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Dual concerns: costs and outcomes

 Special education now takes in almost one of every 

six students in New York State (15.2%, 2006)

 Districts spent $9 billion in 2005-6

 26.2% of total instructional costs

 New York’s proportion of education dollars spent 

on special education is twice the national average

 Inappropriate assignments and practices can reduce 

children’s opportunities in school –and in life
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Progress ðbut not enough

 More special ed students are now taking Regents 

exams, and getting Regents diplomas:

 Diplomas were 5,366 in 2006 –up from 623 in 1997

 Numbers taking Regents exams in English and Math 

have quadrupled

 But completion rates are below the national average 

–while dropout rates are above it

 State FY ’08-09 budget for special ed hits $3.2 billion 

–up $700 million in five years
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Other signs of trouble

 Classification rates (and spending) vary widely by 

district –andover time

 The Regents point to uneven use of best practices

 Large ethnic variances in placement:

 15.1% of black students are classified as disabled 

–and 13.7% of Hispanic students

 vs. 11.7% percent of whites

 Blacks and Hispanics disproportionately placed in 

separate, more restrictive special education settings
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The opportunity

 Appropriate reforms could:

 Place fewer children in separate –or otherwise 

inappropriate –settings

 Strengthen services for the disabled in regular classrooms, 

by reducing excessive spending on separate programs

 Deploy the best-qualified special education personnel 

where they will do the most good

 Reduce the racial gap, and reduce litigation and conflict

 Control the growth in costs

Rockefeller Institute 5



Policy priorities (set by Regents, 1996)

1. Eliminate inappropriate referrals

2. Return students to general environment as soon as 

appropriate

3. Hold programs to high standards of accountability

4. Place students in settings with non-disabled peers as 

much as possible

5. Develop or expand support and prevention services

6. Deploy the skills needed for best outcomes
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Policy results (reported by Regents, 2006)

 “Most students with disabilities do not leave school 

ready for either postsecondary education or 

employment.”

 Only 37% statewide graduate with a regular diploma 

within four years

 Almost 19% drop out

 Renewed focus needed on classification rates, 

separate settings, ethnic disparities, instructional 

strategies, early intervention, accountability
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A closer look at patterns and trends

 Despite efforts at reform, special education 

enrollment rates have continued to rise

 NYS exceeds national pattern in terms of growth, 

placements and spending –with below-par results

 Significant variances between districts –even within 

the same need/resource categories

 For example, Utica classifies only 5% of disabled students 

as “emotionally disturbed.” In Albany, it’s 17%.
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2006 Special Education Enrollment as Percent of Total (Public and Private) for 

Ages 6-21 ðAll 50 States
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Change in Special Education Enrollment as Percent of Total (Public and 

Private) for Ages 6-21, 1990-2006 ðU.S. vs. NYS
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Special Education Classification Rates by Need/Resource Category, õ05-06
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2005-06 Special Ed Classification Rate, by County
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2005-06 Special Education Expenditures as Percent of Total, by County
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Whatõs happening in the field
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 Once in the special ed system, pupils tend to remain 

 Average declassification rates are only about 3.3% - 3.5%

 Yet some districts declassify far more than that

 The use of separate settings is declining somewhat

 Proportion assigned exclusively to separate settings has 

decreased from 8% to 6.3% (’97-98 vs. ’05-06)

 Portion spending 80% or more of their time in regular 

classrooms has risen from 44% to 55% (’97-98 vs. ’05-06)
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Portion of School Day Outside General Education Classrooms, 2005-06



Cost, staffing and resources

 Local dollars pay 60% of costs in NYS, at last count

 State, federal shares are trending down

 Though state cost is up 67% in 10 years

 Special ed accounts for 24% of instructional salaries 

in New York State –and over 30% in Buffalo, 

Rochester, Syracuse and Yonkers.

 Compared to 12% nationally; 13.1% in Massachusetts

 Resources are shifting out of the regular classroom 

and into special ed, in most NYS districts
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Proportion of Special Education Students and Instructional Expenditures, 2005-06
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Special Education Revenue Sources in New York State, 2005-06



Where are costs, enrollment headed?

1. Scenario One: 

 Growth trend continues; costs rise $2.6 billion in five years 

(local share $1.4 billion, state share $900 million)

2. Scenario Two:

 Classification rates hold constant; costs rise $2.2 billion in 

five years (local share $1.2 billion, state share $730 million)

3. Scenario Three:

 Regents’ goal: reduce classifications 0.2% a year; costs rise 

$1.2 billion (local share  $660 million, state share $400 

million state share)
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Compared to other states é

 New York is among the highest-ranked in:

 Overall spending

 Share of school spending that goes to special ed

 Staffing levels

 Proportion served in separate settings

 Proportion of special-ed students who spend most of 

their time outside the classroom

 Yet New York ranks 38th in successful placements

 47%, vs. national average of 52.5%
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2005-06 Successful Exit Results As Percent of Total Students Exiting Special 

Education ðAll 50 States
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Assessing results within New York

 New York City has highest dropout rate among 

special-ed students

 8%, vs. state average of 5.6%

 Average- and low-need districts have highest 

graduation rates

 Regents diplomas have trended slightly up since

’97-98; dropout rates have trended slightly down
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Status of Exiting NYS Students with Disabilities (Share of all disabled students 

aged 14-21), 2004-05
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Status of Exiting NYS Students with Disabilities (Share of all disabled students 

aged 14-21), õ97-98 to õ04-05



Policy considerations

 Some variances in placement rates, intensity of 

services are to be expected

 High poverty rates correlate both with higher incidence 

of disability, and with ethnicity

 Aid formula may encourage over-classification

 New York aids based on numbers classed as disabled

 Massachusetts, others base aid on total pupil population

 But the aid formula can’t be the only driver –given that 

districts still pay most of the extra cost themselves
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So how does New York differ, 

operationally?

 Minimum requirements for aidable services

 Specific requirements for staffing levels. Heavy use 

of one-on-one instruction.
 Staff shortages may lead to hiring under-qualified 

personnel –undermining services for neediest students

 Expanded definition of the disabled
 Includes those who need only related services

 Due-process hearings 5x national rate
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