
 

Shortchanging Children with Disabilit ies:  

State Underfunding of Special Education in Pennsylvania 
October 2018 

Education Law Center | www.elc-pa.org | facebook.com/educationlawcenter | @edlawcenterpa 

The t raj ect ory of  a person’ s l i fe is profoundly shaped by what  happens in school.  For st udent s wit h 

disabil i t ies,  t he st akes could not  be higher,  as t hese children are more l ikely t o face unemployment  and 

underemployment  lat er in l i fe, 1 leading t o homelessness or inst it ut ional placement . 2 Prior t o t he adopt ion of  

federal and st at e civi l  r ight s laws,  t hese st udent s were l i t eral ly shut  out  of  school.  Today,  we recognize t hat  

st udent s wit h disabil i t ies need and are legal ly ent it led t o a f ree and appropriat e publ ic educat ion (“ FAPE” ) 

in t he least  rest r ict ive environment . 3  

Providing a FAPE t o children wit h disabil i t ies involves providing special ized inst ruct ion t ailored t o meet  t heir 

unique needs,  int egrat ion in t he regular 

classroom wit h supplement al support s and 

services,  and providing an educat ion 

calculat ed t o achieve grade advancement  and 

t rue progress in l ight  of  t heir pot ent ial . 4 

Under t he law,  needed educat ional services 

must  be provided t hrough a combinat ion of  

federal,  st at e,  and local funding,  wit hout  

addit ional cost  t o parent s or st udent s.   

Five years ago,  in response t o advocacy by 

t he Educat ion Law Cent er,  parent s,  and ot her part ners st at ewide,  Pennsylvania’ s General Assembly 

convened a Special Educat ion Funding Commission and held hearings across t he st at e t o examine how t o 

improve funding t o bet t er serve st udent s wit h disabil i t ies.  “ St at e support  for special  educat ion in publ ic 

schools is import ant  for helping st udent s t o achieve academical ly and ful f i l l  t heir individual pot ent ial , ”  t he 

Commission’ s December 2013 Report  observed.  Despit e t his import ant  purpose,  t he Funding Commission 

Report  went  on t o say t hat  t he st at e’ s exist ing funding syst em “ is of t en seen as not  fair ly and adequat ely 

serving t he current  needs in Pennsylvania for st udent s wit h disabil i t ies and t heir schools. ” 5   

In response,  t he General Assembly adopt ed a new special educat ion formula t hat  dist r ibut es funding in 

excess of  2013-14 levels based on t he number of  el igible st udent s,  t he severit y of  t heir disabil i t y,  and t he 

cost  of  services.  But  does t he current  syst em enable Pennsylvania school dist r ict s t o fair ly and adequat ely 

serve t he current  needs of  st udent s wit h disabil i t ies? Does st at e funding provide what  is required t o ensure 

t hat  t hese st udent s receive a FAPE as required by law? Those quest ions are t he subj ect s of  t his report .   

Despite Modest Progress in Recent Years,  State Special Education Funding Remains Inadequate 

Recent  st at e increases in special educat ion have been a welcome shif t  f rom t he years of  st agnat ion t hat  

preceded t he Commission’ s Report .  From 2014 to 2018,  t he st at e increased special educat ion funding by $90 

mil l ion,  a not able change f rom t he preceding four-year period where st at e funding for special  educat ion 

inst ead fel l  by $6.1 mil l ion.  The General Assembly it self  acknowledged t his previous lack of  invest ment  in 

special educat ion,  not ing in t he 2013 Funding Commission Report  t hat  “ since 2008-09,  Pennsylvania has not  

increased special educat ion funding. ” 6 

Despit e t his upward t rend,  t he rat e of  st at e invest ment  has failed t o keep pace wit h local needs.  St at ewide,  

special  educat ion cost s have been rising at  a rate averaging nearly $200 mil l ion per year,  wit h t he most  

recent  years ref lect ing even larger increases. 7 From 2008 t o 2016,  t he most  recent  year for which bot h 

revenue and expendit ure dat a are available,  st at e invest ment  in special educat ion increased by $72 million.  

Yet  during t hat  t ime,  dist rict  special educat ion costs increased by $1.54 billion,  from $3 billion to $4.5 

Providing a FAPE means meet ing the needs of a child like 

Tammy,  a 12-year old student  with mult iple physical and 

neurological disabilit ies in an underfunded school dist rict .  

Tammy was unable to at tend school for four months 

because her dist rict  could not  hire the nurse she needed.  

She is now far behind her peers because her communicat ion 

and social skills regressed while she languished at  home, 

receiving only a few hours of educat ion each week.  

https://www.senatorbrowne.com/special-education-funding-commission/
https://www.senatorbrowne.com/special-education-funding-commission-gallery/
http://www.senatorbrowne.com/wp-content/uploads/sites/37/2015/05/Special-Education-Funding-Commission-Report-121113.pdf
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billion. 8 Local dist ricts had to allocate funds to 
cover 90% of those increased costs,  the equivalent  
of $1.38 billion,  in district  budgets.  In ot her words,  

local dist r ict s designat ed close t o $20 t o special 

educat ion for every addit ional $1 cont ribut ed by t he 

st at e.  This creat es signif icant  revenue chal lenges for 

local  communi t ies t hat  must  be met  t hrough general  

educat ion sources,  such as local  t axes and st at e basic educat ion f unding.  For example,  in Wi lkes-Barre  

Area School  Dist r ict ,  t he cost  of  special  educat ion services increased by $11 mi l l ion f rom 2008 t o 2016.  

The st at e’ s special  educat ion f unding increase of  only $641,000 required t he dist r ict  t o designat e $10.3 

mil l ion in ot her educat ion funding t o meet  increased cost s.   

Even wit h such signif icant  local funding increases,  most  dist r ict s st i l l  lack suf f icient  resources t o ensure t hat  

st udent s wit h disabil i t ies receive t he services and support s t hey are legal ly ent it led t o receive.  A 2009 

report  found t hat  391 school dist r ict s had inadequat e funding for special  educat ion,  result ing in an annual 

funding gap of  $380 mil l ion,  or $1,947 per pupil  on average. 9 Given minimal st at e invest ment s and local 

chal lenges meet ing increased f iscal pressures, 10 problems of  underfunding and inadequat e special educat ion 

services have undoubt edly grown since t hen.   

Pennsylvania’s Declining State Share of Special Education Revenues Deepens Funding Inequities 

Because state cont ribut ions have so signif icant ly lagged behind local expenditures, the allocat ion of funding 

between state and locally designated sources has become increasingly inequitable. In 2008-09, the state 

provided nearly one-third of t otal special educat ion funding; by 2016-17, the state share had declined to less 

than one-quarter.  Over that  same t ime, the share designated by local dist ricts increased from 62% to 72%. 11 

Many dist ricts faced even more dramat ic changes in state and local allocat ions. More than 83% of dist ricts,  417 in 

total,  have seen their share of special educat ion expenditure increase since 2008, and 53 dist rict s have seen 

Since 2008,  local districts designated close 

to $20 to special educat ion for every 

addit ional $1 cont ributed by the state.  

Source: Pennsylvania Department of Education. Annual Financial Reports. Online at https://bit.ly/2P7d3hG 
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their share increase by 20 percentage points or more. Changes in special educat ion expenditures and revenues 

for all 500 Pennsylvania dist rict s are provided in the spreadsheet  found at  bi t . ly/ spec-ed. 

Pennsylvania’ s growing rel iance on local ly-designat ed funding t o provide needed services for st udent s wit h 

disabil i t ies is unsust ainable.  It  forces local school boards t o choose bet ween raising addit ional revenue t o 

meet  funding gaps,  spreading l imit ed resources across a range of  programs,  and/ or reducing needed services 

and support s for st udent s wit h disabil i t ies.  It  exposes famil ies t o local t ax increases and service cut s.  It  also 

exacerbat es inequal it y.  St at e dol lars are t he funds t hat  st at e legislat ures can and should use t o address 

funding disparit ies result ing f rom dif ferences in local wealt h.  When adequat e st at e funding is not  available,  

poorer dist r ict s — t he communit ies least  able t o compensat e for st at e underfunding t hrough local t ax 

increases — are part icularly i l l -equipped t o provide st udent s wit h disabil i t ies t he FAPE t he law requires. 12 

This leaves vulnerable st udent s in poorer dist r ict s acut ely harmed by st at e underfunding.   

Inadequate and Inequitable Basic Education Funding Compounds Revenue Challenges 

The st at e’ s basic educat ion funding syst em compounds t he resource chal lenges t hat  schools face in meet ing 

t he needs of  st udent s wit h disabil i t ies.  Providing st udent s wit h disabil i t ies a FAPE in t he least  rest r ict ive 

environment  where t heir unique needs can be met  requires adequat e levels of  both basic and special 

educat ion funding.  General educat ion classrooms must  be wel l -resourced wit h t he basic inst ruct ion services 

t hat  al l  st udent s need,  and st udent s wit h disabil i t ies must  receive t he individual ized support s and services 

t hey need t o succeed in t hat  int egrat ed environment .  When bot h basic and special educat ion funding 

syst ems are broken,  as t hey are in Pennsylvania,  st udent s wit h disabil i t ies suf fer t wofold.   

Basic educat ion in Pennsylvania suf fers f rom t he same funding f laws as special educat ion,  among t hem,  

persist ent  st at e underfunding,  low st at e share,  and overrel iance on local dist r ict  wealt h t o support  st udent s 

wit h complex educat ional needs.  St at e underfunding of  basic educat ion exceeds $3 bil l ion each year. 13 

Pennsylvania ranks 46t h in t he nat ion in t erms of  st at e share of  basic educat ion funding and last  in t he nat ion 

in t erms of  t he gap bet ween what  our wealt hiest  and poorest  school dist r ict s spend. 14 Providing st udent s 

wit h disabil i t ies t he resources t hey need requires t hat  we address bot h basic and special educat ion funding.  

Source: Pennsylvania Department of Education. Annual Financial Reports. Online at https://bit.ly/2P7d3hG 
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The State Must Ensure Students with Disabilities Receive the Resources They Need to Succeed 

The st at e has bot h a moral and legal obl igat ion t o bet t er educat e and support  children wit h disabil i t ies.  

Under t he Individuals wit h Disabil i t ies Educat ion Act ,  a st at e educat ion agency has an obl igat ion — 

independent  of  t he local dist r ict  — t o ensure a FAPE for st udent s wit h disabil i t ies in t he least  rest r ict ive 

environment .  This obl igat ion involves ensuring t hat  school dist r ict s and ot her local educat ional agencies 

comply wit h st at e and federal requirement s appl icable t o children wit h disabil i t ies. 15 St udent s wit h 

disabil i t ies are ent it led t o an educat ion t hat  is special ly designed t o meet  t heir needs,  modif ies inst ruct ion 

and mat erials,  and provides t he necessary relat ed supplement al aids and services t o accommodat e t heir 

unique learning needs in t he most  int egrat ed set t ing — independent  of  how much t hose support s and 

services cost .  In addit ion,  t eachers must  be special ly t rained,  and facil it ies and equipment  must  be adapt ed 

as needed t o accommodat e t hese st udent s.     

Despit e t he st at e’ s legal obl igat ion t o prot ect  and advance t he right s of  st udent s wit h disabil i t ies and t he 

pivot al reforms of  t he Commission,  ELC and our part ners across t he Commonwealt h cont inue t o hear f rom 

and advocat e for parents and caregivers in f inancial ly st rapped school dist r ict s whose children have failed t o 

receive t he services t hey need,  and t o which t hey are legal ly ent it led in order t o receive FAPE: t he boy who 

was out  of  school for more t han a year because his school dist r ict  failed t o provide an aide,  t he gir l  who was 

repeat edly suspended because her behavior support  plan was not  properly implement ed,  t he boy who was 

required t o t ravel for hours t o access needed speech and language services,  and hundreds of  children who 

failed t o be ident if ied or fel l  furt her behind while wait ing for evaluat ions.    

Part  of the Commission’s charge was to review the state’s special educat ion funding system every f ive 
years. 16 Five years later,  it  is abundant ly clear that  we need an increased state investment .  Wit hout  

prompt  and comprehensive st at e act ion t o address bot h basic and special educat ion funding,  issues of  

inadequacy and inequit y wil l  deepen for st udent s wit h disabil i t ies.  None of  us can af ford t o have t he 

Commonwealt h cont inue t o ignore it s obl igat ion t o meet  t he resource needs of  t hese st udent s.  We must  

uphold t heir r ight  t o learn,  progress,  and t hrive.  Their l i fe out comes depend on it .     

 

The Education Law Center-PA (“ELC”) is a nonprofit,  legal advocacy organization dedicated to ensuring that all children in Pennsylvania have access to 

a quality public education. Through legal representat ion, impact  l it igat ion, t rainings, and policy advocacy, ELC advances the rights of  vulnerable children, 

including children living in poverty, children of  color,  children in the foster care and j uvenile j ust ice systems, children with disabil it ies, English learners, 

LGBTQ students, and children experiencing homelessness. Visit  elc-pa.org/contact or call 215-238-6970 (Philadelphia) or 412-258-2120 (Pittsburgh). 

PA Schools Work is a coalit ion of  organizat ions f rom across Pennsylvania represent ing teachers and other educators;  urban, suburban and rural communit ies; 

and parents and other community members working together to advocate for PA public schools, their students, and the communit ies they serve.  
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