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prevalence of disability needs. program tvpe. and costs also has implications
anv changes in special education costs or budgets over time.

The foregoing discussion also provides a sense that although much of the dary
in this article (derived from the Expenditures Survey and other SOuTCes) providy
cost variation in aggregate (averages by program type. disability), costs often can
and do vary within and between school districts. Such variation is based on the
individualized needs of children with disabilities in each district and school arey,
We indicated that. given these needs. tactors affecting such variation may include
placement policies for drrangements within the school district that affect the mar.
ginal costs for the next child or group of children requiring special education
services. and that costs are largeh dependent on the student-teacher ratio (clys,
size). These decisions are localized and frequently reflect the social or economic
(and budgetary) situation of the area, and may also be indicative of a range of
cquity goals within and between districts. The Expenditures Survey assessed the
variability of expenditures by district size, wealth. and urbanization. The rescarch.
ers concluded that although “no single demographic characteristic examined
demonstrates clear enough differences in average per-pupil expenditures to justifv
statements that one type of district senerates more statistically significant differ.
ences in per-pupil expenditures for special education than another.” there are
"noticeable relationships between average per-pupil expenditures and district
characteristics for specific programs and services (Moore et al., 1988, p. 93)

(se¢
Note 3).

State-Reported Data. The second source for measuring relatively current nationz|
special education costs uses data reported to the ULS. Department of Education

by the states and published in the annual reports to Congress on the implementa-

tion of IDEA (for the most recent of these, see U.S. Department of Education.
1991). These daw provide national, overall measure

s of expenditures for special
education, as well as for (1

1¢ source of those funds (federal, state. or local). Per-
pupil measures can also he determined from these data bv dividing the reported
total expenditures by reported pupil counts. However, these cost data are limited
in several respects: Thev are available only on an annual basis between school
vears 1982-83 and [U86-57: they are aggregate in nature (i.e., there is no infor-
mation on specitic disabling conditions, program types, or service providers); there
may be inaccurate reporting in several states of funds derived from state and local
sources; and there are several instances of missing or unreported data (see Note 4).

Table 5 provides a summary of total and average per-pupil expenditures derived
from State-reported data for 1985-86 (the

vear for which data were reported for
the Expenditures Survey). while 11

able 6 compares these dara over the span of
vears available (see Note 5). These data show that in 1985-86, the states reported
total special education expenditures of $16 billion in excess of their regular edu-
cation costs. On average. these expenditures translate into 33.696 per pupil served.
Between the 1983-81 school vear and the 1986~
which these data are availuble)
on average, cach vear over th

87 school vear (the last vear for
«these per-pupil expenditures grew at an 8.5% rate,
¢ 3-vear period, and at an annualized 5.6% rate in
real dollars (with the effects of inflation removed) (see Table 6),
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TABLE 5
TOTAL AND AVERAGE PER-PUPIL STATE-REPORTED EXPENDITURES FOR
SPECIAL EDUCATION AND RELATED SERVICES, 1985-86 SCHOOL YEAR,
50 STATES AND DC, ALL DISABLING CONDITIONS

All reported data Adjusted data
Constant Constant
1985-86  1989-90 1985-86 1989-90
Type of expenditure/source dollars dollars dollars dollars
Total expenditures _ _
(in billions of dollars) $15.956 $18.638 $15.956 $18.638
Federal ) $ 1.237 $ 1.445 $ 1.237 $ 1.445
State $ 9.263 $10.820 $ 8.686 $10.146
Local $ 5.456 $ 6.373 $ 5.419 $ 6.330
Average total per-pupil expenditures
(in dollars) $ 3,696 $ 4,317 $ 3,696 $ 4,317
Source: '
Federal $ 287 $ 335 $ 287 $ 335
State $ 2,146 $ 2,507 $ 2,117 $ 2,473
Local $ 1,264 $ 1,476 $ 1,323 $ 1,545

Note. State and local expenditures for several states have been excluded from the adjusted state
and local totals due to missing data. See text for methodology. Source of data: State-reported
data published in annual reports to Congress (U.S. Department of Education, 1991, and various
prior years).

We note here that several states exhibit some large vear-to-yvear variations in
their reported expenditure data. especially data for state and local expenditures.

. These variations might exist due to. for example. differences in district account-

ing practices that frequently obscure direct special education cost measurement
and make data collection and cost comparisons difficult within states over time
fand potentially among the various states as well). Often. for example, state and
Jocal expenditures are reported on the basis of unique bookkeeping entries attrib-
utable specifically to special education programs: in other instances. however.
aspects of such costs may be lost duc to inseparable commingling of state and
local special education expenditures with those for regular education. We did
attempt to calculate average costs from these data by omitting states whose data
exhibited certain degrees of variation. However. we had no a priori means for
judging whether these changes were the result of specific legislation, extraordi-
nary program changes. budgetary timing, random reporting error, or other fac-
tors. Hence, we included all states that had complete reported data in our
calculation of average costs. assuming that any such errors offset each other.
Care also must be taken in making comparisons between the average special
cducation per-pupil costs presented in the Expenditures Survey and those derived
from these annual state-reported data. It is expected that the average costs derived
for special education from the two sources will be similar. but ditferences will
persist. These differences can be attributable to a variety of factors, including vari-
ation in detinitions and concepts between state-reported data and those used in

e
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TABLE 6
ADJUSTED TOTAL AVERAGE PER-PUPIL STATE-REPORTED EXPENDITURES
FOR SPECIAL EDUCATION AND RELATED SERVICES, 1983-84 THROUGH 1986-87,
50 STATES AND DC, AND TOTAL AND ANNUAL PERCENTAGE CHANGES

Source 1983-84 1984-85 1985-86 1986-87
Current vear dollars
Federal $ 269 $ 266 $ 287 $ 298
State $1.709 $1.8539 $2,117 $2,173
Local $1.137 $1.,200 $1.323 $1,526
Total $3.118 $3.276 $3,696 $3,986
Constant 1989-90 dollars
Federal S 333 S 318 S 335 S 340
State $2.117 $2.221 52,473 $2,478
Local $1.408 $1.434 $1,545 $1,740
Total $3.862 $3.914 S4.317 $4,546
Annualize¢
3-Year 3-year
percentage  percentage

Percentage change change change
Current vear dollars
Federal ~1.12%  "7.89% 383% 10.78% 3:47%
State 8.78% 13.88% 2.65% 27.15% 8.34%
Local 5.54%  10.25% 15.43% 34.21% 10.31%
Total 5.07% 12.82% 7.85% 27.84% 8.33%
Constant 1989-90 dollars
Federal -4.63% 5.49% 1.37% 1.99% 0.66%
State 4.91% 11.34% 0.21% “17.07% 5.39%
Local 1.79% 7.80% 12.61% 23.57% 7.31%
Total 1.34%  10.31% 5.29% 17.70% 5.58%

Note. Adjusted data have been corrected for missing data. See text for methodology. Percentage
changes are from previous vear. Three-year percentage change is the total over the period. The
annualized change is the average yearly change over the period. Source of data: State-reported

data published in annual reports to Congress (U.S. Department of Education, 1991, and various
prior years).

the Expenditures Survey. as well as in any reporting or sampling error. For exam-
ple. some states might include the tull value of equipment in any one year {and
other states might not), while the Fxpenditures Survey was consistent in includ-
ing only the amortized value of replacement costs in the current year. Further
differences might occur because states and school districts use difterent versions
of the school finance reporting handbook (a newer version is currently in the
process of adaptation), while the Expenditures Survey used the resource cost
methodology noted (see Note 6). However, despite these potential difficulties, the
Expenditures Survey shows that $3,649 was spent per pupil in 1985-86, very close
to the $3.696 per-pupil cost reported by the states.
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More pronounced differences are apparent between the measure of resource
costs calculated strictly for the average pupil in regular cducation in the Expen-
ditures Survey and in the average per-pupil current expenditure information
rcporled by the National Center for Education Statistics (NCES). For example,
the Expenditures Survey reports the average per-pupil cost for only regular edu-
cation in 1985-86 to be $2.780, compared to the NCES reported $3.479 per-pupil
current expenditures based on fall enroliment (US. Department of Education,
1990a). Important reasons for this difference are that the resource-based cost for
regular education does not include the much higher per-pupil cost for special
education, compensatory cducation. bilingual education, or other special pro-
grams, nor does it include the costs of summer school or food services. In addi-
tion, the Expenditures Survey counts capital costs.as noted, as an amortized value
of the replacement costs for school buildings instead of current debt service pav-
ments, and equipment Costs are also amortized over their cxpcc(cd lives rather
than included as current expenditures for their total costs (see Moore et al.. TU8K).
Howe 1, on a comparative basis. the Expenditures Survey tound that if the
resoul.-e cost computation were adjusted to account for all these items. the aver-
age per-pupil cost would be $3.395. an amount that compared favorablv with the
NCES current fall per-pupil cost of $3.474.

Several other components of special cducation costs reported in the Expendi-
tures Survey do not corroborate with those reported by the states. Particular inter-
est is often expressed in the cost for related and other services provided to children
with disabilities by the schools or districis. The Expenditures Survey reported per-
pupil costs for a category of supplemental services. w hich are defined as services in
addition to primary instructional services. Thev include assessments. transporta-
tion, adaptive phvsical education. occupational therapy. psvchological services.
social work.and.school health services.amaong others. For the two most prevalent
tvpes of programs—resource rooms and sclf-contained classrooms—supplemental
services were shown to be 225 and 19 of total special education per-pupil costs.
respectively. or 46% and 24 & of average special education expenditures, exclud-
ing regular education costs. These services range from $1.583 per pupil for trans-
portation services for the 30¢ of the special education population that requires
such services. to $1.206 for assessment services for the 6% of all students receiv-
ing such assessment during a particular vear (Moore ¢t al.. 1988). Other services
for each pupil average $1.444 for special vocational services. $595 for related ser-
vices. and $615 for adaptive physical education. State-reported data show thatin
the 1985-86 school vear, $3 billion was spent for related services. State-reported
data also show that related services. in aggregate. constitute 19% of special edu-
cation expenditures. We note that the Expenditures Survey's concept of sup-

plemental services is more inclusive than the categorization of rclated services
reported by the states in their annual reports to Congress.

Comparisons with Previous Cost Findings

The Expenditures Survey provides the most recent, comprehensive cost datia
for special education. These data can be contrasted with data from two previous
national studies of special education expenditures. In doing so. we can gain insight
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about similarities over time in the costs of special education services and, potey
tiullv, about the changing nature of such services. The two previous studies are
those by Kakalik et al. (1981) (hereafter Kakalik), providing data for the 1977-7«
school vear, and by Rossmiller et al. (1970) (Rossmiller) on costs in the 1968-4
school year. These studies offer data on total or aggregate costs of special and
regular education that are comparable to those in the Expenditures Survey,
although cmnparisnné for disaggregated groups (i.c.. by disability or by program
type) are more difficult. due in part to the different wavs these groups are cateyo.
rized across the various studies.

Kakalik surveved a nationally representative, stratified sample of 46 localities
in 14 states, including both unified and intermediate school districts. The studs
‘used a resource cost model similar to that used in the Expenditures Survey. resul

ing in total and added costs for special education that are closely comparable in
aggregate to those in the Expenditures Survey. According to the Expenditures
Survey. the methodology used in the Kakalik study was “sutficiently similar at the
aggregate level” (Moore ct al.. 1988, p. 66} (see Note 7) to their study to permi
comparison between the two. Kakalik found the total per-pupil special education
costs to be $7.090. on average in 1977-78. measured in constant 1989-90 dollars.
and added (or excess) costs to be $3,820 (sce Table 7). Comparing the data in the
Kakalik and Expenditures Survey studies shows that between 1977-78 and 1983-36.
total per-pupil costs for special education rose a total of +.4% in constant dollars
and the excess or added costs increased 8.7% (sce Note 8).
. Because the.Rossmiller study was predicated on somewhat different assump-
tions than the Moore and Kakalik studies, comparisons between Rossmiller and
the others involve less common ground than between the two most recent reports.
Rossmiller surveved 24 school districts said to have exceptional special education
programs, and provided median costs for selected groups of children enrolled
in special programs (as well as costs for regular education) for the 1968-69 school
vear. Because neither th: total cost for all disabilities combined nor the percent-
ages of each disability se ved among the entire special education population were
reported in Rossmiller. we needed to make certain assumptions to obtain an esti-
mate of total and excess costs for special education for comparison purposes. Spe
cifically, we estimated total costs by multiplying Rossmiller’s median program cost
for each disability across all school districts providing such services in 1968-64
by his estimate of the prevalence of such disabilities among the entire popula-
tion (these estimates are shown in Table 7). These incidence rates were those
assumed by Rossmiller in his own estimates and are based on Census Projection
series I-D (sec Rossmiller et al., 1970, Table 4.4). The median and marginal costs
for cach disability excluded measures for gifted and homebound/hospitalized stu-
dents (see Rossmiller et al, 1970, Table 4.1).

Although the resulting measures are not nationally representative of all spe-
cial education programs. they do appear to provide the best estimates for such
costs in 1968-69 that can be compared to the cost information for later years.
Thus estimated, these total special education costs (see Table 7) were $4,490 in
constant 1989-90 dollars for the 1968-69 school year, with the marginal or excess
costs estimated to at $2,103. In constant dollars, according to these studies, the
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average pereentage increase in excess per-pupil special education COsts (cost
excluding changes in expenditures in the regular education component of tota
costs) grew by an average of 4,15 per vear over the cntire 17-vear (1968-64 1,
19853-86) period.

Cost Ratios—A Rule of Thumb? Up to this point we have presented an overview
ot the evidence of special cducation costs in dollars. The ranges of dollars (even
in constant dollars) and their changes over time. as well as the variations in clas
sifications of disabilities. can make comparisons cumbersome, especially for
policvmakers. One way to present this information in a uscful way—providing
a rule of thumb on special education costs—is to convert these dollars into special
education cost ratios. A cost ratio is merely the ratio of the average total per-pupi
cost for special education to the average total per-pupil cost for regular educu.
tion, where the regular education costs used for the denominator of this ratio
exclude costs for other special programs (such as special education. Chapter |
dollars for the educationally needy. or funds for bilingual programs). Such ratios
allow a clearer comparison across different studies conducted at different points
in time. Data on aggregate cost ratios for cach study are presented in Table .
Overall. these cost ratios range from 2.281n Voore to 2.17 in Kakalik to 1.92 in
Rossmiller (we calculated the latter ratio following the methodology for comput-
ing.average per-pupil costs from Rossmiller's data as described above). These ratios
thus can be interpreted as being relatively stable—or as only rising slowly aremark-
able consistency nevertheless, in aggregate, over a period when programmatic
changes were occurring rapidly. and taking into account the differing methodol-
ogies of the studies cited. Explanations for an apparent upward trend, other than
methodological difterences—if this is indeed an upward trend—include the pos-
sibility that there may indeed be some relative increase in the costs of providing
special education services over time. due. possibly, to increased service require:
ments. changing program needs. an aging or more highly specialized teaching
force. or the need for more spccinlixcd tacilitics (see Note 9.

Policy Discussion and Conclusions

The goal of this article has been to summarize information about special educa-
tion costs in a way that will be useful to special education practitioners, administra-
tors, and policymakers. We have shown fairly strong agreement about the current
magnitude of average costs for special education services and relative consistency
in costs over time. There is. however, room both for additional research related
to special education costs and for improvement in special education cost data.

One potential area for further research, for example, might be the relationship
between the costs of special cducation and outcomes, cspecially outcomes that
evaluate the acquisition of skills necessary to be competitive in future education
and employment. Because the various program types have different cost implica-
tions, a pertinent issue for any given disability is how much of a difference program
types make on skill acquisition. That is, do relatively higher cost, self-contained
classrooms result in higher achievement fora child with a specific disability when
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compared to outcomes for those served in resource TOOMS, if either type of envi-

ronment can serve the specific disability?
Another analytical issue might involve assessment of how related and other sup-

plememal services to children with disabilities (e.g.. health carc costs, psychologi-
cal testing and consultations, physical therapy. nutritional programs, ctc.) are
rovided and paid for. Onc question of current concern for policymakers involves

who should bear the costs for these services—lor example, the cducational system
more etficiently pr()\'idcd to

or the health care system?—and how they may be
best meet the needs of children with disabilities and their families. Questions of
efficiency also arise from the data indicating that related and other supplemental
services account for between 19% and 23% of average special cducation COSts.
One such service. for example, is student assessment, which includes initial screen-
ing and cvaluation. reevaluation. referrals. preparation and annual reviews of indi-
vidualized education programs (IEPs), and other activities. These assessments were
found by the Expenditures Survey 1o cost an average of $1.206 in 1985-86 for
those receiving them (although this is not a recurring cost, as a full assessment
normally occurs every 3 vears). Much of this cost is for teacher and other staff

time during development of the IEP. referrals. and reviews of the assessments,

as well as for the time of other. mm-sch(ml-connected pcrsonncl. Hence. an exam-

ination by policymakers of how these assessments are developed. and of the flexi-
bility in using teacher and staff time in the activity. may indicate ways to improve
special education program efficiency.
Further research is also imperative in
data over time. Although special education (osis, ove
stable (or risen slightly) in relation 1o regular cducation Cosis we
any a priori statements about such ct
~-different program 1ypes and disabilities. Although
ined in this article include data for specific disabilitie
ated by methodological. definitional. and data
of special education trends. including enroll-
ment patterns tor children with specific disabilities and potential cost changes
for each group. needs to be assessed in greater detail. Knowledge of these irends
can be valuable to the special education communityvin formulating expectations
about special education progranis. as well as in planning for more optimal pro-
grams to meet the needs of future generations. Such information. tor example.
mav indicate possible shifts in student needs, district eligibility. and placement
policies over ime. In addition, knowledge of cost trends at the program and disabil:
ity levels will enable a better understanding of the chan
provided. program efficiencies. economies of scale. and resource use
cducation programs.
Finally, as we have alrea
both continued and expande

assessing and comparing Jess-aggregated
rall. have remained fairly
cannot vet make
st changes over the past 20 vears among
A1 three national studies exam-
s, COTITpATTSONs Wnong them

are complic issues und have not
been prescmed here. The entire issue

ging naare of services
in special

dv indicated. the data uscd in this article should be
d. For example, annual special education expenditure
data for each state have been collected by the U.S. Department of Education for
only 3 years (and prcsemed in the annual reportsto Congress). current legislation
does not require the continuation of this series. The evidence is that, although
thev are problematic and somewhat difficult to collect. these data provide useful
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information on special education costs that can lead to informed policy making
Furthermore, subsequent periodic special studies need to be undertaken 1o updage
the range of detail on programs and services and their costs. These studies should
ensure that the data collected are comparable to those found in past studies. in
doing so. more informed decisions about special education can be made.
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concept—rvielding the 8.7 growth over the time period. since both excess and added costs are obtained
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adjust COSLS for other minor differences, such as the different treatments of food service Costs in the

voore and Kakalik studies.

Furthermore, we pote that the inflation-adjusted growth rates between the two most recent studics
appear to differ from those derived from state-reported data for i shorter time span. That is. Moorc
reports 10.0G average real growth in excess costs over the §vear (1977-78 10 1985-186) period, whilc
the state-reported data show an 1LEG increase in the Latter 2 vears of that same time period (1983-84
10 1985-86). There are several potential explanations fov \his difference. First it is possible that most
of the real growth indicated by the 1977-78 1o 1485=86 period oceurred in the latter part of the time

span, with declines ocourring in the earlier part ol the time period—a trend that might be confirmed

had cxpcnd'nurc data been collected in carhiey vea

v from the states. second, the coneepts used in

cuch of the studics differ. slightly atfecting the reporied growth vates between the studies. A third
possibility is that there is some i ompatibility factorat error in one of the special studiey data andior

problems in the atate-reported data. or both, leading to difterences of the magnitude shown.

0. We thank an anonvmous referee tor indicating the necd 1o eXpress this possible interpretation of

the cost ratios over time.
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