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Overview of Special Education

Schools First Must Try to Meet All Students’ Needs Within the 
General Education Program

Public Schools Must Provide Special Supports for Students With 
Disabilities Who Need Them 

 � Federal Law requires that schools provide a “free appropriate public 
education.”

Nearly 13 Percent of California Students Have Disabilities 
Affecting Their Education

Most California Students Who Qualify for Special Education 
Have a Specific Learning Disability, Speech or Language 
Impairment, or Autism 

a Reflects students with disabilities ages 6 to 21 receiving special education services.

Figure #

Students With Disabilities by Disability Type
2021-22ª

b Includes disabilities resulting in difficulties with listening, thinking, speaking, reading, writing, or doing mathematical
   calculations.
c Includes having chronic or acute health problems (such as a heart condition, asthma, epilepsy, or diabetes) that
   adversely affect educational performance.

Specific Learning Disabilitiesb

Speech or
Language Impairments 

Autism

Other
Health Impairmentsc 

All Other
Disabilities 

Handout.ait ARTWORK #230544

Graphic Sign Off
Secretary

Deputy 

Chief Dep. 

Analyst



L E G I S L AT I V E  A N A LY S T ’ S  O F F I C E 2

Special Education Services and Settings

An Individualized Education Program Defines a Student’s Special 
Education Services

School Districts Offer Students With Disabilities Specialized 
Instruction and Services

 � Services provided will differ depending on disability.

 � The most common service provided is specialized academic 
instruction.

 � For students with speech or language impairments, the most 
common service provided is speech therapy.

Federal Law Encourages Schools to Educate Students With 
Disabilities in Settings With Non-Disabled Peers

 � Students must be educated in the “least restrictive environment.”

 � In 2021-22, 61 percent of California students with disabilities were 
educated in a general education classroom 80 percent or more of the 
school day. 
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Special Education Funding

State Uses Special Education Local Plan Areas (SELPAs) to 
Coordinate Services and Allocate Funding 

Dedicated Special Education Funds Intended to Support the 
“Excess Costs” of Educating Students With Disabilities

Special Education Services Supported by Federal, State, and 
Local Funds

 � The state provided $5.4 billion in state funds and $1.5 billion in 
federal funds in 2023-24.
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Outcomes for Students With Disabilities

Performance of Students With Disabilities Lags Behind Peers

Statewide Accountability System Identifies Districts and County 
Offices of Education (COEs) in Need of Differentiated Assistance

 � Identification based on the performance of student subgroups.

 � In 2022, the most common student group for which districts and 
COEs were identified was students with disabilities (84 percent of 
districts and COEs identified).

a Shows results in standardized tests in math and English Language Arts given in grades 3-8 and 11.

Figure #

Comparing Student Outcome Data
2021-22
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b Includes students who graduated in 2022 in either four or five years.
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Report for California’s Statewide Task Force 
on Special Education

In 2015, the Report for California’s Statewide Task Force on 
Special Education Was Released  

Notable State Actions Aligned With Report Recommendations 

 � Increase in per-student funding allocated to SELPAs for special 
education. 

 � Expansion of alternative dispute resolution resources, supports, and 
services throughout the state. 

 � Outcomes-based accountability framework that is aligned with the 
rest of the K-12 system. 

 � Establishment of requirements for general and special education 
preparation programs related to mastery of content standards, 
evidence-based strategies, pedagogy, intervention strategies, and 
collaboration among teachers and across assignments.

Topics Not Yet Addressed 

 � Purposefully integrated professional learning opportunities for 
educators in both special and general education.

 �  Access to comprehensive and effective transition services and 
programs.
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