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Solving Cost Containment Problems in Special Education 

 
School district leaders and policy makers are faced with a most important responsibility of overhauling the 
costly, and for many students, ineffective, system of educating students with disabilities. According to the 
most current data reported by the US DOE, 13% of all students in public education (ages 3-21) have an 
educational disability and are eligible for an Individual Education Plan (IEP). The costs to provide the legally-
protected services in IEPs comprise at least 21% of total education budgets.  

School districts often have an especially difficult time educating students who require intensive and highly 
specialized services such as those with autism, intellectual disabilities, and emotional/behavioral disabilities. 
Districts must maximize the return (i.e., learning outcomes) on the resources that are allocated to the 
educational programs for these students with high needs. Without appropriate planning, these programs can 
over-stretch district budgets, especially in small and rural districts, causing fiscal hardship for the district, 
impacting the educational programs for other students, and creating tension and friction between school 
district personnel, families, and community advocates.  
 
School District Costs 
• The education for some of the most impacted and high needs students, such as those with autism, 

intellectual disabilities, and emotional disabilities, cost at least three times that of the average general 
education student.  

• High needs students comprise about 3-5% of the special education population. 
• These students account for over 60% of students in private, out-of-district placements. 
• The number of students with autism attending public schools has doubled over the past 5 years. 
• The most common reasons for out-of-district placements are (1) districts lack the expertise, facilities, 

resources and/or staff to meet the educational needs of these students; and (2) with-in district solutions 
are not cost effective. 

• Out-of-district placements cost, on average, $10,000 more per student per year than with-in district 
placements for the same students (not including transportation costs for out-of-district placements). 

• Costs for out-of-district placements vary by region; cost for a placement of a high needs student is often 
between $45,000 to $60,000 per year. 

• Transportation costs for out-of-district placements often exceed with-in district transportation costs by 
at least $10,000 per student. 

• Requests for out-of-district placements and highly specialized services are common reasons for parents 
to file due process complaints (i.e., legal proceeding). Due process resolutions cost districts on average 
$40,000 per complaint (legal fees for district and student and resolution costs). 

• States and local school districts cover roughly 90% of the costs for special education. Since costs cannot 
be considered when determining students’ IEPs, finding efficiencies in how special education for high 
needs students is funded is a quandary for most policy makers and school leaders. 
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Service Delivery Options for Students with High Needs 
• Districts may opt to create/revise in-district service delivery options. 

o However, districts report that they often lack the technical expertise and administrative support 
to provide the highly specialized services that these students need such as applied behavior 
analysis, speech and language services, and counseling. 

• Districts may join a special education cooperative. Multi-district co-ops allow for both economies of scale 
and better service delivery for high needs students. 

o However, districts may lose control of their financial resources with these cooperatives and pay 
for services that they don’t end up using.  

• Districts may use out-of-district placements to provide required special education services.  
o However, current funding and reimbursement systems in special education make it difficult to 

plan for and pay the tuition and transportation costs associated with these placements. 

Public-Private Partnerships (PPPs) 
• Private companies often specialize in a particular treatment or service and partner with multiple districts. 

The efficiencies that are experienced from the economies of scale can produce cost savings that can be 
passed on to public school districts.  

• PPPs are about accomplishing objectives that are highly technical and specific to a small subset of 
students and therefore require an instructional specialist (similar to a medical specialist in healthcare). 
PPPs should include a well-defined plan for performance accountability. 

• Using PPPs allows a school district to expand the menu of services from which to choose for students 
with high needs. It also allows a district to make shorter-term commitments when it may not be practical 
to hire staff if there is an end to funding or the need for services diminishes. 

• Districts contract only for the services their students need and the customization options with PPPs 
provide maximum financial flexibility and control. 

• Districts can often keep services within their boundaries, which eliminates long bus rides for students and 
provides significant transportation cost savings. 

Partnership with Spectrum Center Schools and Programs 
• Spectrum Center Schools and Programs is a private company that has partnered with public school 

districts to serve some of their most impacted students for the past 40 years. 
• Spectrum Center operates approximately 25 centers and partners with more than 100 districts.  
• Spectrum Center is a leading provider of applied behavior analysis, direct instruction, and other research-

based treatments for students with high needs. 
• District who have partnered with Spectrum Center have experienced as much as a 35% decrease in costs 

associated with providing educational services to students with high needs. 
• Typical savings for transportation costs is $10,000/student when services are provided in the district. 
• Many students are assigned to Spectrum Center by a public school district as part of a successful 

resolution to a due process complaint. Since the 2010-11 school year, Spectrum Center has provided 
educational services to almost 4,000 high needs students without a single due process complaint. 


