its total

Excess Cost Grant – Grant intended to reimburse districts for costs of educating students with 
extraordinarily expensive needs as well as those with no identifiable home district

Basic Contribution – The portion of a student’s education that the school district is responsible to 
pay before becoming eligible for reimbursement by the Excess Cost Grant, equal to 4.5 times the 
district’s year prior average expenditure per pupil

Nominal Dollars – The value of an expenditure in the year in which it was spent, unadjusted for 
inflation

Real Dollars – The value of an expenditure set to a constant, inflation-adjusted measurement (2021 
U.S. Dollars in this report)

District Reference Group Classification System – Connecticut State Department of Education’s 
system for grouping public school districts based on the socioeconomic characteristics of their 
students
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Introduction 
Between 2007 and 2019, Connecticut’s statewide special education costs increased from approximately 
$1.9 billion to $2.5 billion in inflation-adjusted dollars, a growth of 33 percent over just 13 years.1 
This rise in special education spending has far outpaced that of total education spending, which 
increased only nine percent over the same period.2 Many of Connecticut’s districts have struggled to 
garner the funds to keep pace with these rising special education costs, and the state’s students with 
disabilities have suffered as a result. 

These growing costs are in large part due to recent changes in Connecticut’s special education 
enrollment. From 2007 to 2019, the number of students enrolled in special education increased by 
approximately 23 percent.3 While some degree of expenditure growth may be inevitable in the face 
of such changes, Connecticut’s systems for funding and delivering special education have proven to 
be largely ineffective in containing these costs and controlling their volatility to sustainable levels. 
This has placed Connecticut’s districts under budgetary strain and driven many into crises. 

State performance data show that this growth in costs has coincided with a decline in the performance 
of special education students. Moreover, the data show that students with disabilities from the state’s 
high-poverty districts, which are disproportionately comprised of students of color, have experienced 
the largest setbacks over this period of increased budgetary pressure.4 

Worse still, the pause in in-person learning caused by the COVID-19 pandemic, which incurred 
learning losses across Connecticut’s entire student population, has likely caused especially severe 
consequences for the state’s special education students. Upon return to full in-person instruction, 
Connecticut’s schools can expect growing needs among its previously identified special education 
population and increased enrollment of new special education students. This will cause significant 
additional financial strain on districts. 

Even before the pandemic, Connecticut’s methods of funding and delivering special education 
services proved to be insufficient, ineffective, and inequitable. The state needs a better strategy if 
it plans to address the increased special education needs the pandemic has caused. To guide that 
discussion, this report proceeds in six sections. 

• The first section provides an overview of the relevant federal legislation governing special 
education. 

• The second section reviews the systems Connecticut has implemented to deliver and fund 
special education. 

• The third section analyzes recent Connecticut enrollment trends relevant to the discussion of 
special education. 

• The fourth section summarizes some of the problems the State has faced in administering its 
special education systems. 

• The fifth section considers the effects of the COVID-19 pandemic on special education in 
Connecticut. 

• Finally, the sixth section provides a set of policy recommendations designed to address the 
problems raised in this report and, in doing so, elevate the quality of education available to 
students with disabilities in Connecticut. 
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Federal Legal Framework  
According to the U.S. Department of Education, special education (SPED) is specially designed 
instruction to meet the unique needs of a student with a disability (SWD).5 The disabilities that 
qualify for such instruction are divided into 13 categories, outlined in Appendix A of this report.6 

The needs associated with these disabilities vary across categories, and the rates of incidence range 
widely. For example, the most commonly reported type of disability, “Specific Learning Disability,” 
is a disorder impacting the cognitive processing involved in understanding or using language; it 
manifests in nearly five percent of the total student population. A less frequently reported category 
of disability, “Orthopedic Impairment” refers to physical impairments that adversely affect a child’s 
academic performance and manifests in only 0.1 percent of the population.7 

The needs associated with providing an adequate education for children with disabilities vary not 
only across disability types but also within them. For example, a student with a visual impairment 
may spend 80 percent of their school day in general education classes with the help of instructional 
supports and assistive technology and only 20 percent in a separate classroom receiving special 
education services, such as spatial orientation and mobility training. Another student with a more 
severe visual impairment may need to enroll in an entirely separate school with specialized facilities 
and an alternative model of literacy instruction, such as Braille.8 

These definitions and distinctions are shaped by federal legislation governing SPED. The law that has 
formed special education in the United States as it is known today is the Individuals with Disabilities 
Education Act (IDEA). Originally passed in 1975, the act has been reshaped and reauthorized over 
the years, most recently in 2004.9 The overarching intention of the act is to guarantee a free and 
appropriate public education (FAPE) for students with disabilities. Towards this end, the law 
mandates that schools provide each student eligible for SPED services with an Individualized 
Education Program (IEP) designed to meet the student’s unique educational needs.10  
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To prevent the unnecessary isolation 
of students in SPED from their general 
education peers, IDEA also requires 
that services  provided under the IEP 
be delivered in the Least Restrictive 
Environment (LRE). This means that 
SPED students should be included in 
general education—that is, the curriculum 
followed by students without disabilities—
to the “maximum extent that is appropriate.” 
The term appropriate here acknowledges 
that, in some instances, a general education 
environment will not be suitable for the 
services a child requires.11  

Delivering SPED services costs money 
over and above general education 
expenditures. To ensure that students 
receive these necessary but sometimes 
expensive services, IDEA includes a 
funding mandate for states and local 
governments known as Maintenance of 
Effort (MOE). The mandate requires 
that State Education Agencies and LEAs 
demonstrate that the level of local and state 
funding does not decrease from one year to 
the next; otherwise, the federal government 
withholds IDEA funds by the same amount 
the state and local funding was reduced. 
This mandate aims to ensure that federal 
monies are used to supplement rather than 
supplant state and local funds and protect 
against cuts to SPED funding in state and 
local budgets.12 

These are just a few of the guardrails set 
by IDEA to establish a minimum level 
of service for students with disabilities; 
however, they allow considerable leeway 
to states and Local Education Agencies 
(LEAs) to shape the delivery systems and 
funding mechanisms of special education 
within their jurisdictions.
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Special Education in Connecticut

In Connecticut, responsibility for evaluation of a child’s needs, creation of their IEP, and placement 
of the child into the appropriate educational setting falls to a Planning and Placement Team (PPT). 
This team is comprised of the child’s guardian(s); other parties the guardian(s) deem to have relevant 
knowledge about the child; the child (when appropriate); and a team of teachers, specialists, and 
other representatives from their LEA.13  

Most students with disabilities in Connecticut receive services directly from their LEA through 
programs that are developed and delivered in-district.14 However, if the PPT determines that the 
nature of the child’s needs is such that educating that child in their home LEA cannot be achieved, 
even with the continuum of services and supports available, then the PPT must find an appropriate 
placement for the child. When a student is placed in an out-of-district program, the sending LEA still 
bears the cost of the services required by the student. In Connecticut, that cost is often paid to the 
receiving institution in the form of tuition.15 

In most instances when a PPT decides a child is better served by an out-of-district program, the 
student attends one of three types of institutions, two of which are public and one private. First, 
some students attend a program offered by another LEA. For example, if a LEA does not provide a 
program for students with profound hearing loss, students may attend a school in another LEA that 
does offer such a program at their home LEA’s expense.

Alternatively, students can enroll in a program offered by a Regional Educational Service Center 
(RESC). In 1972, Connecticut General Statute (CGS) § 10-66 allowed these public education agencies 
to offer programs and services to their member districts on a regional basis.16 Along with services 
like professional development, contractible educational specialists, transportation, and technology, 
these organizations also deliver regional SPED programs for students placed out-of-district under a 
fee-for-service payment structure.17   

Approved Private Special Education Programs (APSEPs), which are special education facilities 
that are operated by private providers but adhere to operational standards set by the State, are yet 
another option available to LEAs for the placement of their students with disabilities. In 1967, the 
establishment of CGS § 10-76b and 10-76d allowed for public oversight of private special education 
facilities.18 Today, these laws ascribe the State the power to set standards for the approval of those 
private facilities receiving public monies and supervise certain aspects of their operation.19 

There are other learning environments at which students are outplaced, such as hospitals or residential 
facilities, but the three educational environments described in this section serve the majority of 
outplaced SPED students in Connecticut.20  

SpecIAL educAtIOn pROVISIOn
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Special education in Connecticut is funded by a combination of federal, state, and local monies. In 
the 2016-2017 school year—the most recent year for which data are available—six percent of SPED 
funding came from federal sources, 29 percent from state, and 65 percent from local.21  

Under CGS § 10-66ee, the costs of special education are the responsibility of local and regional public 
school districts (“districts”). A public school district is an LEA that is an agency of a municipal 
government responsible for providing free public education for school-age children residing within 
that municipal jurisdiction (e.g. New Haven School District is the local public school district serving 
the residents of New Haven).22 This means that LEAs that are not local or regional public school 
districts—such as, charter schools, magnets schools, and other schools of choice—do not receive 
funding from the State intended for the purposes of special education.23 However, many schools 
within these LEAs still provide SPED services to their students. To pay for their SPED expenditures, 
these LEAs submit claims to public school districts for reimbursement for the additional costs of 
educating students with disabilities in their schools. Different rules for reimbursement apply across 
the different types of choice programs.24 Because state funds flow through district schools, the 
analysis in this report focuses on SPED in public school districts. 

The majority of state contributions to SPED services are distributed to districts by way of two funds.25  
The largest source of state funding is the Education Cost Sharing (ECS) grant. Established in 1988 
under CGS § 10-262h, this grant was designed to help bridge the funding gap between high- and low-
income districts.26 The State distributes these grants on a per-pupil basis across the general student 
population. While the size of grants vary depending on weights applied for poverty and English 
Language Learner (ELL) status, each one includes a foundation amount equal to $11,525. The State 
incorporates SPED funding to districts as approximately 22 percent of that foundation amount.27 In 
the 2017-2018 school year, this grant comprised 54 percent of State SPED funding.28 

The Excess Cost Grant was established in 1967 by CGS § 10-76g to reimburse districts for the costs 
of educating students with extraordinarily expensive SPED needs as well as those with no identifiable 
home district.29 It is the State’s second largest SPED funding stream, comprising 17 percent of State 
monies in the 2017-2018 school year.30  

The SPED portion of the grant reimburses districts for the costs of educating a student that exceed 4.5 
times the district’s net current expenditures per pupil. The amount up to that threshold for which the 
district is responsible is known as the district’s basic contribution. To illustrate with a hypothetical 
example, a district with an average per-pupil expenditure of $10,000, would pay a basic contribution 
of $45,000 before qualifying for support from the Excess Cost Grant, while a district with a per-pupil 
expenditure of $20,000 would not qualify until a district’s basic contribution reached $90,000.

The Excess Cost Grant is capped, meaning that the maximum amount the State will contribute to 
excess cost claims is limited to the total amount allotted to the grant by the State. Consequently, in 
years when total excess cost claims exceed that amount, the payments to districts are prorated to 
the difference between claims and allotted state funds.31 In 2019, that amount was $141 million in 

SpecIAL educAtIOn FundInG
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nominal dollars—that is, the value of the State contribution in the year in which it was allotted, 
unadjusted for inflation. This is equivalent to approximately $148 million in inflation-adjusted 2021 
dollars, also known as real dollars.32  

These systems for the provision and funding of SPED were designed to enable Connecticut districts 
to serve the needs of their students with disabilities within the confines set by IDEA. However, in 
recent years, the count, composition, and needs of these students have changed dramatically. 
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Connecticut Student Population Trends  
Connecticut is experiencing two simultaneous population changes that have important implications 
for SPED across the state. These trends are displayed in Figure 1, which shows the percent changes 
in both the state’s total enrollment and SPED enrollment between 2007 and 2019. As shown by 
the blue line, over this period, Connecticut’s student population has decreased by more than eight 
percent, which amounted to a total enrollment decline of more than 47,000 students.33  

Furthermore, Connecticut’s student population is projected to continue declining. In 2020, the 
National Center for Education Statistics estimated that Connecticut’s total student enrollment would 
decrease 12 percent between 2016 and 2028, the largest projected drop in the nation.34 

Even as Connecticut’s total enrollment has declined in recent years, the state’s population of students 
with disabilities has grown rapidly. Over the same 13 years in which Connecticut’s total student 
population lost more than 47,000 students, the state saw SPED enrollment increase by nearly 16,000 
students, a 23 percent increase shown by the ascending red line in the graph.35 

Figure 1

Data Source: EdSight
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Figure 2 shows the increase in SPED enrollment between 2010—the first year for which data are 
available—and 2019 broken out across disability categories.36 The data show that the increase in 
enrollment over that period was driven primarily by an upswing in identification of three disability 
types. Over those 10 years, the state gained nearly 8,000 more students identified as having a 
“Learning Disability,” a 37 percent increase; nearly 5,000 more students identified as having “Other 
Health Impairment,” a 42 percent increase; and more than 4,000 additional students identified as 
Autistic, a 74 percent increase.37  

Data Source: EdSight

Figure 2
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Over this same 10-year period, the 
number of students outplaced in 
separate special education schools—
such as Regional Educational 
Service Centers (RESCs) and 
Approved Private Special Education 
Programs (APSEPs)—also increased. 
According to the U.S. Department 
of Education, outplacement at these 
separate schools grew 53 percent 
between 2010 and 2019. The three 
disability categories that made up the 
majority of the statewide growth in 
SPED enrollment (as shown in Figure 
2) also experienced three of the four 
largest increases in outplacement 
at separate schools. There were 
190 more students diagnosed with 
learning disabilities outplaced in 
2019 than in 2010, constituting a 
105 percent increase; 401 additional 
outplaced students with autism, a 48 
percent increase; and 601 additional 
outplaced students with other health 
impairments, a 119 percent increase. 
However, students diagnosed with 
emotional disturbances—a disability 
category with an enrollment growth 
of only 515 students—experienced 
the largest increase in the number of 
students outplaced with 653 additional 
students enrolled in separate schools, 
a 62 percent increase.38

Unfortunately, the SPED systems 
described in this section have 
failed to adequately maintain the 
quality and sustainability of special 
education in Connecticut amidst this 
changing landscape, incurring steep 
consequences for the state’s districts 
and the students they serve.
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Problems with Connecticut Special Education 
Towns are bearing a growing share of increasing SPED costs
Unsurprisingly, the climb in special education enrollment has coincided with an increase in statewide 
special education expenditures. Figure 3 shows the trend in Connecticut’s special education 
expenditures broken out across federal, state, and local sources in real dollars. As shown, between 
2007 and 2016, SPED expenditures increased from approximately $1.9 billion to $2.3 billion, 
constituting a 21 percent increase over ten years.39  

This graph also shows that these growing costs fell increasingly on the shoulders of districts over 
this period. In the first three years of this 10-year span, local sources funded, on average, 60 percent 
of SPED costs, while state sources funded 31 percent. In the last three years of that decade, the share 
paid from local sources increased to 66 percent and the share paid from State sources dropped to 28 
percent.40 

Figure 3

Data Source: School and State Finance Project

When the state’s recent enrollment trends and the mechanics of the ECS grant are taken into 
consideration, the shifting of SPED spending from state to local funding is unsurprising. The state 
has not kept pace with the rise in SPED costs largely because the distribution of this per-pupil grant 
is based on the state’s decreasing total student enrollment rather than its increasing SPED enrollment. 
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Darien has a median household income of $210,511 and a mill rate of 16.33—a mill 
is equal to $1 of tax for each $1,000 of assessed property value. In contrast, New 
Haven has a median household income of $41,142 and a mill rate of 43.88. This 
means that a house in New Haven is taxed at more than 2.5 times the rate of a house 
in Darien due to both New Haven’s lower property values and the higher percentage 
of tax-exempt property in New Haven.49 

Data gathered by the U.S. Department of Education show the consequent reduction of funding 
from the ECS grant to be substantial. In 2014—the first year appropriate for comparison because of 
changes made to the ECS formula41—Connecticut paid nearly $520 million in real dollars to districts 
in SPED funds through the ECS grant. That amount decreased to $498 million by 201642 and to only 
$466 million in 2017—the most recent year for which data are available.43  

The State offset some of this reduction by recruiting additional funds from other agencies outside 
the Connecticut State Department of Education (CSDE). However, after adjusting for inflation, 
total state contributions to special education still decreased by more than $21 million in real dollars 
between 2014 and 2017.44 Over this same period, statewide SPED costs increased by more than $472 
million, according to the CSDE.45 Worse still, it is unclear if these funds from other agencies are set 
to increase at the rate required to keep pace with shrinking ECS funds, which should continue to 
decrease if enrollment declines as projected in coming years. 

In 2017, the year immediately following the most recent year shown in Figure 3, the State reformed 
its method of factoring student needs into the ECS grant formula. However, these modifications will 
not make the changes needed to increase SPED funding received by districts from the ECS grant. 
While the reforms increased the weights for students living in poverty and ELL students, they did not 
alter the foundation amount upon which the SPED allotment is based and therefore did not increase 
the amount of SPED funds distributed by the grant.46 Thus, Connecticut districts should not expect 
any increase in their ECS special education funding as these reforms continue to phase in over the 
coming years. 

Finally, because a district’s capacity to shoulder increasing SPED costs is dependent on its local 
revenue, the effects of shrinking ECS special education dollars have been experienced inequitably 
across the state. Connecticut, like most states, relies heavily on its local property taxes for the revenue 
used to fund its schools.47 High-income towns tend to have higher property values and are thus able 
to collect the same amount of revenue at a lower tax rate than is possible for towns with lower 
property values. This presents a problematic dynamic in Connecticut where the largest cities not only 
have among the lowest average property values but also the highest concentrations of properties that 
are exempt from taxes under state code.48 Connecticut Voices for Children’s 2020 report “Advancing 
Economic Justice through Tax Reform” illustrates the effect of this dynamic with an example: 
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Thus, in Connecticut, the towns with the fewest resources are 
already paying higher property tax rates and a greater portion 
of their income in property taxes. Therefore, Connecticut’s 
increasing reliance on districts to foot the bill for SPED is 
especially harming low-income and urban districts, which are 
disproportionately composed of students of color in Connecticut.50  

Volatility of SPED expenditures makes budgeting 
unpredictable for districts
Relying on local funding sources to such a degree is also 
problematic because, although SPED costs are fairly predictable 
at the state level, they have proven volatile at the local level.51 
Also, compared to the State, towns have only a small fraction 
of the tax base from which to source funds for these unexpected 
costs. This makes SPED budgeting an unpredictable process for 
districts. Unpredictability is problematic because districts that 
cannot plan for expenditures are often forced to scramble to fund 
services. This can entail syphoning funds from other parts of 
their budgets or cutting corners on services, both of which are 
detrimental to students.  

The volatility of an expenditure can be measured by the percent 
change of the cost from year to year. Across all districts from 
2007 to 2016,52 general education expenditures fluctuated, on 
average, about three percent each year.53 Meanwhile, SPED 
expenditures exhibited twice the magnitude of volatility, 
fluctuating six percent year over year.54 While the statewide 
average alone points to the unwieldiness of SPED budgeting, it 
does not capture the magnitude of the challenge. 

Special education budget volatility is a problem that ranges 
across district enrollment sizes. Figure 4 shows the average 
annual percent change in SPED expenditures (measured along 
the vertical axis) by district enrollment size (along the horizontal 
axis). Each point on this scatterplot represents a district’s 
average annual percent change in SPED costs from 2007 to 
2016. As exhibited by the graph’s downward sloping red trend 
line, volatility is higher in smaller school districts where the cost 
of services for a single additional student makes up a greater 
percent of the total budget. For example, the average annual 
percent change for Connecticut’s 54 districts with fewer than 
1,000 students is eight percent while the average percent change 
for its 10 districts with over 10,000 students is only about five 
percent.55  
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Figure 4

Data Source: EdSight

Instances of dramatic single year budget swings—the unmanageable fluctuations that can drive 
districts into budget crises—are also more common in smaller districts. Between 2007 and 2016, 
there were 14 instances in which a district’s SPED expenditures fluctuated by a quarter of the budget 
or more. All but one of those instances occurred in a district of 2,000 students or fewer.56 Thus, while 
SPED is a volatile expenditure in districts of all sizes, it is especially unpredictable in small districts.   

The Excess Cost Grant has failed to stabilize and contain SPED costs for districts
Recall that the Excess Cost Grant covers student expenses above 4.5 times a district’s average per 
pupil expenditure. However, the total funds allocated by the State for this grant are capped. Thus, 
in years in which total excess cost claims exceed the capped amount, the payments to districts are 
prorated to the difference between claims and funds.57  

This difference has increased as the enrollment of students with complex, expensive needs has 
grown.  Figure 5 illustrates the change in overall costs for students above the excess cost threshold in 
relationship to the change in Excess Cost Grant funds allocated by the State to support districts with 
those expenses. The graph reveals that, when measured in real dollars, the amount that districts have 
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requested in Excess Cost Grant claims (represented by the gray bars) has increased significantly, 
while the funds allocated to the grant by the State (represented by the blue bars) have decreased. 
Both district claims and State allocations sat at $154 million in 2008; however, claims jumped 33 
percent to $205 million and allocations fell by four percent to $148 million by 2019.  As a result, the 
rate of reimbursement (shown by the descending blue line) decreased from 100 percent in 2008 to 
72 percent in 2019.58  

Figure 5

Data Source: Connecticut General Assembly 

Thus, the Excess Cost Grant has failed to keep pace with recent years’ growth in costs for high-needs 
students, further shifting the burden of these unpredictable expenses onto the shoulders of districts. 
Moreover, while the prorated rate has demonstrated a clear downward trend, the exact rate changes 
year to year, adding another unpredictable variable into the budgeting equation for districts.  

Worse still, Excess Cost Grant funds have proven to be distributed inequitably. An analysis of Excess 
Cost Grant reimbursements from 2014 to 2016—the most recent years for which data are available—
reveals significant disparities in the allocation of grant dollars across the state’s District Reference 
Groups (DRGs). Connecticut uses these groupings to classify its districts based on socioeconomic 
characteristics. They range from DRG A, comprised of affluent suburban towns in Fairfield County, 
to DRG I, which contains Connecticut’s urban, low-income, districts, such as Bridgeport, Hartford, 
and New Haven.59 The data show that, over this three-year period, districts in DRG A received, on 



19CT VOICES | Reimagining Connecticut’s Special Education Systems for a Post-Pandemic Future

average, eight times more per pupil Excess Cost Grant funding than districts from DRG I despite 
having four times the average household income. Because the populations of districts in DRG I 
are comprised of 66 percent people of color compared to only 12 percent in DRG A, this funding 
disparity has a disproportionate impact on Connecticut’s students of color.60 

The growth and volatility of SPED costs have driven districts into budgetary crises
Shouldering the burden of these rapidly increasing and widely oscillating SPED costs has proven 
to be a staggering challenge for districts. A survey of local media across Connecticut revealed that 
examples of SPED-driven district budget crises abound: 

• In 2019, the Superintendent of Torrington Public Schools pointed to SPED costs as the 
driver of a $2.5 million budget deficit.61 

• That same year, Bridgeport attempted a SPED budget overhaul in the face of year-over-
year mounting SPED costs.62 

• In 2018, Greenwich found themselves nearly $1 million over their SPED budget and 
planned to divert funds from the general education budget to cover the deficit.63 

• In 2017, the Superintendent of Stamford Public Schools said their district was engaged 
in “unsustainable” rates of SPED spending after SPED costs grew by an average of five 
percent per year over five years.64 

These districts vary widely in their racial and socioeconomic compositions. However, representatives 
in each of these districts pointed to the same primary driver of their budget struggles: tuition to out-
of-district SPED programs. 

Out-of-district tuition is an especially fast-growing and volatile expenditure for districts  
Expenditure trends support the conclusions of the aforementioned district leaders. In recent years, 
the primary contributor to growing special education costs has been the increase in tuition paid to 
other schools for special education. 

Between 2007 and 2016—the most recent year for which data are available—spending on tuition to 
out-of-district programs has increased by $403 million in real dollars. Table 1 shows the total growth 
in SPED expenditures over that period broken out by expenditure type. As shown in the table, tuition 
to other schools for SPED makes up 39 percent of the overall increase in SPED spending over that 
span, 24 percent greater than the second fastest growing expenditure.65 In 2016, the overall cost 
of tuition to other schools for SPED was $542 million in real dollars and comprised 23 percent of 
statewide special education expenditures. As the data demonstrate, out-of-district tuition makes up a 
sizeable and rapidly increasing share of special education expenditures.66 
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   Table 1
Increase in State Special Education Expenditures between 2007 and 2016 by Expenditure Type 

(2021 USD)

Data Source: EdSight 

Recall that it is not only the magnitude of expenditures that create challenges for districts but also 
the volatility. Expenditures that fluctuate widely year over year are unpredictable and thus difficult 
to budget for. Because the addition of even a single student requiring outplacement can incur costs 
in the hundreds of thousands of dollars, the tuition paid to other schools for special education is an 
especially volatile expenditure. Between 2007 and 2016, the expense for these tuitions oscillated, 
on average, 35 percent year over year for school districts. For reference, district SPED budgets 
fluctuated six percent on average and total budgets only three percent over that same period. 

Moreover, there are numerous instances of extreme volatility in SPED tuition expenditures. Between 
2007 and 2016, there were 13 instances in which the amount of special education tuition paid by 
a school district more than doubled. For example, Regional School District 01, a district with an 
overall budget of just under $10 million in 2012, saw their special education tuition expenditures 
increase more than $300,000 between 2012 and 2013, constituting a 259 percent year-over-year 
tuition increase.67  

These out-of-district tuition expenditures have driven the growth and volatility of SPED expenditures, 
but the forces driving that outplacement begin in-district. 

Lack of in-district capacity contributes to out-of-district placement 
A planning and placement team will enroll a student in an out-of-district program when it deems that 
in-district offerings do not adequately meet that student’s needs.68 A number of factors may lead a 
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PPT to this determination. In some instances, this occurs when a student is one of a few with certain 
needs in their district, and that district cannot achieve the economies of scale required to serve them.69 
In the context of SPED, economies of scale occur because the services required by a student’s IEP 
can be expensive and often remain fixed up to a certain enrollment count. For example, if a district 
hires a speech language specialist, it will pay the same whether that specialist is teaching one student 
or five students in the program. Consequently, as enrollment of students requiring the same services 
increases, the cost per pupil decreases.70 

This type of economy of scale problem is common in SPED programs, because, even with the growth 
in diagnosis rates, SPED students remain a small percentage of the overall student population. For 
example, 42 percent of Connecticut public school districts had at least one disability group with six 
or fewer students across the entire district in 2019.71 

Research conducted on the cost of educating students in Connecticut has proven these economies of 
scale to be significant, especially for students with complex needs. According to the study, educating 
an additional student with what the report refers to as a “severe disability” in a district of 2,000 
students was 147 percent the cost of providing the same services in a district of 15,000 students.72 
As of 2019, 52 percent of Connecticut’s public school districts enrolled fewer than 2,000 students.73  
This means most districts in Connecticut pay a premium price to educate their students with complex 
and intensive needs in-district. Consequently, many of these districts find it more pragmatic to send 
students out-of-district rather than build their own programs.  

Both APSEPs and RESCs claim to provide cost-effective, high-quality SPED programs to districts, 
and their models do provide some ostensible advantages in efficiency and service.74 First, many of the 
outplacement locations draw students with specific needs from across districts, which increases their 
pool and affords them the opportunity to leverage economies of scale. Also, many of these programs 
specialize within specific disability types, which could allow their teachers to build expertise in 
serving a specific set of student needs.

Whether due to the promise of reduced costs or improved service, districts have more and more 
frequently turned to these SPED-specific out-of-district placements to serve their students. According 
to the U.S. Department of Education, between 2010 and 2019, Connecticut SPED outplacements in 
separate schools increased 53 percent from 3,474 students to 5,325 students.75 Thus, the increased 
cost of tuitions paid to other school districts for SPED is in large part due to the increased rate at 
which districts outplace their students in RESCs and APSEPs.76  

Mounting budget pressures have coincided with a decline in performance among Connecticut 
SPED students 
While services included in a student’s IEP are protected by federal legislation, evidence suggests 
that the budgetary strain of mounting SPED costs has still incurred consequences for SPED students. 
Worse still, because SPED is funded on a primarily local basis, these effects are inequitably 
distributed, with the students in the state’s communities with the highest poverty levels suffering the 
steepest consequences. 
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While an “appropriate” education is guaranteed by IDEA, the quality of that education is undoubtedly 
influenced by what is affordable to districts. The performance data suggest that, in the face of rising 
SPED costs, the quality of SPED relative to general education across the state is declining. The 
student performance index, a metric that combines outcomes across the various state assessments, 
shows that between 2014 and 2018—the first and most recent years for which data are available, 
respectively—the achievement gap between SPED and non-SPED students grew by three points in 
math and 0.8 points in English language arts (ELA).77 Over this period, SPED expenditures increased 
24 percent. 

Evidence suggests the impacts of these budget crises have been especially pronounced in high-poverty 
districts. In the 2016 State Supreme Court case Connecticut Coalition for Justice in Education Funding 
(CCJEF) v. Jodi Rell, a coalition of 11 Connecticut school districts alleged that the State’s failure to 
“suitably and equitably fund its public schools ha[d] irreparably harmed thousands of Connecticut 
schoolchildren,’’ adding that this failure “disproportionately impact[ed] African-American, Latino, 
and other minority students.”78 

The testimony in this case painted a troubling picture of the state of SPED in Connecticut’s low-income 
districts during this time of rapidly increasing costs. Based on this testimony, Judge Moukawsher’s 
decision established that insufficient funding drove Bridgeport and New Britain to cluster students 
with dissimilar disabilities into unmanageable caseloads, violating their IDEA obligations to provide 
students with an appropriate education. It also noted that no students qualifying for special education 
services at East Hartford High School reached grade level reading by grade 12. Finally, it stated that 
the rate of SPED spending was creating strain and incentives in the state’s low-income districts to 
withhold services from students.79  

The data show that these dynamics within disadvantaged districts have incurred measurable 
consequences on the performance of their SPED students in recent years. Between 2014 and 
2018, districts ranking in the top half of the poverty rate (that is, the districts with above-average 
concentrations of students experiencing poverty) saw their SPED to non-SPED academic outcome 
gap grow by 1.4 points in ELA and 3.9 points in math. Figure 6 shows the difference in the growth 
of outcomes gaps between students with and without SPED needs for both the statewide population 
(red) and students in schools with higher-than-average poverty rates (blue). The graph shows that 
ELA gaps increased 0.6 points more in high poverty districts—121 percent of the statewide growth—
and 0.9 points more in math—175 percent of the statewide growth.80 
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Figure 6

Data Source: EdSight 

The evidence suggests that, as SPED costs continue to climb, districts are forced to spread resources 
thinner, which reduces the quality of education they can provide to students. Unsurprisingly, students 
in the districts that started with the fewest resources have seen their academic progress suffer the 
most. 

Growth in SPED costs has crowded out general education spending 
While SPED funding levels are protected by federal laws, general education funds are less restricted. 
This means that as SPED costs increase, many districts resort to drawing funds from their general 
budget. Former Connecticut Commissioner of Education Dianna Wentzell told Connecticut 
Voices for Children (CT Voices) that throughout her career, she has witnessed situations in which 
superintendents that were unprepared for fluctuations in SPED expenditures were forced to dip into 
other funds to cover these unexpected costs and that it “caused a lot of damage to school systems.”81 
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According to East Hartford Superintendent Quesnel, the only children he’s spending 
more money on each year are children in special education. For years zero-increase 
budgets for his school system have left him constantly stripping resources from the 
student population as a whole to meet those things like special education over which 
he is powerless.

The expert witnesses of both the plaintiffs and defendants—Professor Daniel J. Reschly of Vanderbilt 
University and Professor Margaret McLaughlin of the University of Maryland, respectively—
reinforced this narrative, establishing that, absent appropriately increased funding, the rising costs of 
SPED across the state are “crowding out spending on general education in Connecticut and across 
the country.”82  

The change in ratio between general education and SPED spending provides an estimate for the extent 
of the “crowd-out” effect. A decrease in the ratio between general education and SPED spending would 
suggest that the rapid increase of SPED expenditures is supplanting dollars that would otherwise go 
towards general education, while an increase would suggest the opposite. Between 2007 and 2018, 
the ratio between general education and SPED spending in Connecticut has decreased from $3.87 
spent on general education for every dollar spent on SPED to only $3.06 for every SPED dollar.83 

The diversion of resources from the general education budget has obvious consequences for general 
education students because, as research shows, student spending is closely linked to achievement. 
Research also demonstrates that increases to spending have an outsized effect in low-income districts.84  
This means the effect of crowding out the general education budget is especially damaging in the state’s 
under-resourced communities. Thus, this crowd-out effect likely contributes to Connecticut’s gaping 
racial and socio-economic achievement gaps among general education students, which are larger 
than the national average across Black-white, Latino/a/x-white, and socioeconomic comparisons for 
both math and ELA.85  

Special education funding is mandated by the federal government to ensure that students with needs 
necessitated by disabilities receive the services they require. It is critical that districts continue to 
honor this mandate but also that they maintain the funding needed to provide supports to other types 
of students with extraordinary needs, such as English language learners, students in foster care, and 
students growing up in poverty. 

As the count and needs of Connecticut’s SPED students have increased in recent years, the State’s pre-
existing systems have largely failed to contain the growth of SPED costs or control their volatility to 
a sustainable level for its districts. Even with increased SPED spending, performance among special 
education students has declined relative to the general education population. As will be discussed in 
the next section, the effects of the COVID-19 pandemic on the state’s schools have set even more 
obstacles before SPED students and will likely accelerate the increase in costs to districts. 

Plaintiffs’ testimony in CCJEF v. Rell depicted a similar situation. Judge Moukawsher’s decision in 
the case summarizes that testimony: 
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The COVID-19 Pandemic’s Impact on Special
Education in Connecticut

The interruption to in-person schooling caused by the COVID-19 pandemic has resulted in significant 
learning loss for students around the world, and Connecticut has been no exception. Though there 
is a lack of statewide data available due to the stoppage in standardized testing, a survey conducted 
across nine Connecticut school districts from the first quarter of the 2020-2021 school year indicated 
a troubling trend in student performance.86 In surveyed schools, 22 percent fewer 10th-12th graders 
were on-track to graduate compared to the year prior.87 

This survey also showed that SPED students were slightly more likely than their general education peers 
to follow a remote-only learning model. Students engaged in this instructional model demonstrated 
19 percent lower on-track rates than students who followed a hybrid model with some in-person and 
some remote instruction.88 This is especially concerning because often special education—which, for 
many students, requires hands-on intensive interventions—does not lend itself to a remote model of 
learning. In a nationwide survey, 78 percent of school district superintendents said SPED services 
were the most difficult educational service to implement equitably during the pandemic.89  

School districts will need to assess the loss of learning caused to their SPED students upon return 
to fully in-person learning and provide additional services to make up for any lost progress towards 
student IEP goals. While this will not necessarily require minute-for-minute replacement of lost 
instructional time, it will likely still demand a significant financial investment from school districts.90

However, the substantial cost of this remediation will not be the only shock to SPED budgets. Experts 
also expect that the heightened loss of learning among general education students and the socio-
emotional trauma caused by the pandemic will cause SPED enrollment to increase sharply. The costs 
of evaluating these additional referrals and providing services to the portion that inevitably qualify 
for special education will also incur substantial costs for districts.  

Some help is on the way via federal COVID relief funding. Connecticut can expect to receive an 
additional $32 million in federal special education funding through a one-time supplemental IDEA 
grant made through the American Rescue Plan Act.91 However, this will cover a small portion of the 
special education costs incurred by the pandemic. 

While there are no studies of the statewide SPED costs incurred, an estimate can be made by applying 
the special education to general education cost ratio to Education Resource Strategy Group’s per-pupil 
estimates of the costs of recovery for general education students.92 In 2019, the per pupil expenses of 
special education services among Connecticut SPED students cost, on average, 1.76 times more than 
per pupil general education services. If this ratio applies to the costs of remediating learning loss, 
then the state can expect that providing the additional services necessitated by the pandemic to SPED 
students will cost an additional $1.7 billion over the next five years. 
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This methodology does not account for the anticipated increases to special education enrollment, 
meaning actual expenses could exceed this estimate. 

In other words, the federal pandemic relief money will not be enough. For districts to endure this 
dramatic shock to their already skyrocketing SPED budgets, the state will need to assume their 
fair share of special education funding, and districts will need to find new ways of making their 
dollars go further. The next section of this report puts forward four steps Connecticut can take to 
progress towards these goals. The recommendations can be adopted individually or together to 
help policymakers at the state, regional, and local levels build systems that ensure all students with 
disabilities in Connecticut have access to an excellent education. 
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Policy Recommendations
RecOmmendAtIOn: the StAte ShOuLd IncReASe ItS cOntRIbutIOn tO the Sped pORtIOn OF the 
ecS GRAnt And RedIStRIbute FundS thROuGh A muLtIpLe weIGhtS FORmuLA thAt AccOuntS 
FOR Student needS.

bAckGROund 
As described in this report, one of the primary issues with Connecticut’s current method of funding 
SPED is that it is not tied to the number of Connecticut’s SPED students or their needs. Recall that 
SPED funding in Connecticut is delivered as 22 percent of the ECS grant’s foundation amount, which 
is distributed on a per-pupil basis across general enrollment.93 Consequently, as general enrollment 
has plummeted across Connecticut in recent years, the State’s contributions to the SPED portion of 
the ECS grant has decreased. This decline in funding has occurred amidst soaring special education 
enrollment and costs, forcing districts to bear an increasing share of these expenses.

Adding to this problem, the State’s broad-brush funding mechanism allocates these limited dollars 
inefficiently.94 The single percentage allocation assumes a uniform distribution of SPED needs across 
districts. However, needs range widely not only across school districts within a given year but also 
within a single district from one year to the next. Districts deserve a funding method that meets the 
increasing needs of SPED students and accounts for differences in required services.  

RecOmmendAtIOn detAILS  
Connecticut should join the ranks of the 16 U.S. states that are matching grant dollars to student 
needs using funding based on multiple weights.95 The Education Commission of the States describes 
the “multiple-weights” formula type: 

In the [multiple-weights] 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 students with autism receive 
Y amount); or on the resources that the student receives (e.g., students who are 
educated in a resource room receive X amount, students who have an aid for part 
of the day receive Y amount).96 

As described, all multiple-weights formulae provide funding targeted to the needs of students by 
some criteria, but these formulae can look very different depending on which factors are considered. 
Connecticut’s multiple-weights formula should base its weights on the resources required to meet a 
student’s needs. Districts could use the goals outlined in a student’s IEP to identify those resources 
and then apply weights based on the category of services needed to reach the student’s targeted 
learning outcomes. Those that demand more expensive types of services would receive a weight that 
attributes more funding while those requiring less expensive types of services would receive a weight 
that attributes less.97  
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When compared to a weighting system based on disability classification, this method presents 
multiple benefits. First, this version better accounts for the widely varying needs within a single 
disability category. South Carolina, for example, has a single weight applied for autism, presumably 
based on the average cost of educating a student with this disability type.98 However, the needs of 
autistic students vary significantly depending on where they fall on the autism spectrum. Those with 
forms of autism requiring less intensive services may spend the vast majority of their day in a general 
education classroom with the assistance of in-class supports, while students with forms of autism 
requiring more intensive services may require one-on-one, extended day care in a pull-out learning 
environment. Thus, this weight would overcompensate a school district serving the first student’s less 
expensive services while undercompensating a district for those more expensive services required by 
the second student, making the single funding weight for autistic students an inefficient allocation of 
resources.99  

Moreover, basing weights on needs rather than diagnoses reduces the incentive to seek diagnoses that 
would provide greater funding weights. A report from the Fordham Institute explains how a needs-
based model achieves this outcome: 

“Instead of a borderline student either having or not having autism (a difference of many 
thousands of state dollars), the difference may be a two or a three on a five-point scale measuring 
communication skills (within a matrix of many different skills). Being a borderline student and 
falling over that line may mean a mild increase in estimated need, but the jump is significantly 
less than jumping from a no diagnosis to a yes.”100 

Thus, providing LEAs with multiple points of assessment of needs shifts the focus away from a 
child’s disability type to the services they require to achieve their educational goals. Moreover, while 
a binary, diagnosis-based model provides no middle ground when districts and parents disagree on 
the services a child needs, a nuanced needs-based weighting system provides room for the parties to 
reach a point of agreement. By adding this nuance to the funding process, a needs-based weighting 
system could also reduce litigation costs when compared to a weighting system based on diagnoses.101

Some may argue that transitioning to any weighted formula from Connecticut’s current ECS funding 
mechanism, which is untethered to special education needs, would inevitably result in an increase in 
special education claims. However, a literature review conducted by the National Education Policy 
Center found that there is no conclusive evidence that is the case.102 Furthermore, recent state-level 
data refute the assumption that diagnosis rates must increase. In 2016, Texas and Arizona each used a 
multiple weights formula and ranked among the ten states with the lowest special education diagnosis 
rates in the country. Meanwhile, Massachusetts and New Jersey used census-based models more like 
Connecticut’s and were among the ten states with the highest SPED identification rates.103 This is not 
to say that lower SPED rates are preferable to higher ones—states should aim only for an accurate 
count. However, this comparison shows that a transition to a weighted system would not necessarily 
lead to an artificial inflation of SPED diagnoses.  

While this method of funding does not cause higher diagnosis rates, tying funding to the number and 
needs of SPED students in Connecticut will force the state to pay their fair share for the services of 
SPED students that have gone unaccounted for under the Education Cost Sharing model. Therefore, 
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instituting this system—and employing it to fund the increased needs incurred by the pandemic—
will demand a sizeable increase in the state’s annual investment in its primary SPED grant. However, 
this would represent a long overdue correction to the balance of funding between state and local 
sources at a critical point in time. Other states—including California and New Jersey—have used 
this moment to increase their annual support for districts.104 The prospects of Connecticut’s students 
with disabilities would be markedly improved if their state government did the same. 

RecOmmendAtIOn: dIStRIbute exceSS cOSt GRAnt pAYmentS AbOVe the cuRRent bASIc 
cOntRIbutIOn thReShOLd uSInG An equItY meASuRe And IntROduce A SecOnd, hIGheR 
thReShOLd AbOVe whIch the StAte wOuLd ASSume ALL cOStS. 

bAckGROund 
Recall that the current SPED excess cost formula provides funding to districts for expenses above 4.5 
times the district’s average expenditure.105 However, the State’s total allotment to the grant has floated 
around $140 million nominal dollars since 2012, meaning that as student needs have increased in 
recent years, districts have received funding for a shrinking share of their excess cost claims.

This report also demonstrates that the allocation of the Excess Cost Grant has been far from equitable. 
Some of the state’s wealthiest districts have received a disproportionate share of grant money while 
many of its lowest-income districts have received less than their share.106  

Former State Commissioner of Education Dianna Wentzell lent insight into a socioeconomic dynamic 
that may be driving the inequity in excess cost reimbursements between students in wealthier pockets 
of the state—like Fairfield County—and those in low-income areas: 

Parents will do anything they can [...] for their kids, [...] So if you have vast 
resources, and your vast resources allow you to get a lawyer that then can get 
your child something amazing, you would do that. So, some of the school systems 
in Fairfield County end up getting a lot of excess cost sharing, because they have 
families that can afford lawyers that [...] get their child more than four and a half 
times the per pupil expenditure [...] So the excess cost sharing ends up[...] being 
particularly inequitably distributed.107  

Commissioner Wentzell points to inequitable access to attorneys across socioeconomic strata as the 
source of disparities in grant payments. Those with the means to access attorneys can push districts 
to provide their children with more services while those without those means cannot. 

In discussing the problems created by this inequitable access to attorney, Connecticut special 
education attorney Andrew Feinstein explained that this issue stems from the federal legislation 
governing the special education appeal process: “To be perfectly honest about this, the single greatest 
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failure of the IDEA is that […] it provides a remedy for people with money and not much of a remedy 
for people without money.”108  

This points to larger reforms that should be made at the federal level to make the process of appealing 
district decisions more equitable, but that does not mean that Connecticut is powerless to also enact 
reforms that ensure that its Excess Cost Grant is equitably distributed. 

RecOmmendAtIOn detAILS  
It should be noted that, if Connecticut were to implement the previously described multiple weights 
formula, the State could set the starting point for a district’s basic contribution at the amount it 
allots for that student’s weighted grant. With sufficient weights, this could dramatically decrease 
the number of eligible excess cost claims, thus allowing the State to meet the full claims filed by 
districts without increasing its allotment to the Excess Cost Grant. However, if Connecticut does not 
implement a system that allows for such a scenario, then it should take steps to sustainably increase 
its Excess Cost Grant while targeting those funds more equitably. 

Many advocates, frustrated by the State’s shrinking real dollar contributions over the last decade 
have demanded it remove the cap on the Excess Cost Grant so that every grant be funded in full. 
However, the State has reason to be wary of taking the cap off this grant entirely. After reaching the 
basic contribution threshold, the excess cost grant removes a district’s incentives to spend efficiently 
for student services.109  

Nevertheless, the State should take steps to sustainably increase their contribution to the Excess Cost 
Grant and ensure that it is distributed more equitably.  The State could accomplish both goals by 
increasing the Excess Cost Grant reimbursement rates based on socioeconomic measures, introducing 
guarantees that no district’s rate would decrease, and covering 100 percent of student costs for all 
districts above a second, higher cost threshold. 

Under such a system, the State could use their DRG classification system to differentiate prorated 
grant rates. Those groups with lower socioeconomic measures would receive reimbursement at a 
higher rate, while those with higher measures would receive a lower rate. However, because the 
DRGs have not been updated since 2006, the State should recalibrate the groups and set a schedule 
for updating it periodically before implementing this rate system.110 

No district should receive reimbursement below the rate at which the State is currently paying, so 
the reforms to the ECS should include a “hold harmless” provision that ensures even the wealthiest 
school districts will not receive less than they did in the most recent school year. 

Finally, the state should assume full liability of costs for students whose services exceed a second, 
higher cost threshold. The State of New Hampshire currently employs such a system. There, the 
state department of education assumes liability for all costs for a student in excess of ten times 
the state average per pupil expenditure.111 Covering full costs above this higher threshold would 
ensure no school district would be forced to empty its coffers to meet the needs of a child with 
exceedingly expensive needs. However, because this proposed system would require each district 



31CT VOICES | Reimagining Connecticut’s Special Education Systems for a Post-Pandemic Future

to pay a percentage of the expenses needed to reach this higher threshold, districts would not be 
incentivized to spend excessively to reach it.

The rapidly increasing excess cost claims prove that paying for the services of students with expensive 
needs is a mounting challenge for districts. By tailoring rate increases to district need; guaranteeing 
that no district’s reimbursement rate would decrease; and absorbing all costs above a second, higher 
threshold, the State would relieve districts of expensive and volatile costs. Moreover, by setting a 
fixed percent reimbursement that would remain consistent from year to year, the State would remove 
a variable from the budgeting equation for districts, making the process more predictable. 

Because most districts would receive increases in their Excess Cost Grant reimbursement rates and 
none would see their rate decrease, this reform would undoubtedly require increased investment 
from the State. However, after nearly a decade of shrinking contributions to the Excess Cost Grant 
and inequitable distribution of its funds, these changes would bring long awaited relief and stability 
to the districts that need them most. 

RecOmmendAtIOn: ReScS ShOuLd buILd dIStRIct cApAcItY tO IdentIFY And SeRVe the 
emOtIOnAL And mentAL heALth needS OF StudentS In eARLY chILdhOOd, SpecIFIcALLY thOSe 
FROm bLAck And LAtInO/A/x bAckGROundS. 

bAckGROund 
As demonstrated in this report, the costs of outplacement for SPED have been the most influential 
driver of special education budget growth and among the most volatile expenditures in those budgets. 
These increasing outplacement costs are driven, in part, by the fact that many districts lack the scale to 
serve students with low-incidence and complex needs in-district.112 As a result, enrollment in separate 
SPED schools is increasing at an even faster rate than the growth in overall SPED enrollment. 

State-level U.S. Department of Education outplacement data shows that in 2019, students with 
emotional disturbance diagnoses made up more than 32 percent of all outplaced students in 
Connecticut, the largest share among all disability groups.113 Moreover, with nearly 30 percent of all 
students with an emotional disturbance diagnosis placed out-of-district, these students are outplaced 
at a higher rate than any other disability group.114 Finally, outplacements for students with emotional 
disturbance diagnoses have increased 62 percent between 2010 and 2019, making this disability 
category’s outplaced enrollment the third fastest growing among all disability groups.115  

Outplacement data broken out by racial group are not available for each year, but a report published 
by the U.S. Department of Education showed that in the 2010-2011 school year, Black and Latino/
a/x students comprised 47 percent of outplaced students with emotional disturbance diagnoses in 
Connecticut. No other disability category had a larger share of students from these traditionally 
marginalized racial groups.116 Furthermore, Black and Latino/a/x students made up only 32 percent 
of the overall student population that year. This means they were significantly more likely to be 
outplaced due to emotional disturbance diagnoses than their white peers who made up 61 percent 
of the overall student population but only 50 percent of outplacements among students with an 
emotional disturbance diagnosis that year.117  
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RecOmmendAtIOn detAILS 
Research shows that when school districts intervene early, students with emotional and behavioral 
needs are especially responsive to interventions that do not require SPED services. The same study 
shows that these interventions are even more effective with students of color when they are delivered 
with culturally relevant practices.118  

The benefits of treating these symptoms early are clear for students and districts. Students can spend 
more time in the general education classroom and enjoy improved socio-emotional well-being, while 
districts contain special education budgets by stemming the need for services among these students. 

Building out these programs requires access to resources like school psychologists who can identify 
student needs and set plans for improvement, as well as teachers and specialists that are trained in 
providing interventions and delivering culturally relevant pedagogy. This is not simple or cheap 
for districts, especially for smaller ones that lack the economies of scale to build these programs 
efficiently. In a 2015 survey conducted by the RESCs, school districts responded that students with 
emotional disturbance diagnoses were the most challenging to serve in-district.119 

This is where RESCs, which contract services to districts on a regional scale, can be a boon to their 
member districts. By broadening their pool of school psychologists and behavior specialists, the 
RESCs can better connect their members to the professionals needed to identify students with mental 
health and behavioral needs early, before they require outplacement. 

RESCs should also expand their professional development offerings for general education teachers 
in “Response to Intervention” strategies. This would allow students with emotional challenges to 
receive effective interventions in the general education classroom.   

The 2015 RESC report also recommended these changes, among others.120 In addition to these 
previously recommended reforms, RESCs should offer professional development for general 
education teachers specifically targeted at providing culturally relevant in-class interventions. This 
would help teachers better serve the disproportionate population of Black and Latino/a/x students 
currently outplaced for emotional disturbance diagnoses rather than being served in their home 
districts. 

Ramping up these services will incur costs to RESCs that would be passed along to districts through 
fees. The State can help contribute their fair share and incentivize efficient, regional service by 
reinstating the former RESC operating grant, which would add $5 million in annual contributions.121 

Experts project that these types of mental health and behavioral issues will likely balloon as a result 
of the trauma caused by the pandemic.122 Thus, Connecticut urgently needs RESCs to bolster their 
offerings as soon as possible to help improve the lives of students in their member districts and help 
those districts contain their SPED budgets to a sustainable level. 

RecOmmendAtIOn: IncReASe the numbeR OF dIRect Sped SeRVIce pROGRAmS OFFeRed bY ReScS 
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And hOuSe theSe pROGRAmS In pRe-exIStInG dIStRIct SchOOLS SpReAd AcROSS the StAte. 

bAckGROund
While targeted efforts by the RESCs to build in-district capacity should allow more students to 
remain in their local schools, some districts may still struggle to provide high-quality in-district 
service to a portion of their students with uncommon, complex needs. 

Historically, Connecticut has placed students in APSEPs at a higher rate than other states. In 2003-
2004—the most recent year the U.S. Department of Education provided state-by-state comparisons 
of the number of students enrolled in private SPED programs - Connecticut outplaced SPED students 
in private programs at three times the national rate, placing it fourth highest in the nation.123 State-
level data shows that currently about 40 percent of outplaced students in Connecticut attend a private 
program.124 

These APSEPs provide a valuable service to the state of Connecticut; however, studies from other 
states show that private programs typically cost much more than public regional programs, like 
RESCs, to provide the same services. A Massachusetts study that compared the costs of services 
for students that attended APSEPs and those that attended public regional programs found that the 
average tuition to a private program was approximately $79,000 in inflation-adjusted real dollars 
while the average tuition to a public collaborative program was $50,000 per student—an average 
savings of $29,000 per outplaced student.125 A similar Minnesota study found a 69 percent savings 
from using RESCs over private placements.126  

While Connecticut has not conducted such a survey, these nationwide cost studies suggest a trend 
that very well could be at play in Connecticut, considering that the State does not regulate the tuition 
private outplacement facilities can charge to districts. The State should conduct a similar cost study 
to measure the potential benefits of such a shift. 

Worse still, these private outplacement programs lack the same measures of accountability for student 
performance currently in place in public outplacement locations. A 2018 State audit of Connecticut 
APSEPs found a lack of transparency in their use of public funds and a failure to measure student 
performance.127 Subsequent legislation addressed the first issue by reforming expense reporting 
requirements for APSEPs, but it fell short of solving the latter problem.128 The performance of 
students in public schools in Connecticut, including RESCs, is measured through state standardized 
assessments, such as the Smarter Balanced Assessment and Alternative Assessments, but these 
measures are still not required at Connecticut’s APESPs.129 This lack of standardized comparison to 
other general education students and students from other SPED programs makes it difficult to track 
the success of APSEPs in educating the state’s highest need students. This also makes it impossible 
to know whether any increased cost of APSEPs provides return on State and district investment. 

Because both RESCs and APSEPs are typically housed in specialized institutions outside of students’ 
local schools, they share some common downsides and limitations. The first is the loss of community 
connection that occurs when students are sent to out-of-town programs. Not only are students enrolled 
in these programs taken out of their schools but long commutes to facilities in faraway towns—
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which, under Connecticut statute, can be up to one hour without requiring parental consent—make it 
difficult for students to return in time to engage in after-school community activities.130 

Another downside of outplacing students in either of these types of educational environments is their 
lack of access to the general education curriculum. Most outplaced students enrolled in these types 
of institutions attend schools specialized to serve the needs of students with disabilities. Because 
these programs are located—with a few exceptions—in centers with SPED-only populations, 
mainstreaming students in general education environments occurs to a significantly lower degree in 
these institutions than in SPED programs located in general education buildings.

RecOmmendAtIOn detAILS 
The recommendations presented by the Municipal Opportunities for Regional Efficiencies Senate 
Committee (MORE) in 2015 provide the state with a path to improve service for outplaced students 
while reducing costs. 

In 2015, this committee, comprised of state senate representatives and SPED leaders from around 
Connecticut, published a report recommending ways the state could regionalize SPED to achieve 
efficiencies.131 One of those recommendations suggested that the RESCs “expand regional direct 
service programs for students in areas of special education where economies of scale would lead to a 
better student experience and cost savings for local districts.” The report recommended placing these 
regional SPED centers within existing general education schools “to facilitate federally required 
mainstreaming and to reduce infrastructure costs.” It also recommended creating enough of these 
centers to ensure that students do not have long commutes to school.132  

The evidence suggests that this type of “mini-
regional” collaborative model is not only 
efficient but also in demand by districts. In a 
2015 survey of school officials conducted by 
the RESCs to identify the special education 
needs of the state’s schools, Connecticut’s 
districts trumpeted the success of small regional 
programs and cited the need for additional 
programs to meet their growing special 
education needs.133 
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There also appears to be room within the state’s public schools to house these programs. In the 2013 
Report on the Condition of Public School Facilities, more than 88 percent of the state’s elementary 
schools, 86 percent of its middle schools, and 71 percent of its high schools were operating below 
90 percent capacity.134 Moreover, between the 2013-2014 and 2019-2020 school years, student 
enrollment dropped by approximately 22,000 students, and the state added more than 300 schools.135 
As a result, there are only approximately 76 percent as many students per school as when that report 
was published, meaning there is likely even more space available today than in 2013.

Finally, there is precedent for these types of programs. In 2017, in collaboration with Ansonia Public 
Schools, the RESC Area Cooperative Education Services (ACES) started an innovative program, 
housed in the district’s Mead Elementary School, for students with academic, behavioral, and 
therapeutic needs. Students in the ACES at Mead Elementary School (AMES) program—who come 
from towns within the region—receive instruction specialized to their needs in a separate setting but 
also attend classes with their Mead School general education peers during physical education, art, 
special programs, events, and lunch.136 

The program brochure cites numerous benefits to this model that are reminiscent of the projected 
benefits outlined in the MORE report recommendations, including the support of ACES staff 
specialized in the program’s focus area, the opportunity for mutual learning between special education 
and general education students, and reduced travel time for students and families. Recently, the 
program has expanded from its initial K-3 offering to K-6, signaling the success of the programming 
and its promise for replication.137  

Another benefit of housing these programs in existing general education schools is that it should 
provide legal grounds for transitioning a larger share of the state’s outplaced population into public 
regional programs. Recall that under IDEA, school districts are required to educate students in the 
environment that is least restrictive of their access to general education. A SPED program housed 
in a school with general education students and that provides access to some portion of the general 
education curriculum should be considered a less restrictive environment than those provided in 
separate centers. Districts would then have legal grounds upon which to shift outplacements from 
private placements to the public mini-regionals. This should improve accountability for student 
performance while saving districts money. 

Basing these programs in existing local schools as described should greatly reduce the startup costs 
of these programs, but there will still be initial costs to establishing them. For example, the cost of 
renovating existing space to meet the needs of specific programs could serve as a disincentive to 
the creation of these programs. To encourage the spread of mini-regional SPED programs, the state 
should create a grant specifically designed to help RESCs and their member districts establish them. 

By creating a network of public “mini-regional” SPED programs located in existing public schools 
and strategically placed across the state, RESCs and their member districts can improve service 
for students and mitigate many of the tradeoffs of outplacement. Furthermore, the benefits of such 
programs should result in the transition of students from private outplacements to these public mini-
regionals. This will help districts to better track the progress of their outplaced students through state 
assessments while reducing tuition costs. 
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Conclusion 
Connecticut’s methods of funding and delivering special 
education services have proven to be insufficient, ineffective, 
and inequitable. First, the State’s Education Cost Sharing 
Grant has failed to account for the recent increase in student 
needs, which has shifted an increasing share of growing 
special education costs on to districts in recent years. This 
is especially problematic considering that special education 
costs are highly volatile, and districts have a fraction of the 
revenue from which to source funds for unexpected costs 
when compared to the State. 

Second, the share of district special education costs covered 
by the Excess Cost Grant has decreased significantly over 
the last decade as claims have grown and the total state grant 
amount has stagnated. Worse still, the State has distributed 
that relief inequitably. 

Third, the costs of outplacement—which are necessitated 
by a lack of district capacity to serve high-needs and low-
incidence special education populations in-district—have 
proven to be the fastest growing special education expenditure 
for districts. 

Fourth and finally, the break from in-person instruction 
necessitated by the COVID-19 pandemic has especially 
impacted the progress of the state’s previously identified 
special education students and will likely cause an increase 
in new special education enrollment. This combination of 
effects will further accelerate the growth of district SPED 
expenditures even more. 

While the COVID-19 pandemic has exacerbated the state’s 
previous special education challenges, the increased attention 
that it has brought to them also presents an opportunity. 
Other states have seized this moment of increased awareness 
and unprecedented change to improve their special education 
systems and make them more sustainable.138 This report 
shows that there are options available to Connecticut to do 
the same. By implementing these systems now, Connecticut 
could make long-lasting progress towards a more effective 
and equitable education system.
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Appendix A 
1. Descriptions of the 13 Disability categories under IDEA139 

2. Specific learning disability - The umbrella term “SLD” covers a specific group of learning 
challenges. These conditions affect a child’s ability to read, write, listen, speak, reason, or do math. 
Here’s what could fall in this category: dyslexia, dysgraphia, dyscalculia, auditory processing 
disorder, nonverbal learning disability.

3. Other health impairment - The umbrella term “other health impairment” covers conditions 
that limit a child’s strength, energy, or alertness. One example is attention deficit hyperactivity 
disorder (ADHD), which impacts attention and executive function.

4. Autism spectrum disorder – Autism spectrum disorder (ASD) is a developmental disability. It 
covers a wide range of symptoms, but it mainly affects a child’s social and communication skills. 
It can also impact behavior.

5. Emotional disturbance - Various mental health issues can fall under the “emotional disturbance” 
category. They may include anxiety disorder, schizophrenia, bipolar disorder, obsessive-
compulsive disorder, and depression.

6. Speech or language impairment - This category covers difficulties with speech or language. A 
common example is stuttering. Other examples are trouble pronouncing words or making sounds 
with the voice. It also covers language problems that make it hard for kids to understand words 
or express themselves.

7. Visual impairment - A child who has eyesight problems is considered to have a visual impairment. 
This category includes both partial sight and blindness. If eyewear can correct a vision problem, 
then it doesn’t qualify.

8. Deafness - Kids who can’t hear most or all sounds, even with a hearing aid, fall within this 
category.

9. Hearing impairment - The term “hearing impairment” refers to a hearing loss not covered by 
the definition of deafness. This type of loss can change over time. 

10. Deaf-blindness - Kids with a diagnosis of deaf-blindness have both severe hearing and vision 
loss. Their communication and other needs are so unique that programs for just the deaf or blind 
can’t meet them.

11. Orthopedic impairment - An orthopedic impairment is when kids lack function or ability in 
their bodies. An example is cerebral palsy.
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12. Intellectual disability - Kids with this type of disability have below-average intellectual 
functioning (such as learning, problem solving, and judgement). They may also have below-
average development of adaptive skills such as communication, self-care, and social skills. Down 
syndrome is one example of an intellectual disability.

13. Traumatic brain injury - This is a brain injury caused by an accident or some kind of physical 
force that results in damage to the brain. Children with traumatic brain injury may experience 
mood shifts; changes in sleep; challenges with behavior regulation; and cognitive troubles with 
memory, attention, or thinking.

14. Multiple disabilities - A child with multiple disabilities has more than one condition covered by 
IDEA. Having multiple issues creates educational needs that can’t be met in a program designed 
for any one disability.
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