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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

SECTION I
Context/Environmental Factors: This section has five modules that describe societal and educational factors that are currently affecting the delivery of services to children with disabilities and their families.

School Reform and Students with Disabilities: The Changing Context of Classrooms
•
Over the past 15 years, general education reforms have focused on six major policy areas: standards development, assessment, accountability, governance, teachers, and finance.  During the same period, special education programs have been changing as a result of efforts to promote inclusion of students with disabilities in regular education classrooms, to decrease inappropriate identification of students with disabilities (partic-ularly cultural- or language-minority children), and to improve postschool results of all students receiving special education services.

•
A recent national survey conducted by the Council of Chief State School Officers in collaboration with the Center for Policy Research on the Impact of General and Special Education Reform indicated that 38 States and the District of Columbia have standards ready in one or more content areas.  Thirty-four States and the District of Columbia will apply those content standards to students with individualized education plans (IEPs).

•
Teacher licenses for both special education and general education are moving toward fewer licensing categories.  In special education, the trend appears to be toward more developmental and less content- or disability-specific categories.  General education teacher license requirements in 22 States include a requirement that elementary teachers have some coursework related to students with disabilities, and 21 States have a similar requirement for secondary teachers.  Eleven States require that general education teachers obtain practical experience working with students with disabilities before obtaining a license.

Poverty Among Children: The Impact on Special Education
•
Over the past 25 years, the overall poverty rate has remained relatively constant at approximately 12 per-cent; the child poverty rate has increased from 15 to 19 percent.  Younger children have a greater likelihood of being in poverty.  For the period 1990-95, the average annual poverty rate for children birth through age 2 was 25.7 percent, that of 3- through 5-year-olds was 24.3 percent, and that of 6- through 17-year-olds was 19.9 percent.

•
Poverty increases the likelihood of problems that affect the education of children.  Children of low-income families on average miss more days of school.  A pattern of underachievement is also associated with children of low-income families.  Students from low-income families are twice as likely to drop out of high school as their middle-income peers, and students from low-income families are 11 times more likely to drop out than their upper-income peers.

•
Poverty has been associated with an increased risk of children being born with a lower than average birth weight.  Low birth weight babies are at higher risk of developing learning disabilities, hyperactivity, emotional problems, mental illness, neurodevelopmental problems, and visual and hearing impairments.  When poverty and low birth weight occur together, the number of students who need special education services is greater than would be predicted for those factors independently.

The Costs of Special Education
•
Sources of cost information include historical data from previous national studies of special education costs and data collected from States in the 1980s as required by Section 618 of IDEA.  Estimates of the current costs of special education are based on a recent State survey conducted by the Center for Special Education Finance (CSEF), the national per pupil cost of education, and the total amount of Federal expenditures for special education.

•
Historical data show that the cost of special education has risen at a higher rate than the cost of general education as a whole.  However, much of the cost can be attributed to the implementation of IDEA and to the costs associated with expansion of services to eligible children ages birth through 5.  Current influences on the costs of special education include the: (1) growth in special education enrollment, (2) changes in the funding agencies and the types of services being provided, (3) revenue restrictions such as property tax restrictions that limit the growth in general education expenditures but have not limited the growth in special education expenditures, and (4) changes in the population such as the increase in economically and medically at-risk students. 

•
In response to a CSEF survey of 24 States, 13 reported that they could estimate their statewide cost of special education programs with a high degree of confidence, 9 States were either somewhat confident or confident of their data, and 2 States were not confident.  States with a high degree of confidence in their data reported the average marginal cost of special education per student to be $5,435.

Problems Facing: Substance Abuse and Violence
•
The use of illicit drugs, particularly marijuana, has increased among secondary school students since 1992.  The use of alcohol among secondary school students and adults has remained stable or declined during the 1990s, and the use of cigarettes has increased among this population.

•
Youth violence in the general community has increased dramatically over the past decade, and this trend is also evident in schools.  In an attempt to understand the growing problems of violence and substance abuse, efforts are being made to understand the way in which this social problem may affect students with disabilities.

Disproportionate Representation: Can This Civil Rights Concern Be Addressed by Educators?
•
Issues regarding minority students and students receiving special education services have been a focus of concern for both OSEP and the Office for Civil Rights (OCR).

•
Data from the 1992 OCR Compliance Report and current OCR cases suggest disproportionate representation of racial and ethnic minorities in special education is an ongoing problem nationwide, with continuing concentrations in certain areas.  For example, African American students appear to be over represented in programs for students with mental retardation, serious emotional disturbance, and specific learning disabilities.

•
OSEP and OCR have continued to seek solutions to this civil rights issue by allocating additional resources to address the issue as a programmatic priority.  Discretionary grant programs through OSEP have funded research and technical assistance activities that have provided insights into the issues concerning minorities in special education and strategies to resolve concerns.  OCR has designated minority students in special education as a priority enforcement issue.  It has conducted compliance activities on placement of students, equal access to pre-referral programs, and lack of access to regular education settings.

SECTION II
Student Characteristics: This section contains four modules related to the characteristics of students served under IDEA and the Federal funding that States received to serve these students.

Infants and Toddlers with Disabilities Served Under IDEA, Part H
•
Funding for Part H has increased from $50 million in 1987 to $316 million in FY 1996.  All States and Outlying Areas serve the children that meet eligibility criteria, and in 1995, 13 States and 1 Outlying Area served at-risk infants and toddlers.

•
The number of infants and toddlers receiving early intervention services has increased from 145,129 in 1992 to 177,673 in 1995.  Almost 50 percent of the children served in 1995 were in the 2- to 3-year-old range, whereas approximately 17 percent of the infants were 1 year old or younger.  Only the 2- to 3-year-old age group had an overall increase during 1992-95.

Children Served Under IDEA, Part B Pre-school Grants Programs
•
In FY 1996, Congress appropriated $360,409,000, only slightly more than the $360,265,000 appropriated in FY 1995, for the Preschool Grants Program.  However, the number of children served increased 4.9 percent from 522,710 on December 1, 1994, to 548,441 on December 1, 1995.

•
Many States apply the general education reform efforts that are made within their States to programs that serve children ages 3-5 with disabilities.  According to the Section 619 Profile (Seventh Edition), 18 States have revised their Section 619 programs to reflect some of the general education reform efforts.

•
On December 1, 1995, just over 50 percent of children ages 3-5 with disabilities were served in regular class placements, an increase of 2 percent from December 1, 1994.  The second most frequent setting was separate class placements, followed by resource rooms.  The use  of separate facilities has declined over time.

Students Served Under IDEA, Part B
•
Funding for the Part B Program has increased steadily from $251,770,000 in 1977 to $2,323,837,000 in 1996.  The per child allocation has risen from $71 in 1977 to $418 in 1995.  In 1996, the amount allocated for the 1996-97 school year did not correspond to the increase in the number of students with disabilities who were served, and the per child allocation dropped to $413.  However, the $3,107,522,000 appropriation for FY 1997  will significantly increase the per child allocation for the 1997-98 school year.
•
A total of 5,619,099 children and youth with disabilities ages 3 through 21 were served under IDEA, Part B during the 1995-96 school year, an increase of 188,876 (or 3.5 percent) from the previous year.  The percentage of children ages 6 through 17 with disabilities enrolled in school increased from 10.4 percent in 1994-95 to 10.6 percent in 1995-96.

•
Students with disabilities ages 6 through 11 were the largest group served (2,581,061 or 45.9 percent) followed by students ages 12 through 17 (2,237,124 or 39.8 percent).  Children ages 3 through 5 (548,441 or 9.8 percent) and 18 through 21 (252,473 or 4.5 per-cent) made up less than 15 percent of the students served; however, these two groups accounted for the largest increase in the percent of students served.

•
As in past years, the largest disability categories continue to be specific learning disabilities (2,597,231 or 51.2 percent), speech or language impairments (1,025,941 or 20.2 percent), mental retardation (585,308 or 11.5 percent) and serious emotional disturbance (438,217 or 8.6 percent).  The largest relative increases from 1994-95 to 1995-96 occurred in the traumatic brain injury (30.1 percent), autism (27.2  percent), and other health impai

