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The Pennsylvania School Boards Association (PSBA) thanks Chairmen Sonney and Browne and the members of the Special Education Funding Formula Commission for conducting this series of hearings to review the special education funding formula and costs associated with that formula. We believe that reviewing the factors and dynamics of the formula and the services provided to our students every five years is a practice that is well worth repeating. We also welcome this opportunity to present written testimony on special education funding in the Commonwealth with respect to its impact on school districts and factors that drive up special education costs.

Of all the cost drivers on school district budgets, special education is one of the fastest rising and one of the hardest to control. School districts strive to give children an equal opportunity for a good education and cannot refuse services to a child with special needs. Therefore, districts must continue to tighten budgets to find new ways to fund special education mandates and prioritize the educational programs that benefit all students. Public schools find the resources to provide the interventions and support necessary for children with learning and other disabilities to succeed. 

Special education costs are driven by the requirements of the Individuals with Disabilities Education Act (IDEA), Pennsylvania regulations and the unique needs of the students in each district. Unfortunately, the U.S. Congress has never come close to its promise of funding 40% of the costs for IDEA and this was compounded in 1991 when Pennsylvania discontinued providing 100% funding of the “excess costs” of providing appropriate special education services to students. 

The full funding and modernization of the IDEA, which requires that every student with a disability have access to a free and appropriate public education, is one of PSBA’s top federal priority issues. Average federal support per student under IDEA over time, has been roughly 15%, while costs for special education continue to rise. Under the present circumstances, school districts are forced to drain additional funds from their general education budgets to cover the federal shortfall for special education programs and services.

Therefore, PSBA would recommend that as we address factors within the state formula to update them, we also need take a holistic approach by increasing the annual appropriation of federal funding via the modernization of IDEA, increasing the state funding proportion, and avoiding new requirements that would cause the commonwealth’s school districts to experience further financial stress via new special education mandates.



Financial Considerations of Special Education

Public schools spent more than $4.7 billion in 2017-18 to provide mandatory special education and early intervention programs and services to children and students with disabilities. That’s 73% more than 10 years prior. For the last three years, PSBA has conducted a State of Education survey of chief school administrators. In each of those surveys, special education costs have consistently been identified as one of the biggest budget pressures for school districts. Special education expenses rank third only behind pension and charter school tuition costs and it is easy to see why.


There is a common misconception that school districts know exactly how much is spent on special education services; however, it is very difficult to get a sense of exactly how much schools spend on special education because some of the services our special education students require are comingled with services provided to regular education students – such as student support services like health services, psychological services and speech services. Our estimates are based on Annual Financial Reports from the Department of Education and include early intervention. 

Key findings from an analysis of the financial reports:

· Although state budget appropriations for special education have been on the right track lately, that growth has not been keeping up the average increases in special education costs. Since 2013-14:
· State special education funding has increased an average of 1.5% per year.
· Special education costs have increased an average of 6.1% per year.
· In 2007-08 state and federal special education funding were 41% of what public schools reported spending on special education. By 2017-18 however, that percentage had shrunk to 28.5%.
· Despite overall public school enrollments decreasing 2.2% between 2012-13 and 2017-18, the percentage of students identified for special education increased 8.3% in that time. Also, the number of students needing programs and services costing more than $25,000 had increased by 15%.
· Between 2007-08 and 2017-18, the percentage of students in special education has increased nearly 20,000 students while overall public school enrollments have decreased by more than 80,000 students.
· Between 2007-08 and 2017-18:
· State special education funding increased 11.5% 
· Federal special education funding increased 71.8%
· Local share of special education funding increased 109.4%
· Special education expenses increased 72.8%.
	
	2007-08
	2017-18
	$ Change
	% Change

	State
	$956,541,581
	$1,066,575,405
	$110,033,823
	11.5%

	Federal
	$160,617,449
	$275,903,734
	$115,286,285
	71.8%

	Local
	$1,605,454,623
	$3,361,936,984
	$1,756,482,362
	109.4%

	Expenses
	$2,722,613,653
	$4,704,416,122
	$1,981,802,470
	72.8%






The state has begun to significantly increase the appropriation for special education, but the growth of students identified for this mandated service makes it difficult to keep up with increased expenses.

Up 15.6% since 
2013-14
Level funded for 5 yrs while expenses rose $659 M

* Based on amount appropriated in special education line item of state budget.

The deficit of state and federal special education appropriations results in an increased reliance on local funding such as property taxes to fill the gap. With state and federal funding making up around 30% of what schools spend for special education in the current school year, the remaining 70%, an estimated $3.5 billion will have to come from local sources.  Although most districts approved for an Act 1 referendum exemption never use them, 93% of 84 school districts approved for an exemption to Act 1’s tax increase limit in 2019-20 requested the exemption due to special education costs. Special education costs correlate with property tax increases.  

I would emphasize again that this is not solely a state funding problem. Pennsylvania schools could have received another $750 million dollars in 2017-18 from the federal government through IDEA if the program were “fully funded.”

In the 2007-08 school year, 271,000, or 15% of students were identified for special education. The state budget that year allocated slightly more than $1 billion of state funding for special education, which was more than half of what schools reported spending for special education that year. By the 2017-18 school year, 291,000, or 16.9% of students were identified for special education. The state budget that year allocated a little more than $1.1 billion of state funding for special education, which was a little more than a third of what schools reported spending for special education that year.

Required Special Education Mandates Affecting Costs
Schools throughout the commonwealth are required to abide by the Individuals with Disabilities Education Act (IDEA), however our schools must also abide by other mandates that increase the costs of education including compliance with court decisions and state regulations (Pa. Code, Title 22, Chapter 14) that provide specific mandates related to the delivery of special education services. Public schools in the commonwealth must develop and submit to the PA Department of Education for approval a special education plan every three years that describes its special education programs and services. Districts are also  monitored by the department on a rotating basis for compliance with all mandates. Among the many mandates that schools must provide:
· Individualized Education Program (IEP) for all identified students that is reviewed and possibly adjusted annually. 
· Provide appropriate educational placement.
· Assistive Technology Supports which are guided by a prescribed SETT (Student, Environment, Tasks and Tools) process. 
· Child find requirements for schools to proactively search for, screen and evaluate students that may require special education services.  
· Extended school year services for certain identified students.
· Adaptive physical education programs that may be provided by specialized trained instructors and can include specialized equipment.  
· School to work transition services which include planning and  may require specialized transportation to and from facilities. 
· Special education transportation is the most significant segmented cost for transportation services.  These services vary in cost depending on the type of vehicle needed and the additional staff to properly transport a student to school.  
· Personnel including paraprofessionals, personal care assistants, educational interpreters as needed.
· Student caseload requirements and limits for special education teachers. The caseload maximums vary depending on the type of special education support needed and the amount of time the student spends with that teacher. The mandated restrictions increase the staff allotment and cost of these classroom environments.  
· Compliance with all due process hearing requirements.

PSBA submits the following recommendations for consideration by the commission:

· One of the primary considerations in developing a formula is providing consistency and predictability to school districts who rely on this funding.  Currently the formula relies on data that is not calculated on a hard date.  This problem was seen with the basic education funding formula and was address by setting a date in time when factors became fixed in the formula.  We would suggest this same fixed date be set for the special education formula and match the basic education formula by setting the date as June 1 of every year.
· Several of the factors of the current formula are based on an average of three years such as school district ADM and average equalized mills.  This was done to smooth out the possibility that these factors could have a steep increase or decrease in a single year.  We should consider smoothing other factors.
· Consider replacing the MV/PI aid ratio meant to measure a school district’s relative wealth with some of the factors used in the basic education funding formula, such as median household income index.
· Consider replacing equalized mills with meant to measure a school district’s local tax effort with some of the factors used in the basic education funding formula, such as the local effort capacity index.
· The survey tool that the Independent Fiscal Office is utilizing to determine the category costs may shift the reimbursement for each category to a greater amount.  We are encouraged by the methodology and direction of this process and encourage the committee to perform this task on a rolling five year basis.
· As we change factors, the commission needs to ensure that school districts do not experience significant disruption to their current level of special education funding.
· The committee should begin to discuss the effects of trauma on students in special education and within basic education.  We find it very difficult at this time to truly find a factor or set of factors that indicates or corallers to the effects of trauma on a student populations and the relating costs of services.   We need further study of this issue and would encourage the committee to recommend a study of the factors and relating costs to school districts who are impacted by these challenges.  
Thank you again for acknowledging this important issue and allowing input from PSBA on behalf of our over 6,000 members.  We look forward to working with the commission to further developing the formula for 2020.


Percent of Special Education Funding by Source

State	
2007-08	2008-09	2009-10	2010-11	2011-12	2012-13	2013-14	2014-15	2015-16	2016-17	2017-18	0.35133210341985321	0.3383717382299774	0.31942334803137556	0.30130700606435368	0.29817528045074304	0.28293872491818828	0.26656530739658091	0.25890096313881461	0.24377744521261599	0.23261942682237774	0.22671791288945004	Federal	
2007-08	2008-09	2009-10	2010-11	2011-12	2012-13	2013-14	2014-15	2015-16	2016-17	2017-18	5.8993845307271461E-2	6.0754181220816501E-2	0.11625260336840677	9.9583820149058699E-2	6.4654885906991325E-2	5.9779929163477213E-2	6.5078613603251484E-2	6.5325287513611371E-2	6.046474748043737E-2	6.099463435436444E-2	5.8647816515440883E-2	Local	
2007-08	2008-09	2009-10	2010-11	2011-12	2012-13	2013-14	2014-15	2015-16	2016-17	2017-18	0.58967405127287542	0.6008740805492061	0.56432404860021768	0.59910917378658768	0.63716983364226565	0.65728134591833454	0.66835607900016758	0.67577374934757406	0.69575780730694659	0.70638593882325773	0.71463427059510909	



Special Education Funding by Source

State	
2007-08	2008-09	2009-10	2010-11	2011-12	2012-13	2013-14	2014-15	2015-16	2016-17	2017-18	956541581.35000062	974196187.96000004	985302633.33000052	981428335.6499995	989948664.26999986	991736872.44999993	996659414.13999963	1018959002.2299995	1022576019.7299997	1043943130.4900002	1066575404.6	Federal	
2007-08	2008-09	2009-10	2010-11	2011-12	2012-13	2013-14	2014-15	2015-16	2016-17	2017-18	160617448.64999998	174915588.56999996	358596191.97000003	324368105.94999999	214655681.20000002	209536393.44	243322034.43999997	257101360.21999991	253632163.37999982	273730059.43999976	275903733.54999995	Local	
2007-08	2008-09	2009-10	2010-11	2011-12	2012-13	2013-14	2014-15	2015-16	2016-17	2017-18	1605454622.5499988	1729959014.2399986	1740730521.309999	1951440582.0899982	2115418235.7899985	2303856237.8099995	2498912497.7999983	2659649222.7000012	2918503180.9300041	3170099584.4700012	3361936984.1000009	SE Expenses	
2007-08	2008-09	2009-10	2010-11	2011-12	2012-13	2013-14	2014-15	2015-16	2016-17	2017-18	2722613652.5499992	2879070790.7699986	3084629346.6099997	3257237023.6899977	3320022581.2599983	3505129503.6999993	3738893946.3799982	3935709585.1500006	4194711364.0400038	4487772774.4000015	4704416122.250001	




State and Federal SE Funding vs SE Expenditures

State	2007-08	2008-09	2009-10	2010-11	2011-12	2012-13	2013-14	2014-15	2015-16	2016-17	2017-18	956541581.35000062	974196187.96000004	985302633.33000052	981428335.6499995	989948664.26999986	991736872.44999993	996659414.13999963	1018959002.2299995	1022576019.7299997	1043943130.4900002	1066575404.6	Federal	2007-08	2008-09	2009-10	2010-11	2011-12	2012-13	2013-14	2014-15	2015-16	2016-17	2017-18	160617448.64999998	174915588.56999996	358596191.97000003	324368105.94999999	214655681.20000002	209536393.44	243322034.43999997	257101360.21999991	253632163.37999982	273730059.43999976	275903733.54999995	SE Expenses	
2007-08	2008-09	2009-10	2010-11	2011-12	2012-13	2013-14	2014-15	2015-16	2016-17	2017-18	2722613652.5499992	2879070790.7699986	3084629346.6099997	3257237023.6899977	3320022581.2599983	3505129503.6999993	3738893946.3799982	3935709585.1500006	4194711364.0400038	4487772774.4000015	4704416122.250001	
2007-08	2008-09	2009-10	2010-11	2011-12	2012-13	2013-14	2014-15	2015-16	2016-17	2017-18	1117159030.0000005	1149111776.53	1343898825.3000007	1305796441.5999994	1204604345.4699998	1201273265.8899999	1239981448.5799997	1276060362.4499993	1276208183.1099994	1317673189.9300001	1342479138.1500001	




State SE Budget Appropriations*

State SE Funding	
2007-08	2008-09	2009-10	2010-11	2011-12	2012-13	2013-14	2014-15	2015-16	2016-17	2017-18	2018-19	2019-20	1010038000	1026815000	1026815000	1026815000	1026815000	1026815000	1026815000	1046815000	1076815000	1096815000	1121815000	1136815000	1186815000	
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