
  

California Special Education 
Governance and 
Accountability Study 
Report to the chairs of the relevant policy 
committees and budget subcommittees of the 
Legislature and the Department of Finance 

Description: An examination of the state’s current governance and 
accountability structures for students with exceptional needs, aged 3 to 21, 
inclusive, and recommendations regarding improvements. 

Authority: Senate Bill 74, Chapter 6, Section 2 (2020) 

Recipients: California Assembly Committee on Education, California 
Assembly Committee on Budget, California Senate Committee on Budget 
and Fiscal Review, California Senate Committee on Education, Executive 
Director of the State Board of Education, and the Department of Finance 

November 15, 2021 

Research conducted and report authored by WestEd 

Funded by the California Department of Education, 
Special Education Division



 

Funded by the California Department of Education, Special Education Division. 

Suggested citation: Doutre, S.M., Ripma, T., Barrett, T., Williams Valentine, T., 
Caparas, R. and Willis, J. (2021). California special education governance and 
accountability study. WestEd. 

WestEd is a nonpartisan, nonprofit agency that conducts and applies research, 
develops evidence-based solutions, and provides services and resources in the realms 
of education, human development, and related fields, with the end goal of improving 
outcomes and ensuring equity for individuals from infancy through adulthood. For more 
information, visit http://www.WestEd.org/. For regular updates on research, free 
resources, solutions, and job postings from WestEd, subscribe to the E-Bulletin, our 
semimonthly e-newsletter, at https://www.WestEd.org/subscribe/. 

 

 

http://www.wested.org/
https://www.wested.org/subscribe/


 

 i 

Contents 
Contents  i ..........................................................................................................................  

Acknowledgments  1 .........................................................................................................  

Authors’ Note  2................................................................................................................  

List of Abbreviations  4 .....................................................................................................  

Executive Summary  6 ......................................................................................................  

Section 1. Introduction 19...............................................................................................  

Section 2. Study Purpose, Key Concepts, Framework, and Methods 26....................  

Section 3. Study Results 37............................................................................................  

Section 3.1. California Governance and Accountability Structures for Supporting 
Students with an IEP  38 ...................................................................................................  

Section 3.2. Factors that Most Affected Outcomes for Students with an IEP  50 ........  

Section 3.3. Challenges in Improving California’s Special Education Governance 
and Accountability Structures 65...................................................................................  

Section 4. Profiles of High-Performing LEAs and Applied Learning on the 
Conditions for Change and Other Strategies for Improvement 100............................  

Section 5. Opportunities for Improvement: Recommendations and 
Implementation Strategies 109.......................................................................................  

Section 6. Conclusion  142 ...............................................................................................  

Appendix A: Detailed Methods 145................................................................................  

Appendix B: Technical Appendix 154............................................................................  

Appendix C: State Scan of Educational Service Agencies  191 ....................................  

Appendix D: Accessible, Plain Text Versions of Complex Exhibits 200.....................  

Glossary  232 .....................................................................................................................  

References  234 .................................................................................................................  
  



 

 1 

Acknowledgments 
The WestEd research team expresses gratitude to the members of the study’s advisory 
group, consisting of parents, teachers, school staff, school district and charter school 
administrators, county office of education leaders, and state agency leaders. These 
individuals offered input and thoughtful feedback throughout the development of the 
study’s design, the identification of challenges to meeting state priorities, and the 
development of recommendations for improvement. The advisory group’s participation 
was in advisement of the study and this report is not intended to represent consensus of 
the advisory group. 

Advisory group members represented the California Department of Education, the 
California State Board of Education, the California Department of Finance, the California 
Legislative Analyst’s Office, the California State Assembly, the California State Senate, 
Corning High School, Parents Helping Parents, Stanford University, the California 
Collaborative for Educational Excellence, Disability Rights California, the Advisory 
Commission on Special Education, Arcadia Unified School District, Elk Grove Unified 
School District, Eureka City Schools, the California Charter School Association, Aspire 
Charter Schools, WISH Charter School, the Kern County Office of Education, the 
Ventura County Office of Education, the Humboldt County Office of Education, the 
Poway Special Education Local Plan Area (SELPA), the El Dorado Charter SELPA, and 
the California SELPA Association. 

The WestEd research team also thanks the many professionals and parents in local 
educational agencies (LEAs), county offices of education (COEs), and SELPAs who 
participated in surveys, interviews, and focus groups to inform the study. Special thanks 
to the following LEAs, whose leaders agreed to the inclusion of the LEAs’ profiles in 
section 4, Profiles of High-Performing LEAs and Applied Learning on the Conditions for 
Change and Other Strategies for Improvement: Bay Area Technology School, a charter 
school LEA in Alameda County and a member of the El Dorado Charter SELPA; 
Etiwanda Elementary School District, located in San Bernardino County and a member 
of the West End SELPA; Pajaro Valley Unified School District, a single-LEA SELPA in 
Santa Cruz County; Plaza Elementary School District, located in Glenn County and a 
member of the Glenn County SELPA; and Visalia Unified School District, located in 
Tulare County and a member of the Tulare County SELPA.  



 

 2 

Authors’ Note 
The data used for this study are from the 2014–15 through 2018–19 school years 
unless otherwise noted, as those were the most recent complete years of data when 
this study began in December 2020. Over the period of the time in which this study was 
conducted, California and the rest of the world was experiencing the COVID-19 
pandemic, which altered our public education system, instructional delivery, and the 
availability of resources. Despite the unexpected impact of the pandemic on education, 
California remained committed to evaluating its special education systems. Given the 
available data at the commencement of the study, and the ongoing nature of the 
pandemic, this study did not specifically assess any effects of the COVID-19 pandemic. 

This study, as described in the study framework, examined the roles and responsibilities 
of entities at the local, intermediary, and state levels. In exploring the local level, the 
research team recognized the need to narrow the scope of the examination related to 
charter schools. California has not established criteria to assess the degree to which 
charter schools have governing authority for special education and, in practice, charter 
schools vary in their capacity to administer special education programs. Absent a formal 
definition and criteria, this study relied on current practice indicating that some charter 
schools are LEAs for purposes of special education, serving as a governing body, while 
others function as a school of an LEA or are closely affiliated with their authorizing LEA 
or COE as the governing body for special education. However, all charter schools are 
treated similarly in many of the state’s accountability structures. 

To illustrate the many iterations of local special education governance and 
accountability implementation, the LEA profiles in section 4 of this report highlight 
practices of LEAs with various governing structures. The profiles were not intended to 
be a representative analysis of the state, but to highlight high-performing LEAs and 
illustrate how LEAs with diverse governance structures can succeed in serving all 
students, including those with an IEP. The data that informed the LEA profiles, gathered 
through interviews, focus groups, and surveys, did not determine the findings of the 
study, and they supported but did not determine this report’s recommendations. 

Finally, the study’s recommendations, presented in section 5, are compatible with 
ongoing use of educational service agencies (ESAs)1 to support California LEAs to 
provide and coordinate services for students with an IEP and meet the requirements of 
IDEA. The study results confirmed that California LEAs rely on multiple types of 
connections among LEAs to serve students with an IEP and that these connections 
occur within and outside of ESAs, such as special education local plan areas (SELPAs). 

 
1 The Individuals with Disabilities Education Act (IDEA) defines an ESA as a regional 
public multiservice agency that is (1) authorized by State law to develop, manage, and 
provide services or programs to LEAs; or (2) recognized as an administrative agency for 
purposes of the provision of special education and related services provided within 
public elementary schools and secondary schools of the State (34 CFR §300.12). 
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The recommendations of this study are intended to align governance and decision-
making about and accountability for the provision of services to students with an IEP at 
the local level, rather than regionally. Consistent with the study’s purpose, as 
established by the California Legislature, the recommendations are also focused on 
improved outcomes for students, equitable distribution of funding and resources, 
increased engagement in local decision-making, and better alignment across systems.  
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Executive Summary 
California Senate Bill 74, Budget Act of 2020, required the California Department of 
Education (CDE) to conduct a study to examine the state’s current governance and 
accountability structures that support California students with an individualized 
education program (IEP). The study was intended to focus on the end goals of 
improving outcomes for students with an IEP and increasing special education services 
provided in the least restrictive environment. The CDE, in consultation with the 
executive director of the California State Board of Education (SBE), commissioned 
WestEd to conduct this study. 

For this study, governance is defined as education decision-making authority, along 
with the structures, policies, and tools through which an entity communicates its 
decisions and assigns authority and responsibility to other levels of the education 
system. Accountability is defined as education oversight — including structures, 
policies, and tools — created and implemented at federal, state, and local levels to 
evaluate and ensure compliance with legal requirements and to encourage 
implementation of recommended actions and best practices for improvement, all for the 
purpose of meeting established goals. 

Initial data analyses confirmed the need identified in the charge for this study to closely 
examine alignment of systems serving students with an IEP. In school year (SY) 2018–
19, California students who were least likely to achieve academic proficiency (as 
measured by the California Assessment of Student Performance and Progress 
[CAASPP] and the California Alternate Assessment [CAA]) were students with an IEP 
who were also part of other student groups that received additional supports, meaning 
they had an IEP and were learning English (also called emerging multilingual learners) 
or were experiencing socioeconomic disadvantage or both. 

Exhibit ES-1 illustrates the range in outcomes for students with an IEP. It charts the 
percentage of students with an IEP who were proficient in both English language arts 
(ELA) and math, as measured by the CAASPP and the CAA, by race and ethnicity and 
by the other student groups. Although just over 40 percent of all students without an IEP 
were proficient in SY 2018–19, fewer than 5 percent of students who were 
Hispanic/Latinx and were either learning English (multilingual) or experiencing 
socioeconomic disadvantage were proficient. More than 20 percent of students with an 
IEP who were white and were neither learning English nor experiencing socioeconomic 
disadvantage were proficient. These data emphasize the importance of coordinating 
supports for students who both have an IEP and belong to other groups for whom the 
state has targeted resources and supports. 
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Exhibit ES-1. Proficiency rates for students with an IEP who also are 
multilingual (English learners) and/or economically disadvantaged relative 
to the overall proficiency for students without an IEP. 

 

 

 

An accessible, plain text version of exhibit ES-1 is provided in appendix D. Source. Data 
provided by the CDE from the California Student Management Information System 
(CASEMIS), the California Longitudinal Pupil Achievement Data System (CALPADS), 
and the California Assessment of Student Performance and Progress (CAASPP).

Methods
WestEd’s research team examined governance and accountability structures, policies, 
and tools with the goal of understanding their roles in improving outcomes for students 
with an IEP. The research team used a mixed-methods approach to understand the 
impact of governance and accountability structures on special education in California. A 
qualitatively driven mixed-methods approach is well suited for studying most issues of 
education policy, but it is particularly important for studies of education accountability 
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systems because accountability systems are heavily driven by quantitative data — 
namely, student outcome data — and so a qualitative investigation is necessary for 
understanding the complex realities of how educational systems operate (Hall and Ryan 
2011). This study included: 

• Analyzing more than 23 million quantitative data points for all of California’s 
725,000 students with an IEP (e.g., student demographics, information about 
students’ educational programs and schools, data from students’ IEPs, and data 
about student achievement); 

• Reviewing thousands of pages of education laws and regulations; 

• Collecting and analyzing survey responses from nearly 1,600 education 
professionals and more than 1,200 parents; and 

• Conducting focus groups, listening sessions, and interviews with more than 300 
individuals (education professionals as well as parents). 

Summary of Key Study Results 
California’s Governance and Accountability Structures 
Although students with an IEP are included in and addressed through the general 
education governance and accountability structures — for example, as a specific 
student group on the Dashboard and for eligibility for differentiated assistance — 
California also has both separate and overlapping special education governance 
and accountability structures. Exhibit ES-2 provides an overview of the general 
education and special education governance and accountability structures meant to 
support students with an IEP and the local educational agencies (LEAs) that serve 
those students. 
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Exhibit ES-2. California’s governance and accountability structures and 
primary tools both for all students and for students with an IEP. 

Structure Type General Education 
Governance and 
Accountability for All 
Students (including 
those with an IEP) 

Governance and Accountability 
Specifically for Students with an 
IEP 

Funding Local Control Funding 
Formula (LCFF) 

AB 602, Low Incidence, 
Educationally Related Mental 
Health Services, etc. 

Required Plans Local Control 
Accountability Plan 
(LCAP) 

SELPA Local Plan (Contracts and 
Certifications, Governance and 
Administration, Annual Budget 
Plan, Annual Service Plan), LEA 
Special Education Plan, LEA 
Comprehensive Coordinated Early 
Intervening Services (CCEIS) Plan 

Accountability Data California School 
Dashboard 

State Performance Plan and 
Annual Performance Report 
Indicator Data, LEA Determinations 

Improvement 
Support 

Statewide System of 
Support 

CDE Monitoring and Quality 
Assurance, Technical Assistance 
Projects 

Neither type nor size of LEA or special education local plan area (SELPA) were 
associated with improved academic growth for students with an IEP or with these 
students spending more time in general education settings. This study examined 
five years of data related to student growth on standardized assessments (the CAASPP 
and the CAA) and LRE data, and it found no patterns related to LEA type (e.g., charter 
LEA, unified school district, elementary school district) or size overall or within disability 
categories. That is to say that student success or lack thereof and different rates of 
inclusion in general education existed across LEA and SELPA sizes and configurations. 

Factors that Most Affected Outcomes for Students with an IEP 
For students with an IEP, including students identified in each disability category, 
greater participation in a general education setting is a strong predictor of 
academic growth and improved outcomes as measured by statewide 
assessments (i.e., the CAASPP and the CAA). The study found that for California 
students with an IEP, a 10 percentage-point increase in the time spent in general 
education was associated with a 13.3 percentage-point increase in academic growth. 
This means that on average, if a student with an IEP shifted from spending 60 percent 
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of their day in a general education setting to 70 percent, the student’s progress toward 
achieving proficiency on statewide assessments would be 113 percent of the progress 
they would make if they continued to spend only 60 percent of the day in general 
education. 

For the years studied, California as a state had among the country’s lowest rates 
for including students with an IEP in general education for at least 80 percent of 
the school day and had among the highest rates for including these students less 
than 40 percent of the school day. Limited opportunities for students to participate in 
general education are persistent across LEAs, irrespective of their geographic location. 
The lowest levels of inclusion are for African American and Hispanic/Latinx students, 
regardless of disability category, and the degree of inclusion for students with an IEP 
varies by disability category and by race. Exhibit ES-3 shows the percentage of 
students with an IEP who are included in general education settings for less than 40 
percent of the school day by race/ethnicity and disability category. Around 62 percent of 
African American students identified with emotional disturbance are in this more 
restrictive placement, compared with approximately 50 percent of students of other 
races in the same disability category. 
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Exhibit ES-3. Percentage of students with an IEP in more restrictive 
settings (i.e., who spent less than 40 percent of the school day in general 
education settings), by disability category and race/ethnicity. 

 

 
An accessible, plain text version of exhibit ES-3 is provided in appendix D. Source. 
CASEMIS for SY 2017–18.

Students with an IEP who were taught by educators with more experience and, 
specifically, with longer tenure in their current LEA, had better academic 
outcomes and higher graduation rates compared with other students with an IEP. 
After accounting for other district characteristics (such as the proportion of students who 
are learning English (multilingual learners), who are economically disadvantaged, 
and/or who have an IEP and the district’s proximity to the nearest metropolitan area), 
teachers with more experience were strongly associated with higher graduation rates for 
students with an IEP as a group, as well as with increases in proficiency on statewide 
assessments for all students and improved graduation rates for all students. The 
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association was even stronger for experienced teachers who also had longer tenure in 
their current LEA. 

Challenges and Opportunities for Improving California’s Special 
Education Governance and Accountability Structures 

Equitable Distribution of Special Education Funding and Supports 

California’s current approach to special education funding allocation and 
distribution means that after funding is distributed from the state to SELPAs, 
SELPA governing boards determine the allocation of funding to LEAs that belong 
to a multi-LEA SELPA, including all small LEAs. In addition, the process by which 
SELPA governing boards allocate funds to LEAs varies across SELPAs, as there is no 
requirement for a consistent funding allocation method. This means that there is 
currently no process for the state to ensure equitable distribution of funds to LEAs, 
including small LEAs; rather, the equitable distribution of funds is dependent on the 
priorities of each SELPA’s governing board, made up of neighboring LEAs. 

California LEAs participate in and provide mutual aid through a strong network of 
special education service connections. The research team used an established 
statistical method called social network analysis to examine the overall network and the 
connections within it based on the data entered by LEAs and SELPAs into CASEMIS 
about students’ special education services over five years (SY 2014–15 through 
SY 2018–19). As needed, California LEAs of all sizes use both formal connections 
(brokered or assigned through a related multi-LEA SELPA or county office of education 
[COE]) and informal connections (established by LEAs themselves) to ensure that each 
student with an IEP receives needed services and supports. 

Transparent Decision-Making and Distribution of Funds 

California has established state priorities for special education and directed 
significant amounts of funding for technical assistance to support inclusive 
practices. California has transparently prioritized improved outcomes for students with 
an IEP through funding technical assistance projects and Statewide System of Support 
content leads related to special education. The state’s process of including priorities in 
its annual Budget Act and detailing specific parameters for funding ensures 
transparency for stakeholders. The state has also communicated its priorities by funding 
SELPA content leads and improvement leads in the Statewide System of Support 
dedicated to supporting LEAs to improve outcomes for students with an IEP. The state’s 
2021–22 budget made additional investments in special education, including $15 million 
in support of the Supporting Inclusive Practices project. 

The two-system distribution of funds (LCFF funding goes directly to LEAs, and 
federal and state special education funding goes to SELPAs) is a potential barrier 
to strategic coordination of human and fiscal resource allocation across general 
and special education. Budgeting and allocating funds to meet the needs of the same 
students (i.e., students with an IEP) to two separate entities with different governance 
structures reinforces the notion that special education is separate and distinct from 
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general education and discourages inclusive and integrated practice. Separate funding 
can lead to separate priority setting and planning, separate interventions, and separate 
tracking of how funds are used. 

Subgranting and distributing IDEA funds to SELPAs and allowing multi-LEA 
SELPAs, in turn, to subgrant funds to their member LEAs does not promote 
transparency and may be inconsistent with federal policy guidance. Federal 
guidance from the U.S. Department of Education has clarified that LEA accountability 
under IDEA applies to the subrecipients of IDEA funds directly. Consistent with federal 
guidance, as the subrecipients of IDEA funds in the current funding system, SELPAs, 
and not LEAs, should be accountable for meeting all requirements of IDEA funds 
assigned to subrecipients. 

Multi-LEA SELPAs are responsible for ensuring that their member LEAs comply 
with IDEA requirements. However, SELPAs receive no specific funding to do so, 
nor are they given the authority to do so. The funding allocated by the state and 
distributed to multi-LEA SELPAs is then subject to each multi-LEA SELPA’s governing 
board. There is no requirement for funds to be set aside for multi-LEA SELPAs to fulfill 
responsibilities assigned by the state (establish local policies and procedures, review 
and prepare data, and ensure that special education plans are compliant). This, 
combined with the lack of authority for SELPAs to require correction of noncompliance 
or resolve special education findings, contributes to a lack of transparency about how 
the state consistently implements state and federal requirements. 

Family and Community Input in Local Decision-Making 

Although California requires SELPA community advisory committees (CACs) to 
support LCAP parent advisory committees as a way of ensuring that parents of 
students with an IEP are represented in the LCAP process, CACs have relatively 
little access to and provide relatively little input on LEAs’ general education 
programming. California EC requires CACs to support LCAP parent advisory 
committees to ensure that parents of students with an IEP are represented in the LCAP 
process (Section 56194[g]). However, there is no accountability for this requirement in 
the LCAP itself. The research team did not find evidence that LEAs have specifically 
sought out parents of students with an IEP to participate in local parent advisory 
committees. 

Some multi-LEA SELPAs serve as a third party in providing alternative dispute 
resolution, but there is no guidance on how a single-LEA SELPA is to provide the 
same objective third-party experience for students and families. Some SELPAs 
and LEAs who have applied for and received supplemental funding for dispute 
resolution have taken on the role of providing third-party dispute resolution mechanisms 
for member LEAs to resolve disputes between parents and school districts. Other 
SELPAs provide parent training, but no dispute resolution services, and some provide 
both, at the discretion of each SELPA’s governing board. 
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Alignment of Accountability and Support Structures 

Separate funding structures for general education and special education provide 
the opportunity to have and justify separate budgeting and planning processes. 
The separate funding streams extend beyond funding for education programs for 
students into funding for regional administration and supports to build the capacity of 
LEAs to improve student outcomes, including through the Statewide System of Support. 
Sustaining separate and parallel funding structures, for education programs and for LEA 
supports, does not promote the state’s priority to increase inclusive practices. Separate 
systems may signal that the work of improving inclusive practices is the work of special 
education alone and not the collective work of an LEA. 

The current IDEA statute, as reauthorized in 1997 and 2004, no longer requires 
submission of a local plan and allows LEAs to establish eligibility for IDEA funds 
through a series of assurances. Previously, IDEA required the creation of a local 
plan to establish eligibility for IDEA funds. Current local plans, required by state law 
to be adopted by each SELPA, describe a set of services that is provided across the 
SELPA, including by its member LEAs. Although the state reviews each SELPA’s local 
plan for completeness, it does not review the plans for quality, nor does it monitor to 
ensure that SELPAs do in fact ensure that a continuum of services is provided in their 
area. 

The LCFF tasked COEs and the Statewide System of Support with providing 
technical assistance to LEAs related to improving outcomes for all students, 
including those with an IEP. The Statewide System of Support includes support 
to LEAs through SELPA leads, also called special education leads. In the law that 
established the Statewide System of Support, reference is made to students with an IEP 
being a focus population, underscoring the intent to unify improvement systems and 
supports in the state. 

Not all of the general education and special education governance and 
accountability structures differentiate between charter schools that are and are 
not LEAs for purposes of special education. Charter schools vary in whether they 
are considered LEAs for special education purposes, in which case they are responsible 
for providing free, appropriate public education (FAPE), or whether they are considered 
schools of their authorizing LEA, in which case the authorizing LEA is responsible for 
providing FAPE. All charter schools, including those that receive funding through their 
authorizer and those that are treated as schools of the authorizer, participate in 
improvement planning, data systems for accountability, and the Statewide System of 
Support in the same way. 

Many regular early learning and early childhood programs (general education 
preschool, daycare, or other settings where at least 50 percent of the students do 
not have an IEP) are administered through direct contracts with the state or other 
entities and not through LEAs, SELPAs, or COEs, where preschool special 
education programs and services are administered. The K–12 special education 
accountability structures apply to students with an IEP who are aged 3–5, and LEAs are 
held accountable for providing appropriate services to these students in their 
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jurisdiction, even if LEAs are not the ones providing the regular preschool program. 
Consequently, the accountability structures built around the K–12 infrastructure may not 
have the same effect across preschool programs, particularly when the regular 
preschool program is run by an entity other than the one providing special education. 

Profiles of High-Performing LEAs 
Through focus groups and interviews, the research team learned that LEAs with any 
type of governance structure can achieve success in improving outcomes for students 
with an IEP. High-performing LEAs examined through the study had implemented 
several common strategies that were consistent with research and reflected the 
conditions for change examined throughout this study, namely: 

• Inclusive vision, mission, and mindset; 

• Strong communication and relationships; 

• Longevity in teachers/instructional staff and administrators; 

• Strong teacher induction and support systems; 

• Highly valued shared decision-making with teachers, instructional staff, families, 
and students; 

• Empowerment to make decisions about education programs and resources at 
the local (school/district) level; and 

• Timely and accessible student-level data that show performance and growth on 
academics and wellness. 

Summary of the Study’s Recommendations to Improve 
Special Education Governance and Accountability 
Recommendation 1. Clearly establish that each LEA (i.e., school district, charter 
school that is an LEA for special education, and, in limited circumstances, COE) 
is responsible for the education of students with an IEP and therefore for meeting 
all legal requirements under IDEA and California Education Code. Give each LEA 
full authority to make special education funding and program decisions for its 
students. 

1a. Revise Education Code Section 56026.3 to define LEAs for purposes of 
special education as: 

• School districts; 

• Charter schools that can establish eligibility as an LEA for purposes of 
special education; and 

• COEs that serve as the district of special education liability. 
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1b. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Assign the responsibility of receiving and overseeing the use of IDEA and 
state special education funds to each LEA. 

1c. Remove the requirement that each SELPA establish eligibility for special 
education funding through the submission of a local plan. Require each LEA, 
under the direction of its elected governing board, to establish eligibility for 
special education funding through an application that includes the series of 
assurances and budget reports required by IDEA. 

1d. Sufficiently fund a statewide extraordinary cost pool to be available to 
adequately cover high-cost programs for LEAs that lack necessary resources. 
Reimburse LEAs for services that are provided by the LEA when the total 
program cost exceeds a set threshold. Consider reimbursing LEAs on a sliding 
scale based on their size and the proportion of their budget that is needed for the 
high-cost program. 

Recommendation 2. Provide each LEA with the sole decision-making authority, 
autonomy, and necessary resources for entering into and exiting from 
agreements with other LEAs, either individually or as consortia, and other types 
of agencies (e.g., COEs, SELPAs, nonpublic agencies) to offer a flexible 
continuum of services to meet the variable needs of its students with an IEP. 

2a. Revise California Education Code to remove the requirement that each LEA 
belong to a SELPA. 

2b. Require each LEA to include in its annual budget submission the amounts of 
federal and state funds it plans to use: (1) to purchase direct services and 
supports from ESAs, other LEAs, and other providers; (2) to establish joint 
programs with other LEAs or ESAs; and (3) to coordinate those services. 

Recommendation 3. Align improvement planning requirements and supports 
provided through the Statewide System of Support across general and special 
education. Align other intermediary supports for LEAs through COEs, allowing 
COEs to use county-operated ESAs or to pool funds across COEs to support 
LEAs as needed. 

3a. Continue to provide Statewide System of Support resources and to support
inclusive practices for students with an IEP, for both general education and 
special education audiences.

 

 

3b. Collect data on how resources and supports are accessed by LEAs and 
distributed by technical assistance providers. Provide guidance to technical 
assistance providers on making supports available to the LEAs based on need 
and to LEAs on how to access resources and supports. 

3c. Encourage COEs, charter school authorizers, and the state to include special 
education expertise and support in LCAP improvement planning and 
differentiated assistance for LEAs, charter schools, and COEs. Build expertise of 
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local leaders to plan for and direct inclusive preschool and transitional 
kindergarten programs. 

3d. 

 

 

 

 

 

Aligned with accountability and support for general education, provide 
funding and establish expectations for COEs to serve as an intermediary agency 
to assist the state in supporting all LEAs with local implementation of IDEA as 
needed. Initially, assign responsibility to COEs for: (1) comprehensive 
coordinated early intervening services planning when an LEA is identified with 
significant disproportionality, (2) alternate dispute resolution and parent training, 
and (3) limited fiscal oversight. Establish clear expectations for the work to be 
completed, collect data to evaluate implementation, and allow COEs to use 
county-operated ESAs to support LEAs as needed. 

Recommendation 4. Increase transparency and alignment of the state’s general 
and special education accountability, monitoring, and technical assistance 
structures. Amplify the voices of special education stakeholders, including 
families, in all governance and accountability structures. 

4a. Increase transparency of general and special education monitoring and 
technical assistance activities for LEAs, families, and other stakeholders by 
improving the sections of the CDE website dedicated to general and special 
education accountability and describing how they are related. 

4b. Reduce duplication of LEA efforts and encourage inclusive planning by 
aligning special education improvement planning with the LCAP process. Use the 
separate special education plan (SEP) to inform creation of a Special Education 
Addendum to the LCAP. 

4c. Streamline and increase access to publicly reported State Performance Plan 
(SPP)/Annual Performance Report (APR) data by publishing the data for each 
LEA on DataQuest and by linking each LEA’s reports from its page on the 
California School Dashboard. 

4d. Revise California Education Code to require that each LCAP parent advisory 
committee include a proportion of parents of students with an IEP equal to or 
greater than the proportion of students with an IEP enrolled in the LEA. 

Recommendation 5. Increase state communication and guidance to LEAs, 
communities, and families about the state’s special education priorities and 
available resources for increasing the provision of special education services in 
general education settings and improving academic and functional outcomes for 
students with an IEP. 

5a. Establish at least one mechanism (e.g., quarterly email communications, a 
regular newsletter, an annual meeting, regular webinars) to communicate with 
LEA special education leaders directly or through the COEs to which they 
belong. 
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5b. Communicate the state’s special education priorities and promote its work to 
improve outcomes for students with an IEP through state websites and other 
public mechanisms (e.g., at public meetings, through webinars, when presenting 
to stakeholder groups). Amplify parent and student experiences and voices in 
outreach and communications. 

Conclusion 
California’s special education data show persistent gaps in academic achievement and 
high rates of students that are not participating in general education settings, with the 
worst outcomes for African American and Hispanic/Latinx students with an IEP. Partly in 
response to these data, the state has invested significant resources in special education 
in recent years. This study presents opportunities for the state, intermediary agencies, 
and LEAs to leverage those resources toward improved outcomes by improving equity, 
transparency, and alignment. 

The challenges related to leveraging governance and accountability structures toward 
improved outcomes are not new; this report builds on previous recommendations that 
the state move to one coordinated governance and accountability system designed to 
serve all students (Task Force 2015; Warren and Hill 2018; Parrish 2012). This study 
recommends policy changes and, at the same time, recognizes that the successful 
implementation of the recommendations depends on many conditions that cannot be 
mandated. Some of those conditions, reported as the reason for high performance in 
those LEAs profiled in this study, include: adopting inclusive mindsets, investing in staff, 
using timely student-level data to provide individualized support, and forging strong 
connections with families and communities. 

Implementing this study’s recommendations will require a unified approach with 
thoughtful transitions and significant resources. There is no single entity responsible for 
any shortcomings or able to improve the system on its own; improving student 
outcomes will require systemic work and commitment to that improvement.  



 

 19 

Section 1. Introduction 
The 1975 passage of Public Law 94-142, reauthorized in 1990 as the Individuals with 
Disabilities Education Act (IDEA), guaranteed a free, appropriate public education 
(FAPE) for each student with a disability who is found eligible for special education and 
related services.2 Since passage of this landmark federal legislation, education systems 
across the country, including California’s, have grappled both with how to meet IDEA’s 
requirements and tenets and how to improve outcomes for students with an 
individualized education program (IEP). In 2015, California’s Statewide Special 
Education Task Force (Task Force) called for the state to move from what it described 
as two siloed education systems — one focusing on general education and the other on 
special education — to one overall system designed to serve all students, including 
those with an IEP. As observed in the Task Force report, available at 
https://www.cde.ca.gov/sp/se/sr/taskforce2015.asp, supporting local educational 
agencies (LEAs) to create inclusive, coordinated systems to serve all students at the 
local level would require state-level shifts in policy as well as change in local practice. 

In the years since the work of the 2015 Task Force, California has made progress in 
building out systemwide supports to address the complex needs of all students, 
including those with an IEP, and to move toward one coherent system of education. 
However, outcome gaps persist between students with an IEP and those without an 
IEP. In school year (SY) 2018–19, 65.8 percent of California students with an IEP 
graduated with their student cohort, compared with 80.4 percent of students without an 
IEP; and only 16.1 percent of students with an IEP achieved proficiency on both the 
statewide English language arts and mathematics assessments, compared with 
40.8 percent of students without an IEP. Exhibit 1 shows that although both outcomes 
for students with an IEP had improved between SY 2016–17 and SY 2018–19, this 
student group continued to have lower performance than students without an IEP, for 
whom outcomes also improved. 

Exhibit 1 shows a persistent gap of approximately 15 percentage points between 
graduation rates for students with an IEP compared to students without an IEP for three 
years, from SY 2016–17 through SY 2018–19. The gap between proficiency levels on 
academic assessments is approximately 25 percent over the same time. 

 
2 Throughout this report, students with disabilities are referred to as students with an 
individualized educational program, or IEP (see Glossary on p. 194). Special education 
services refer to special education, related services, and any accommodations, 
modifications, or supports a student or their IEP team needs as identified by their IEP. 

https://www.cde.ca.gov/sp/se/sr/taskforce2015.asp
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Exhibit 1. Graduation rates and statewide assessment proficiency rates 
(English language arts and math) for students with an IEP compared with 
students without an IEP. 

 

 

An accessible, plain text version of exhibit 1 is provided in appendix D. Source. Data 
provided from the California Department of Education (CDE) from the California Student 
Management Information System (CASEMIS), the California Longitudinal Pupil 
Achievement Data System (CALPADS), and the California Assessment of Student 
Performance and Progress (CAASPP).

As shown in exhibit 1, the achievement gaps for students with an IEP when compared 
to their peers without an IEP are stark. These achievement gaps are revealed to be 
even wider when data for students with and without an IEP are examined by race, 
economic disadvantage, and English learner status. Notably, California has the 
country’s highest proportion of students identified as emerging multilingual students or 
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English learners, 19 percent (CDE n.d.; Irwin et al. 2021). California’s proportion of 
students who are experiencing economic disadvantage, 61 percent, is also relatively 
high compared with the national average of 52 percent (CDE n.d.; National Center for 
Education Statistics [NCES] 2020). 

Both English learners and students experiencing economic disadvantage are 
disproportionately overrepresented in special education in California. Although 
19 percent of all California students are English learners, 29 percent of students with an 
IEP are English learners; and although 60 percent of all students are experiencing 
economic disadvantage, nearly 70 percent of students who have an IEP are 
experiencing the same (CDE n.d.). Moreover, proficiency data for students in 
overlapping groups, including by race and ethnicity, create additional urgency for 
implementing one system to serve students. As shown in exhibit 2, students who have 
an IEP, are emerging multilingual learners, and are economically disadvantaged have 
the lowest proficiency rates among students with an IEP, among all races; nearly no 
students who have an IEP and are black are proficient. These compounding factors 
indicate a need for more inclusive practices across programs and supports to ensure 
each student’s multifactor needs are met. 

Exhibit 2 illustrates the range in proficiency rates among students with an IEP. It charts 
the percentage of students with an IEP who were proficient in both English language 
arts (ELA) and math as measured by the CAASPP and the CAA, by race and ethnicity 
and by the other student groups of English learners (Multilingual) and socioeconomic 
disadvantage. Although more than 40 percent of all students without an IEP were 
proficient in 2018–19, fewer than 5 percent of students who had an IEP, were 
Hispanic/Latinx, and were either learning English or experiencing socioeconomic 
disadvantage were proficient. More than 20 percent of students with an IEP who were 
white and were not learning English or experiencing socioeconomic disadvantage were 
proficient. These data emphasize the importance of coordinating supports for students 
who both have an IEP and belong to other groups for whom the state has targeted 
resources and supports. 
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Exhibit 2. Proficiency rates for students with an IEP who also are 
multilingual and/or economically disadvantaged relative to the overall 
proficiency for students without an IEP. 

 

 

 

An accessible, plain text version of exhibit 2 is provided in appendix D. Source. Data 
from CASEMIS, CALPADS, and CAASPP for SY 2018–19.

Decades of research establish the value of inclusive education for students with an IEP, 
as measured by the amount of time a student with an IEP spends in a general 
education classroom or other inclusive setting (rather than in a special education 
classroom, for example). Consistently, the research has found that the greatest 
opportunity to positively influence outcomes for students with an IEP is by increasing 
their participation — as appropriate — in general education settings (Manset and 
Semmel 1997; Kalambouka et al. 2007; Ruijs and Peetsma 2009; Tremblay 2013). For 
most students with an IEP, general education is considered the least restrictive 
environment (LRE) in which their learning could take place. There are some students, 
including some of those who are deaf, blind, and deafblind, for whom general education 
settings may not be the LRE due to the supports needed for them to access instruction 
in their needed modalities.
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Compared with students with an IEP who are in less inclusive settings, those who 
spend a greater part of their school day in a general education setting achieve higher 
grades, perform better on standardized assessments, have fewer behavior referrals, 
and miss fewer days of school (Rea et al. 2002). Even those students with moderate to 
severe needs, across all eligibility categories, benefit from increased time in general 
education settings with peers (Ryndak, Jackson and Billingsley 2010; McDonnell et al. 
2001). A recent longitudinal study confirmed earlier findings about inclusive practices: 
Cole, Murphy, Frisby, Grossi, and Bolte (2021) followed a cohort of Indiana students 
with an IEP from grade three through grade eight to assess the relationship between 
academic success and the amount of time in general education placements. They found 
that the standardized test scores of students with the most inclusive placements were 
higher than those of their peers in less inclusive placements. The researchers 
concluded that “as schools and districts make decisions on how best to improve their 
outcomes for students with disabilities, these findings should inform key decisions in the 
school improvement process” (226). 

Although inclusivity alone is correlated with better outcomes for students with an IEP, 
increased collaboration between general education and special education teachers is 
critical to successful inclusion and improved outcomes. Hoppey and Mickelsen (2017) 
found that having general and special education teachers working together in an 
inclusive classroom created collegiality and a sense of shared responsibility for meeting 
the needs of students with an IEP, which, in turn, led to improved outcomes. 

The standard measure of inclusivity is the percentage of the school day a student with 
an IEP spends in a general education setting. Based on that measure, in 2018–19 
California had one of the country’s lowest rates for including students with an IEP in a 
general education setting for at least 80 percent of the day (58.5 percent of California 
students with an IEP versus a nationwide mean of 66.3 percent). California also has 
one of the nation’s highest rates for including students with an IEP in general education 
for less than 40 percent of the day (20.7 percent of California students with an IEP 
versus a nationwide mean of 12.9 percent). Exhibit 3 provides California’s SY 2018–19 
data on placement in the LRE; exhibit 4’s maps illustrate, by state, the (a) percentage of 
enrollment consisting of students with an IEP, and (b) percentage of students with an 
IEP who spend less than 40 percent of the day in general education settings. Additional 
maps and the state data used to create the maps are provided in appendix B. 

Exhibit 3. Percentage of students with an IEP in general education settings 
by degree of inclusivity, for California and nationally. 

Population In general education 
setting 80 percent or 
more of school day 

In general education 
setting from 40 to 79 
percent of school day  

In general education 
setting less than 40 
percent of school day  

California 58.5 20.9 20.7 

National 66.3 18.3 12.9 
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Source. CASEMIS and national Child Count Data from the U.S. Department of 
Education for SY 2018–19. 
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Exhibit 4. Comparison across states of (a) percentage of total students 
enrolled who have an IEP and (b) percentage of students with an IEP who 
spend less than 40 percent of the day in general education settings. 

 

 
An accessible, plain text version of exhibit 4 is provided in appendix D. Source. National 
Child Count Data from the U.S. Department of Education for 2018–19.
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California’s rates of inclusion have improved slightly (California reported only 18.2 
percent of students in general education settings less than 40 percent of the school day 
for 2019–20 and 58.4 percent included for at least 80 percent of the school day, and it 
has not yet reported these data for 2020–21) (OSEP 2021). California has made 
significant investments to help increase inclusive practices in recent years, including 
significant increases in funding for special education supports through the 2021 Budget 
Act: $350 million for teacher residency programs that recruit and prepare special 
education teachers, $30 million for schoolwide and districtwide implementation of multi-
tiered systems of support, and $15 million for the Supporting Inclusive Practices project. 

Given these substantial investments, together with California’s relatively low rates of 
inclusivity in general education settings, the state has an opportunity to engage in 
statewide improvement planning to improve student outcomes. Through this and other 
related special education studies and workgroups, the state has pursued an in-depth 
exploration of how best to engage in reform or refinement of its special education 
system and to better understand the needs of students with an IEP and the 
professionals and entities that serve them. This study specifically examines California’s 
governance and accountability structures to identify challenges the state faces in 
leveraging those structures toward improved practice, and specifically toward an 
increase in inclusive practices. The study purpose, key concepts, and framework 
presented in the next section set the groundwork for the study and are followed by a 
deeper exploration into opportunities for improvement most closely related to improving 
student outcomes. 

Section 2. Study Purpose, Key 
Concepts, Framework, and 
Methods 
Purpose of the Study 
In recent years, the state has engaged in multiple efforts, including requesting this 
study, to explore how it could reform its administration of special education to attain its 
goal of improving learning experiences and outcomes for California students with an 
IEP. California has made significant investments in special education, including 
providing increased support to special education practitioners, and has signaled that 
additional special education reform is forthcoming (Senate Bill 129, Budget Act of 2021). 

This study complements a series of other foundation-funded and state-funded studies 
and workgroups, all part of California’s efforts to continuously improve its special 
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education system and close the persistent achievement gap between students who 
have an IEP and those who do not. 

As directed by Senate Bill 74, Budget Act of 2020, the CDE, in consultation with the 
executive director of the California State Board of Education (SBE), commissioned this 
study to examine the state’s current governance and accountability structures for 
students with an IEP, aged 3–21, and to provide recommendations for improvement in 
the following interrelated areas: 

1. Delivering special education services and supports in the least restrictive 
environment; 

2. Improving student outcomes, including those measured by state and federal 
accountability systems; 

3. Ensuring an equitable distribution of special education supports and services to 
LEAs;3 

4. Ensuring transparency in decision-making and distribution of state special 
education funding; 

5. Ensuring parent, family, and community input in local decision-making; 

6. Ensuring that small LEAs have access to fiscal and administrative resources 
necessary to serve pupils with exceptional needs; 

7. Aligning state and federal accountability, compliance, and support systems as 
such systems relate to students with disabilities; and 

8. Identifying strategies and challenges for funding and supports in the current 
model and any recommended models. 

Research Questions 
To consider how education governance and accountability for both general education 
and special education are currently established and implemented in California, and how 
they might be adjusted to generate improvements in the priority areas, the research 
team developed three research questions and conducted a series of activities and 
analyses to respond to them. 

 
3 For this study, LEAs include school districts, charter schools that are LEAs for 
purposes of special education, and, in limited instances, county offices of education 
when they serve as the LEA responsible for providing FAPE. This study did not consider 
charter schools that function as schools of or are affiliated with their authorizer to 
administer special education and provide FAPE to be LEAs for purposes of special 
education. 
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The research questions are based on the interrelation of the areas identified by the 
state for examination, as interpreted by the research team together with the study’s 
advisory group. 

Improved outcomes for students with an IEP was the goal that drove the study. 

Increased delivery of special education services and supports in the least restrictive 
environment was a key objective of the study, having been identified by research as the 
most effective strategy for improving outcomes for students with an IEP. 

Equitable resource distribution, including to small LEAs; transparent decision-making; 
authentic stakeholder engagement and input in local decision-making; and alignment of 
state and federal accountability, compliance, and support systems are priorities for 
examination and considered to be conditions for change that can lead to improved 
student outcomes. 

Based on this theory of change and these overarching considerations, the study’s 
research questions were: 

1. Which education governance and accountability structures in California are 
intended to support students with an IEP? 

2. Which factors, within the scope of this study, most affect outcomes for students 
with an IEP? 

3. What challenges and opportunities exist for improving California’s education 
governance and accountability structures in ways that can lead to improved 
student outcomes for students with an IEP, in part, by ensuring critical conditions 
for change, specifically: 

• The equitable distribution of special education funding and supports to 
LEAs, including small LEAs; 

• Transparency in decision-making and distribution of state special education 
funding; 

• Parent, community, and other stakeholder engagement and input in local 
decision-making; and 

• Alignment of accountability, compliance, and support systems at all 
levels for all students, including for students with an IEP? 



 

 29 

Key Concepts 
Governance and accountability are two critical and inextricably linked aspects of the 
broad education system in which California public schools operate. For purposes of this 
study, the research team, in consultation with the study’s advisory group, defined 
governance and accountability as follows:4 

Governance is education decision-making authority, along with the structures, policies, 
and tools through which an entity communicates its decisions and assigns authority and 
responsibility to other levels of the education system. Each level of the education 
system has governance authority and responsibilities. Governing bodies often establish 
accountability structures, tools, and policies to communicate requirements and priorities, 
then use accountability-related information to inform subsequent governance decisions. 
In this way, governance and accountability are largely entwined. 

Accountability is education oversight — including structures, policies, and tools — 
created and implemented at federal, state, and local levels to evaluate and ensure 
compliance with legal requirements and to encourage implementation of recommended 
actions and best practices for improvement, all for the purpose of meeting established 
goals. Accountability structures and tools generally include mechanisms to measure 
implementation of the expectations established through governance, as well as a 
combination of incentives and sanctions that reinforce implementation. Effective 
education systems use accountability structures to collect data on practice, including 
innovation and results of innovations, that, in turn, inform governance. 

The research team examined governance and accountability structures, policies, and 
tools used to establish and oversee roles and responsibilities for special education and 
for improving outcomes for students with an IEP at each of the three key levels of 
California’s public education infrastructure: local, intermediary, and state. The team also 
considered the federal role, but focused on identification of challenges and opportunities 
that could be acted upon by California entities at one of the three infrastructure levels. 

There are several unique entities that are part of California’s special education system 
and help to provide special education and services for California students with an IEP 
that were not included in the scope of this study. This study did not examine the unique 
role of the following entities in administering special education: 

• Three State Special Schools including two Schools for the Deaf and one School 
for the Blind; 

 
4 In addition to the concepts defined in this section, this report uses other terms, 
including terms that are unique to special education, that are unique to California, and 
that may have multiple meanings in different contexts. To ensure understanding and 
application, readers should familiarize themselves with the terms as defined in the 
Glossary following the appendices. 
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• Three Diagnostic Centers that provide comprehensive assessments for students 
to determine whether they need special education and provide staff development 
and training services to LEAs; 

• Nonpublic schools and agencies that serve LEAs and students with an IEP; and 

• Los Angeles County Court Schools SELPA, a unique SELPA based on the 
population it serves and how the state allocates funding to the SELPA. 

The research team also reviewed literature, as well as practices from other states, to 
better understand how to define and measure each of the areas for examination, or 
conditions for change, identified by the state for purposes of improvement, and to 
determine whether any specific policies within local, intermediary, and state education 
systems in California or elsewhere had already been found to influence any of the 
conditions. Results of this review are presented here and further explored later in the 
report. 

Given the strong connection between more-inclusive practice and better outcomes for 
students with disabilities — and the Task Force’s 2015 call for one system of 
accountability as a critical step for improving the integration of general education and 
special education programs and services — this study focused in particular on how 
governance and accountability structures and resources might be changed to increase 
the proportion of students with an IEP who receive services and other supports in the 
least restrictive environment so as to improve student outcomes. 

The Legislature established specific priorities for examination study parameters that the 
literature supported as conditions for change that could lead to changes in practice that 
are associated with improved practice and outcomes. 

Condition for Change: Equitable Distribution of Funding and Supports 
for LEAs, Including Small LEAs 
Distribution of supports includes the provision of human, fiscal, and other resources 
from one entity to another, including through intermediary agencies, and the rules 
around how those resources must or can be used, including how those resources must 
or may be leveraged toward specific priorities. For example, in the realm of special 
education, the federal government allocates and distributes IDEA funding to states with 
specific rules about how it must allocate those funds to LEAs. The state determines the 
resource allocation formulas and rules for expenditure of state education funding, and a 
school principal may make decisions about how to allocate the staff funded by the LEA. 

Creating equity requires that distribution of supports be closely tied to and responsive to 
accountability priorities, programming requirements, and student data (LaFortune 2019; 
Warren and Hill 2018; Humphrey et al. 2017). Resource allocation can often be difficult 
to adjust to correct for inequities, due to a long and broadly held expectation that 
resources should be allocated equally irrespective of variance in student needs and the 
programs required to meet those needs, an expectation that is antithetical to the 
complex and individualized nature of special education (Kolbe 2021; Kolbe 2019; La 
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Fortune 2019). Distributing funds and other supports equally (that is, based solely on 
student counts), rather than distributing them equitably (that is, based on actual need), 
can potentially be particularly harmful to small LEAs, where creating and staffing 
programs may be more expensive per student compared with larger LEAs that can 
benefit from greater economies of scale. 

Condition for Change: Transparency in Decision-Making, Including 
Distribution of Funds 
Openness about how and why decisions are made contributes to effective governance 
and accountability structures and policies. For example, the effectiveness of 
governance policies and accountability policies depends on stakeholders understanding 
both the purpose and the content of a policy and their respective responsibilities for 
achieving its goals (Forman et al. 2018). For successful implementation of education 
policies, including those related to distribution of funds and other resources, 
stakeholders must be given adequate time and opportunity to understand a new policy, 
its intent, and how it differs from past policy (Adams et al. 2017). 

Making relevant and useful information about governance (or decision-making) and 
accountability structures accessible to stakeholders across the education system 
increases the effectiveness of the structures because participants understand how the 
strategies or actions they are implementing are related to other strategies and the 
results they are intended to achieve (Elgart 2016). Stakeholders need to understand the 
purpose and content of accountability structures and how they are responsible for the 
goals set by the education system (Forman et al. 2018). Spurrier et al. (2020) concluded 
that the core goal of education accountability, which is better and more equitable 
outcomes for students, must remain at the center of state policymakers’ decisions, 
including those related to funding. How funding is intended to be used to improve 
outcomes should be made evident to stakeholders. 

Condition for Change: Parent, Family, and Community Input in Local 
Decision-Making 

Smith and Benavot (2019) found that in many education systems, the voices of those 
who work, teach, and learn in schools are largely absent. When stakeholder voices are 
included in decision-making, accountability is seen as a shared responsibility, leading to 
greater personal investment by those who are normally excluded, which, in turn, leads 
to better school and student outcomes (Smith and Benavot 2019). One of the best ways 
to engage stakeholders in decision-making is by sharing data with them, including data 
about school performance (Koppich et al. 2018; Murphy 2018) and how that context 
influences both school and individual student programs. Moving to an information 
system — an important tool for both governance and accountability — that is accessible 
to stakeholders has been found to strengthen IEP quality, implementation fidelity, and 
efficiency (Gordillo and Miller 2017). 
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Condition for Change: Alignment of Governance and Accountability 
Structures 
Aligning expectations for general education and for special education is integral to 
successful accountability (Spurrier et al. 2020). Russell and Bray (2013), who examined 
educators’ perceptions of the federal special education and general education laws (that 
is, IDEA and the Elementary and Secondary Education Act [ESEA] as reauthorized by 
the Every Student Succeeds Act [ESSA]), found that having two separate laws 
establishing governance and accountability led to confusion and participants’ 
prioritization of one over another. When policy guidance, or governance, is not explicit, 
laws can be interpreted differently at the state and school levels, creating conflict and 
potentially unintended consequences for student outcomes (Russell and Bray 2013). 
For example, ESEA and its accountability requirements are focused on high 
achievement and standardized assessments for all students, including those with an 
IEP, whereas IDEA is focused on individualized goals and an individualized program for 
each student with an IEP, creating tension between individualization and 
standardization and potential misunderstandings about the expectations for students 
with an IEP (Samuels 2005; National Council on Disability 2018a). In addition, the 
federal accountability structures established under IDEA require that states make 
determinations about whether LEAs are meeting requirements, need assistance, or 
need intervention, whereas ESEA requires that states make determinations about the 
need for improvement at the school level. 

Study Framework 
To better understand how California has and could better leverage its governance and 
accountability structures to increase delivery of special education services within 
general education settings and thus help improve outcome for students with an IEP, the 
research team developed a framework to guide its analyses. At the core are students 
with an IEP, representing the common goal of positive learning experiences and 
functional and academic outcomes. From that center, the framework builds up and out 
to account for the roles and responsibilities at the four levels of education agencies that 
affect the experiences of California students: local (LEAs and schools), intermediary 
(county offices of education [COEs] and SELPAs), state (CDE), and federal (U.S. 
Department of Education). 

In exhibit 5, below, the levels at which governance and accountability structures, 
policies, and tools are used are represented by the colored concentric circles — 
centered on students with an IEP — with arrows representing how governance and 
accountability interact between levels of the education system. Broadly, governance 
structures are top-down, meaning that the higher levels have governing authority over 
those below them. Conversely, accountability generally moves from the bottom to the 
top of the system, with lower-level entities being accountable to higher-level entities (for 
example, the state being accountable to the federal government). Typically, local 
entities are not governed by or accountable to intermediary agencies, but intermediary 
agencies help facilitate the interaction between the state and local agencies. For 
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example, within California’s general education system, LEAs are held accountable for 
student performance by the state — not by COEs — but COEs review LEAs’ Local 
Control and Accountability Plans (LCAPs) and provide support and technical assistance 
on behalf of the state. 

Exhibit 5. Governance and accountability framework. 

  

 

 

 

Methods
The study used a mixed-methods approach to understanding the impact of governance 
and accountability structures on special education in California. A qualitatively driven 
mixed-methods approach is well suited for studying most issues of education policy, but 
it is particularly important for studies of education accountability systems (Hall and Ryan 
2011). This is because accountability systems are heavily driven by quantitative data — 
namely, student outcome data — but a qualitative investigation is necessary for 
understanding the complex realities of how educational systems operate (Hall and Ryan 
2011). Because no single method could be used to fully address the breadth or 
dimension of the research questions, the study used a combination of quantitative and 
qualitative methodologies.

This study did not examine the potential effects of school closures and learning loss due 
to the COVID-19 pandemic. Statewide data for the study were provided by the CDE or 
acquired by the research team from publicly available data sources for SY 2014–15 
through SY 2018–19.
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In aggregate across the following methods, the research team examined more than 
23 million quantitative data points across hundreds of indicators for all of California’s 
725,000 students with an IEP over three to four years of data; reviewed thousands of 
pages of education laws and regulations; reviewed survey responses from nearly 3,000 
professionals and parents; and interviewed or conducted focus groups and listening 
sessions with more than 300 individuals (education professionals as well as parents) 
involved at different levels of California’s special education governance and 
accountability structures. The methods are summarized in exhibit 6 and details on each 
of these research methods are included in appendix A. 

Exhibit 6. Summary of the methods used to inform the results and 
recommendations of the report. 

 

 An accessible, plain text version of exhibit 6 is provided in appendix D.
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Policy Review 
The research team reviewed and analyzed all applicable and related federal and state 
laws, regulations, policies, procedures, and guidance to ensure an understanding of 
California’s structures for governance and accountability and to explore their relative 
influence on student outcomes. Specifically for California laws and policies, the team 
conducted a review to identify areas of duplication, of misalignment with federal laws, 
and of inconsistency with the state’s priorities for increased inclusive practices. 
Appendix A includes a list of the items reviewed. 

Statewide Data Analysis 
The research team conducted comprehensive analyses of statewide education data to 
identify and explore trends, challenges, and opportunities. Initial descriptive analyses 
led to more in-depth analyses of a subset of LEAs that met specific conditions; these 
analyses aimed to identify factors within the study’s scope that most influenced student 
outcomes and to identify areas for further examination. 

Most analyses were based on data from SY 2018–19, with multiyear trend data from 
SY 2018–19, SY 2017–18, and SY 2016–17. This report notes any exceptions to these 
time periods. The study began in December 2020, and these represent the school years 
for which complete datasets were available at that time. In addition to not having 
complete datasets available for SY 2019–20, the end of SY 2019–20 was affected by 
emergency school closures due to the COVID-19 pandemic. This study did not evaluate 
the impact of the COVID-19 pandemic. 

Literature Review 
The team conducted comprehensive reviews of research literature; of other state, 
regional, district, and school infrastructures for governance accountability; and available 
data from other school systems to understand structures and policies that could 
influence student outcomes and to identify potential models for improvement in 
California. 

Surveys, Interviews, and Focus Groups in High-Performing LEAs 
To better understand local contexts and to develop profiles of high-performing LEAs and 
their interactions with relevant governance and accountability structures, the research 
team conducted interview and focus groups with a group of LEAs in order to develop 
sample LEA profiles. After an initial survey that received nearly 3,000 responses, 
including more than 1,200 from families of students with an IEP, the team reviewed LEA 
documents and met with administrators, educators, service providers, and families in a 
subgroup of high-performing LEAs. Takeaways from the LEA profiles are included in 
this report (see section 4) as illustrations of different governance and accountability 
structures. 
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Broad Stakeholder Input 
Once the research was concluded and draft recommendations were developed, the 
research team held a public webinar to share the recommendations and solicit broad 
community input on them. To collect additional public feedback on the potential benefits 
and drawbacks of the draft recommendations, the team subsequently published a 
website with study materials and a link to a feedback survey. The feedback survey was 
open from July through September. 

The research team conducted the statewide survey, series of engagement sessions, 
and focus groups to collect data on community members’ experiences with California’s 
special education governance and accountability system to inform the study (described 
above). In addition to the engagements that informed the finding recommendations, the 
research team later coordinated an additional series of engagement activities to share 
potential recommendations with stakeholders and seek feedback on the potential 
benefits and drawbacks of the recommendations. 

The team held a series of 46 meetings with members of the special education 
community, and general and special education leaders and professionals, to further the 
team’s understanding of the implications of current structures and policy and to receive 
feedback on the potential benefits and drawbacks of the recommended changes to 
current structures and policies. Stakeholders who participated in interview and focus 
group sessions included families, special and general education teachers, 
administrators, business officials, and state agency staff. Community engagement 
sessions were attended by representatives of SELPAs, COEs, school districts, charter 
schools, education associations, advocacy organizations, and Parent Training and 
Information Centers. More than 300 total participants attended these sessions, which 
were held between June and September 2021. During the sessions, the team sought 
input on what stakeholders perceived to be potential benefits and drawbacks of the 
different recommendations. That qualitative feedback was then analyzed and 
summarized, with results presented in section 5 (Opportunities for Improvement: 
Recommendations and Implementation Strategies). 

Throughout the study, the research team also received input and feedback from the 
study’s advisory group, established in accordance with the study requirements. The 
advisory group included parents of students with an IEP, teachers, service providers, 
researchers, higher education professionals, administrators (school, district, SELPA, 
and COE), and representatives from state agencies. This study was not conducted by a 
statewide workgroup and the results and recommendations were not developed by the 
advisory group or with their unanimous consensus. However, the advisory group’s input 
helped the study team make informed decisions when determining the study methods, 
interpretation of the findings, and development of the recommendations. 
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Section 3. Study Results 
This section presents the results of the study, organized by the three research 
questions. Study results for Question 1, based primarily on policy analyses, describe the 
education governance and accountability structures in California that are intended to 
support students with an IEP. Study results for Question 2, based on the review of 
related research and statewide data analyses, describe which factors (within the scope 
of this study) most affect outcomes for students with an IEP. For Questions 1 and 2, the 
results are followed by a conclusion summarizing the response to each question. 

Study results for Question 3, based on policy, data, and survey analyses, as well as the 
literature review, are organized by the conditions for change identified in the scope for 
this study: 

a. The equitable distribution of special education funding and supports to 
LEAs, including small LEAs; 

b. Transparency in decision-making and distribution of state special education 
funding; 

c. Parent, community, and other stakeholder engagement and input in local 
decision-making; and 

d. Alignment of accountability, compliance, and support structures at all levels 
for all students, including for students with an IEP. 

In each of these areas, the results are followed by a description of the challenges to 
improved outcomes that exist within the current governance and accountability 
structures. Also, a description is included of any unique challenges related to how the 
governance and accountability structures apply specifically to charter schools, to special 
education programs for students with an IEP who are aged 3–5, and to programs for 
students with an IEP who are aged 18–21. This study did not look at infant and toddler 
funding, governance, or accountability. 

Finally, the study concluded with the development of recommendations to improve the 
system that include strategies for funding and supports. The recommendations are 
presented together in one section following the presentation of the results of the study. 
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Section 3.1. California Governance 
and Accountability Structures for 
Supporting Students with an IEP 
This section describes the results related to Research Question 1: 

Which education governance and accountability structures in California are 
intended to support students with an IEP? 

This section describes California’s education governance and accountability structures 
and tools for all students, including those with an IEP, and the overlapping governance 
and accountability tools specifically for students with an IEP. These descriptions were 
developed through the research team’s review of California laws, policies, and 
guidance, including information and guidance provided on the CDE website about its 
governance and accountability structures. 

Who’s Responsible for California Public Education? 
The California public education system is vast: More than 6.2 million students and 
300,000 teachers are learning and teaching, respectively, in more than 12,000 
schools, including charter schools, and 1,000 school districts (CDE 2021g; Legislative 
Analyst’s Office [LAO] 2018). Administration of this complex system falls to multiple 
types of education entities with overlapping authority and responsibilities: schools; 
school districts; and county, state, and federal agencies (Brewer and Smith 2006; Kirst 
2008; Maricle 2014). 

Schools and School Districts, or LEAs 
Each California student attends a school that belongs to a school district, referred to 
as the LEA. Sometimes, in the case of a charter school, the school may serve as its 
own LEA. Each LEA is governed by a local school board, in most cases elected by 
constituents, whose responsibility is to “ensure that school districts are responsive to 
the values, beliefs, and priorities of their communities” (California School Boards 
Association [CSBA] 2021). School boards set direction for the LEA and provide one 
element of governance. LEAs have multiple advisory mechanisms intended to engage 
stakeholders; at the school level, School Site Councils are also intended to serve the 
purpose of engaging stakeholders. 

Charter Schools 
School districts typically serve as authorizers for charter schools, although a charter 
school may instead be authorized by a COE and could previously be authorized by the 
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SBE. Under the Local Control Funding Formula (LCFF), some charter schools opt to 
be direct-funded LEAs, which means they receive funding in a similar fashion to 
school districts; others are funded through their authorizing LEA. When it comes to 
accountability for providing special education, charter schools currently can be 
considered either an independent LEA for special education or a school of an LEA. In 
the former, the charter school is responsible for providing all necessary services to 
students with an IEP; in the latter, the authorizing LEA and charter LEA agree on 
taking responsibility for doing so, whether at the charter school campus or at another 
site. 

All charter schools, regardless of funding structure, are included in state accountability 
structures described in further detail in this section. 

County Offices of Education 
California school districts are served by 58 COEs, of which 53 have elected COE 
superintendents. COEs operate as intermediary agencies to provide regional support 
to school districts. COEs facilitate LEAs in pooling resources for professional 
development and coordinated supports that otherwise might not be affordable to an 
individual LEA, especially a small LEA. For example, a COE might facilitate the 
pooling of funds to purchase a software system that can be used by all LEAs in the 
county. COEs also serve the state in some capacities, for example, by helping with 
such responsibilities as monitoring and oversight of student academic environments 
and oversight for district fiscal stability. Some COEs also serve and are accountable 
for student performance directly, through juvenile court schools, community schools, 
and other programs that are run by the COE. 

Special Education Local Plan Areas (SELPAs) 
SELPAs are another type of intermediary agency, but unlike COEs, their 
responsibilities for supporting LEAs lie solely within the realm of special education. 
Either an LEA is required to belong to a SELPA or, in limited circumstances based on 
size and service scope, an LEA may serve as its own SELPA. Each SELPA must have 
an administrative unit (AU) that serves as the legal entity receiving and distributing 
funds on behalf of the SELPA; the AU is typically the COE that serves the same LEAs 
served by the SELPA, but it may occasionally be an individual LEA. SELPAs were 
conceived in California’s 1974 California Master Plan for Special Education for the 
purpose of facilitating collaboration among LEAs and COEs that would ensure 
sufficient economies of scale to adequately provide services for students with an IEP. 
SELPAs are the direct recipients of all federal and state funding specific to special 
education. In turn, SELPAs allocate some or all of the funding to member LEAs based 
on an allocation plan developed by the SELPA’s governing board, which represents 
the SELPA’s member LEAs. SELPAs assist LEAs to pool resources for professional 
development and coordinated supports, and SELPAs receive funding from the state 
for some specific programs, such as alternate dispute resolution. More than 
90 percent of California LEAs, serving approximately 60 percent of California students 
with an IEP, belong to a multi-LEA SELPA. LEAs that either meet size and scope 
requirements or seek a waiver, as defined by SBE policy, are their own SELPA, known 
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as single-LEA SELPAs. As of SY 2019–20, California had 136 SELPAs — 83 multi-
LEA, 47 single-LEA, and 5 statewide charter SELPAs, plus one unique SELPA serving 
students in Los Angeles County court schools (CDE 2021h). Each SELPA has a 
required community advisory committee (CAC), which engages families, school staff, 
and other local stakeholders in providing input on special education programs and 
services. 

State Government 
At the state level, four entities, each with a distinct role, govern some aspect of public 
education: the Governor, the California Legislature, the State Superintendent of Public 
Instruction, and the SBE. The Governor proposes the education budget and ultimately 
approves education bills. The California Legislature is responsible for approving 
education funding and proposes and votes on education legislation, actions which 
then must go to the Governor for consideration. The State Superintendent leads the 
CDE, serves as a spokesperson for state education priorities, and influences 
education policy by serving on several state education policy boards, including as a 
non-voting member of the SBE. The SBE is responsible for issuing regulations, serves 
as the state education agency (SEA) for federal programs, adopts state standards and 
frameworks, and has the authority to provide waivers to LEAs from some state 
requirements. Unlike the Governor, the California Legislature, and the State 
Superintendent of Public Instruction, all of whom are elected officials, the SBE’s 11 
members are appointed by the Governor. Decisions by these entities influence the role 
of the CDE in administering state and federal education programs (LAO 2018). 

Federal Government 
Although statewide accountability for education falls within the purview of each state, 
federal accountability for all students, including those with an IEP, is prescribed by the 
Elementary and Secondary Education Act, as reauthorized by the Every Student 
Succeeds Act (commonly referred to as ESSA). However, additional accountability 
specifically for students with an IEP is prescribed under the Individuals with Disabilities 
Education Act and administered by the U.S. Department of Education’s Office of Special 
Education Programs (OSEP). 

California Governance and Accountability for All 
Students, Including Those with an IEP 
California students with an IEP are part of the general education population. 
Thus, they are included in general education governance and accountability 
structures, both as general education students and, within that population, as a 
discrete student group based on disability and, for a large portion of them, as 
part of other student groups as well. Although the state’s LCFF does not control 
funding specific to special education (that is, IDEA and AB 602 funding), students with 
an IEP are explicitly included in LCFF accountability structures. Under 2013 legislation, 
governance and accountability structures for general education were broadly reformed 
around three goals — equity, local control, and continuous improvement — that serve 
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as a framework for more intentionally directing funds to meet student needs. The main 
governance and accountability structures used by the state for this purpose are the 
LCFF and its accountability tools, specifically the annual Local Control and 
Accountability Plan, the California School Dashboard (Dashboard), and the Statewide 
System of Support, as illustrated in exhibit 7. 

Exhibit 7. California’s governance and accountability structures and 
primary tools for general education that serve all students. 

Structure Type General Education Governance and Accountability 
for All Students 

Funding Local Control Funding Formula 

Primary Plan Local Control and Accountability Plan (required 
annually for each LEA)  

Accountability Data California School Dashboard 

Improvement Support Statewide System of Support 

The Local Control Funding Formula. The LCFF does not include any specific funding 
adjustments for students with an IEP who, like all other students, are part of the general 
education population and, thus, generate per-pupil base funding for their LEA. The 
formula does, however, provide LEAs with supplemental funding for students in several 
other groups, specifically, students who are from economically disadvantaged 
circumstances, those who are emerging multilingual learners, and those who are in the 
foster care system. Students in these groups are often collectively referred to as 
unduplicated students because they are counted only once, even if they fall into multiple 
categories. LEAs with high concentrations — that is, more than 55 percent — of their 
students in one or more of these subgroups receive an additional level of per-student 
funding, called concentration funding. Although the LCFF has no additional 
apportionment based on students’ disability status, most California students with an IEP 
are also economically disadvantaged (67.5 percent), and many are also English 
learners (28.6 percent); thus, these particular students with an IEP help generate 
supplemental and/or concentration funding for their LEA (Willis et al. 2020). The formula 
does not account for any potential interaction or multiplier effect to address the diverse 
needs of students who belong to multiple categories. 

The Local Control and Accountability Plan (LCAP). LEAs have flexibility in how they 
budget and spend LCFF funding, the vast majority of which is not restricted to use with 
specific student groups or on specific programs. However, each LEA must develop an 
annual LCAP that, among other things, describes how it will use its supplemental and 
concentration funds to increase or improve services for the unduplicated student 
population that generated these additional funds (California Code of Regulations [CCR] 
Title 5 Section 15496[b]). Funding specific to special education (that is, IDEA and 
AB 602 funds) is not allotted through the LCFF, so its planned use does not have to be 
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considered in an LCAP. However, an LCAP must address how general education 
funding will be used to serve students with an IEP in the aggregate. Moreover, if an LEA 
prioritizes students with an IEP as a group, either on its own accord or in response to 
data for students with an IEP establishing the LEA as eligible for differentiated 
assistance, its LCAP must address how it will use its LCFF funding to serve this group. 

Like district and charter school LEAs, any COE that serves students directly through 
community schools, court schools, or other special programs must also produce an 
annual LCAP. The COE’s LCAP must explain how it plans to meet the needs of the 
students it directly serves, including students with an IEP. Whereas school districts 
submit their LCAP to their COE for review and approval, charter school LEAs submit 
their LCAP to their authorizer, and COEs submit their LCAP to the state. 

The California School Dashboard. The Dashboard is California’s tool for reporting 
consistent, transparent data on LEA, school, and, in certain instances, COE5 
performance on the SBE-adopted state and local indicators. It includes data for specific 
student groups, including for those with an IEP. Dashboard data assist the state and 
LEAs to identify strengths and areas in need of improvement. The state and local 
measures are used to inform both the Statewide System of Support and decisions about 
designation of resources for assistance, as well as the designation of funding for 
schools identified as needing assistance under California’s plan for meeting the federal 
requirements for accountability under the ESEA as reauthorized by ESSA.6 

California’s Statewide System of Support. California’s Statewide System of Support 
is the technical assistance component of the state’s general education accountability 
system. Its purpose, as established in California EC Section 52059.5(b), is to build LEA 
capacity to: 

• Support the continuous improvement of pupil performance within the state 
priorities; 

• Address the gaps in achievement between pupil subgroups; and 

• Improve outreach and collaboration with stakeholders to ensure that goals, 
actions, and services as described in school district and COE LCAPs reflect the 
needs of pupils and the community, especially for historically underrepresented 
or low-achieving populations. 

The Statewide System of Support provides three levels of assistance: general 
assistance, differentiated assistance, and intensive intervention. All LEAs are eligible for 
general assistance. This assistance includes access to resources made available by 
various state and local agencies, such as webinars and manuals developed by the 
CDE, COEs, and the California Collaborative for Educational Excellence (CCEE), which 
was established in 2013 (EC Section 52074) to advise and assist LEAs in achieving the 

 
5 COE data are reported in the Dashboard only for students served directly by a COE. 
6 Additional details about state and local Dashboard measures are provided on the CDE 
website at https://www.cde.ca.gov/ta/ac/cm/. 

https://www.cde.ca.gov/ta/ac/cm/
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goals set forth in their LCAP. For LEAs that meet eligibility requirements based on 
specified Dashboard criteria, differentiated assistance is provided by COEs, charter 
authorizers (for charter school LEAs), the CDE, and the CCEE. LEAs receive intensive 
intervention at the direction of the state if they have been “identified as having persistent 
performance issues and a lack of improvement over four consecutive years” (CDE 
2021d). 

The Statewide System of Support, coordinated by the CDE and the CCEE, contracts 
with a variety of education entities to serve as lead agencies with the overall charge of 
building LEA capacity. Among the different types of lead agencies, or leads, are those 
that provide support for general education and those that specifically provide support for 
special education. Geographic leads are funded to provide general support to all COEs 
and their LEAs in a designated geographic area, and expert leads provide support in 
specific content areas, such as early literacy, community engagement, multilingual 
learners, and the use of multi-tiered systems of support, and special education resource 
leads. Of the special education resource leads, some SELPAs are designated to serve 
as statewide improvement leads, providing LEAs with support focused on improving 
outcomes for students with an IEP; others are designated as SELPA-based content 
leads, focused, for example, on autism, universal design for learning, disproportionality 
(see Glossary), and supports for multilingual learners with disabilities. In 2018 and 
2019, three SELPAs were designated to serve as statewide improvement leads and 
four as statewide content leads. 

Although students with an IEP are included in and addressed through the general 
education governance and accountability structures, including as a student 
group on the Dashboard and for eligibility for differentiated assistance, California 
also has additional separate and overlapping special education governance and 
accountability structures. State structures and tools for special education governance 
and accountability, as provided in exhibit 8 side by side with those for general 
education, include: (1) the AB 602 funding system, (2) required LEA plans for special 
education, (3) reporting of State Performance Plan and Annual Performance Report 
(SPP/APR) data, and (4) CDE monitoring and technical assistance. Although several 
elements of the special education accountability system parallel or mirror, and in some 
instances duplicate, elements of state governance and accountability for general 
education, there are notable differences. 
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Exhibit 8. California’s governance and accountability structures and 
primary tools for all students and for students with an IEP. 

Structure Type General Education 
Governance and 
Accountability for All 
Students, Including 
Those with an IEP 

Governance and Accountability 
Specifically for Students with an 
IEP 

Funding LCFF AB 602, Low Incidence, 
Educationally Related Mental 
Health Services, etc. 

Primary Plans LCAP SELPA Local Plan (Contracts and 
Certifications, Governance and 
Administration, Annual Budget 
Plan, Annual Service Plan), LEA 
Special Education Plan, LEA 
Comprehensive Coordinated Early 
Intervening Services (CCEIS) Plan 

Accountability Data Dashboard State Performance Plan and 
Annual Performance Report 
Indicator Data 

Improvement 
Support 

Statewide System of 
Support 

CDE Monitoring and Quality 
Assurance, Technical Assistance 
Projects 

AB 602 funding. State funding explicitly for special education is provided through 
AB 602, the largest categorical funding stream outside the LCFF. Unlike LCFF funding, 
which is unrestricted and available to be prioritized locally, California’s special education 
funding can be spent only to serve students with an IEP. Furthermore, although the 
majority of California’s state special education funding — the portion referred to as 
AB 602 base funding — can be spent on any special education expense, approximately 
10 percent of the state’s special education funding is restricted for specific purposes, 
such as services for students requiring out-of-home care and services for students with 
low-incidence disabilities (Willis et al. 2020). 

Whereas LCFF funding is provided directly to individual LEAs and COEs, nearly all of 
California’s AB 602 special education funding is provided to SELPAs. California also 
allocates and distributes federal IDEA funds directly to SELPAs, using the allocation 
formula prescribed in IDEA. In multi-LEA SELPAs, the governing boards and staff, in 
consultation, then determine how to allocate and distribute AB 602 and IDEA funding 
among member LEAs and how much to retain for the SELPA itself to coordinate or 
provide regional programs and services. Each SELPA describes its allocation and 
distribution decisions in a required Annual Budget Plan. 
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Special education reports and plans. Through the federal and state special education 
governance and accountability structures, SELPAs and LEAs must submit multiple 
special education plans. Beginning in 2020, SELPAs were required to submit a SELPA 
Local Plan with four sections, each of which in prior years was required as a separate 
plan: Contracts and Certifications, Governance and Administration, Annual Budget Plan, 
and Annual Service Plan (CDE 2021h). The SELPA Annual Budget Plan and Annual 
Service Plan must be updated annually by a committee of special and general 
education teachers and administrators, with participation by parent member(s) from, or 
selected by, a SELPA’s community advisory committee. Revisions to SELPA Local 
Plans must be reviewed and approved by the CAC, the SELPA’s associated COE, and 
the governing board of each member LEA prior to submitting it to the CDE for review 
and consideration for approval (EC Section 56195.1). 

As described on the CDE’s website (CDE 2021h), the SELPA Local Plan must be 
submitted using CDE-adopted templates. The first section, Contracts and Certifications, 
establishes the SELPA’s eligibility to receive IDEA funds, providing assurances that the 
SELPA and its member LEAs will meet the requirements of IDEA. The plan’s 
Governance and Administration section describes the SELPA membership and how the 
SELPA is governed by its member LEAs. This section must be reviewed at least once 
every three years or when SELPA membership changes, and it is subject to a public 
hearing process. The Annual Budget Plan reports projected revenues and expenditures 
at the SELPA level and for each participating LEA. The Annual Service Plan details the 
continuum of special education service options available to students with an IEP within 
the SELPA, including listing any services provided by LEAs, by the SELPA, and by any 
other provider. The template does not include details about which entity provides which 
services, and the SELPA does not have to describe how it provides every service under 
IDEA. 

In addition, LEAs that have been identified by the CDE for targeted or intensive 
monitoring of special education, based on SPP/APR and other data, are required by the 
CDE to submit a special education plan (SEP) developed and implemented by a SEP 
Improvement Team convened by the LEA. Each LEA’s SEP must address SPP/APR 
indicators for which the LEA did not meet state targets, identify root causes for not 
meeting the targets, and describe intended improvement strategies and activities. 

Lastly, LEAs identified as having significant disproportionality (see Glossary) by race 
and ethnicity in the identification, placement, and/or discipline of students with an IEP 
are required to submit a comprehensive coordinated early intervening services (CCEIS) 
plan to the CDE that describes how the LEA will address the root causes of the 
disproportionality. 

SPP/APR data. Under IDEA, the CDE must develop and submit an annual SPP/APR 
report to OSEP and must publicly report each LEA’s performance on the SPP/APR 
indicators (U.S. Department of Education 2021). SPP/APR indicators are set by OSEP, 
and although many of the 14 indicators focus on outcomes, such as graduation, 
acquisition of knowledge, and positive social-emotional skills, some focus on processes, 
such as timeliness of IEP development, to ensure compliance with IDEA’s specific 
process-oriented requirements (CDE 2020a). Several SPP/APR indicators overlap with 
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Dashboard indicators, such as graduation, suspension, and ELA/math assessments. 
However, the measures for the indicators used for the SPP/APR are established by 
OSEP and are not consistent with the Dashboard measures for those same indicators. 
The CDE, as required, reports publicly each year on the performance of each LEA on 
the SPP/APR indicators. The CDE also makes an annual determination of whether each 
LEA has met IDEA requirements based on the indicators. 

CDE monitoring and technical assistance. OSEP requires states to maintain general 
supervision systems to ensure LEA compliance with IDEA requirements. The CDE’s 
Special Education Division must monitor and enforce LEA implementation of IDEA, 
using enforcement actions and technical assistance (34 CFR §300.600). As required, 
the CDE also engages in various cyclical monitoring activities with LEAs, as well as 
targeted and intensive monitoring for LEAs based on their data. Through targeted 
monitoring, the CDE works directly with LEAs to identify and correct noncompliance and 
to identify areas and strategies for improvement. The CDE also engages in intensive 
monitoring with each LEA that has been identified as having significant 
disproportionality (see Glossary) and other systemic performance challenges. On its 
website, the CDE describes this monitoring as “a process for systems change designed 
to provide LEA and school improvement teams with knowledge and technical expertise 
to develop a thorough understanding of problems, issues, and concerns in their schools, 
and what action needs to be taken to address disproportionality” (CDE 2021b). 

The CDE also uses its dispute resolution system as required by IDEA (34 CFR 
§§300.151–300.153 and §§300.504–300.519) as a tool to monitor and enforce LEA 
implementation of IDEA. As outlined in IDEA, dispute resolution and litigation offer 
avenues for families to advocate for their child and resolve any disagreements with the 
LEA over their child’s IEP. IDEA’s parental rights exert a powerful influence on 
practitioners’ decisions about how they serve students with an IEP, particularly given 
the potential costs involved with due process hearings and litigation (Wiener 2009). For 
example, superintendents have reported that even when they believe a parental request 
is unreasonable or inconsistent with IDEA requirements, they often yield to the request 
to avoid a due process complaint, hearing, or litigation (Pudelski 2016). 

Lastly, the CDE provides direct technical assistance (e.g., fact sheets, tools, 
consultation) and funds technical assistance projects and providers to support LEAs. 
Notably, accountability systems that emphasize technical assistance and professional 
learning are more likely to promote authentic improvement, rather than just enforcing 
compliance with minimum legal requirements (Elgert 2016). In addition to funding the 
SELPA leads as part of the Statewide System of Support, the state of California has 
invested in other special education-oriented resources for LEAs by funding technical 
assistance projects to improve family engagement practices, support inclusive 
practices, support implementation of the CDE’s Desired Results Developmental Profile 
for preschool-age children, and address disproportionality. 
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Governance and accountability structures for some charter schools differ from 
those for other LEAs, for both general and special education. In California, charter 
schools have different forms of governance that affect how they participate in both the 
general and the special education governance and accountability structures. During the 
years examined for the study, some charter schools were authorized by COEs and by 
the SBE, but most charter schools were authorized by school district LEAs. During the 
chartering process, the charter school and its authorizer agree on whether the charter 
school will be an LEA for special education purposes and on the role the authorizing 
LEA will play in providing special education. 

Each year, charter schools, in coordination with their authorizers, opt to either receive 
general education (LCFF) funding directly or receive it indirectly via disbursement 
through its charter-granting LEA (CDE 2021e). Many charter schools that are not 
directly funded were created by an LEA to function as a school of the LEA and are 
governed by the LEA’s school board, not a separate governing board. In addition to the 
decision about general education funding, each charter school and its authorizer must 
decide how to handle special education responsibilities. Most charter schools address 
their special education status in their initial authorization or through material revisions. 

Under current state law (EC Section 47641), a charter school that, through its charter 
petition or renewal or otherwise, provides assurances that it has been approved to 
participate in a SELPA (whether one in its geographic region, i.e., the one that serves its 
authorizing LEA, or another SELPA, including one of five statewide charter SELPAs) 
can be deemed an LEA for funding and compliance purposes. A charter school that is 
an LEA for special education is directly accountable for serving all of its students who 
are or become eligible for special education services. AB 602 and IDEA funds 
appropriated to serve a charter school’s students are distributed to the SELPA in which 
the charter school participates, and the SELPA allocates the funds to the charter school 
in accordance with the SELPA’s allocation plan. 

Alternatively, some charter schools function as schools within or affiliated with their 
authorizing LEA for special education purposes, including some charter schools that are 
directly funded under the LCFF. In these cases, the authorizing LEA is accountable for 
ensuring that students at the charter school receive special education services, as it 
would be for any other students in the district. When a charter school is a school within 
an LEA for special education, the LEA is responsible for using AB 602 and IDEA funds 
to serve students with an IEP at those charter schools in the same manner as it does all 
other students served at schools in the district. An important distinction for charter 
schools that are not their own LEA for special education purposes is that they do not 
have their own representation in a SELPA; rather, the authorizing LEA is the SELPA 
member and represents the LEA’s and the charter school’s interests. 

Although there are multiple options for charter school governance structures and 
participation in state funding systems, some governance and accountability structures 
apply to all charter schools. Regardless of whether a charter school is directly funded 
under the LCFF and regardless of its LEA status for special education purposes, each 
charter school has its individual data reported on the Dashboard, and each charter 
school is required to submit an annual LCAP. In addition, all charter schools are subject 
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to the CDE’s special education monitoring, and they have opportunities to participate in 
technical assistance through their authorizers, through SELPAs they may belong to, and 
through the Statewide System of Support. 

Governance and accountability structures for preschool programs and 
transitional kindergarten are separate from one another. Unlike transitional 
kindergarten, preschool has separate governance and accountability structures 
that are separate from K–12 schools. The California State Preschool Program — 
established in 2008, administered at the state level by the CDE, and delivered locally by 
LEAs — provides optional part- and full-day services, as well as school meals, parent 
education, and other services. Only approximately 35 percent of 3-year-old children and 
56 percent of 4-year-old children participate in either public or private preschool 
(Thorman and Danielson 2019). 

At the local level, preschool programs can be administered through LEAs, colleges, 
community-action agencies, and private nonprofit organizations. Each county is 
required by the state to have a Local Child Care and Development Planning Council 
(LPC) that includes childcare providers, parents, public agencies, community agencies, 
and other local stakeholders appointed by the local county board of supervisors and the 
COE superintendent. LPCs conduct periodic needs assessments, establish priorities for 
the use of funds to address the needs of unserved and underserved populations within 
their county, and prepare a countywide childcare plan to mobilize public and private 
resources. Preschool-aged students with an IEP may participate in the state’s preschool 
program as well as other childcare programs. 

The state’s preschool program not only is administered and funded separately from K–
12 education, but also is subject to different accountability requirements. Preschool 
students are not included in the LCFF, LCAP, or Dashboard. Although there are no 
statewide tools for governance and accountability related to preschool, agencies 
administering preschool programs receive state funds to develop locally determined 
“early learning quality rating and improvement systems” (QRISs). A QRIS is a tool for 
continuous quality improvement, based on the state’s preschool learning standards. It 
“provides supports and incentives for programs, teachers, and administrators to reach 
higher levels of quality, monitors and evaluates the impacts on child outcomes, and 
disseminates information to parents and the public about program quality” (CDE 2021a). 
The CDE also provides technical assistance and supports related to preschool 
programs, including development of the Desired Results Developmental Profile, an 
assessment instrument to measure the preschool progress of children with and without 
an IEP. In addition, it supports the California Preschool Instructional Network, which 
consists of local networks of preschool administrators, teachers, and leaders in 11 
regions of the state (CDE 2021c). The network is not included in the CDE’s descriptions 
of the Statewide System of Support. 

Since 2010, California LEAs have had the option not only to offer preschool programs, 
but also to offer transitional kindergarten to 4-year-old students, including students with 
an IEP. As established in 2021 legislation, transitional kindergarten offerings will now 
increase in phases and will be available to all students by SY 2025–26. Transitional 
kindergarten students are counted in each LEA’s average daily attendance rates and, 
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thus, are included in the calculation of the LCFF apportionment. Transitional 
kindergarten students, including students with an IEP, are also included in the 
Dashboard and LCAP when the indicators apply. 

The special education governance and accountability structures for supporting 
students aged 3–5 with an IEP are the same as those for K–12 students with an 
IEP. Special education programs for students aged 3–5 are also administered at the 
state level by the CDE and at the local level by LEAs. Although not all LEAs necessarily 
have early childhood and preschool programs, and they are not solely responsible for 
providing preschool programs for all students, each one must provide FAPE to students 
aged 3–5 in their jurisdiction who are eligible for special education services. Under 
California’s special education governance and accountability structure, students aged 
3–5 with an IEP are included in IDEA and AB 602 funding calculations, are included in 
the collection and reporting of SPP/APR indicators, may be the subject of an LEA’s SEP 
to plan for improvement, and are included when the CDE engages with LEAs in 
targeted or intensive monitoring. 

Students aged 18–21 with an IEP who have not graduated from high school with 
their cohort are not included in all the governance and accountability structures 
for general education, but are included in those for K–12 students with an IEP. 
IDEA and California EC allow students with an IEP who have not graduated with a 
regular high school diploma to continue to receive special education services locally 
until their 22nd birthday. Because there are no general education programs in the public 
school system beyond grade twelve other than data about when students with an IEP 
graduate or exit school relative to the cohort of students that entered high school at the 
same time, programs for these older students fall only under the special education 
governance and accountability structures, including data on when they complete or exit 
special education and where they receive services. As with students aged 3–5, the CDE 
reports on students aged 18–21 with an IEP in the SPP/APR indicators, and these 
students may be the subject of CDE monitoring or improvement planning. 

Conclusion: Governance and Accountability Structures 
for Supporting Students with an IEP 
California students with an IEP in grades K–12 are included in separate but overlapping 
governance and accountability structures — one for all students and one specifically for 
students with an IEP. The structures and tools that are used for governance and 
accountability in general education and special education have the same broad 
purposes of improving students’ learning experiences and education outcomes; use the 
same or similar data for accountability and planning purposes; and overlap at the state, 
intermediary, and local levels. When the state enacted the reforms to its broad 
governance and accountability structures through establishment of the LCFF in 2013, it 
appropriately included students with an IEP in the LCFF accountability structures and 
tools, but it did not include them as an unduplicated student group that generates 
supplemental and concentration grant funding through the LCFF. The state included 
special education and students with an IEP in some structures (e.g., LCAP, Statewide 
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System of Support) but retained separate governance and accountability structures for 
special education (e.g., SEP, AB 602 Funding). Although LEAs, COEs, and SELPAs 
were given new responsibilities and accountabilities for improving outcomes for 
students with an IEP through the LCAP and the Dashboard, overlapping responsibilities 
and accountabilities in the separate special education structures continue to exist. 

In addition to including students with an IEP in the Dashboard and the LCAP, the state 
has invested in creating special education lead agencies in the Statewide System of 
Support and has invested significantly in increasing supports for inclusive practice, 
recognizing the importance of the delivery of special education in the least restrictive 
environment, which for most students is the general education classroom. However, the 
special education governance and accountability structures have not been modified to 
reflect and complement those broader governance and accountability structures for 
general education. The potential to reduce duplication and increase transparency is 
described in greater detail below. The results for Research Question 3 (see section 3.3) 
further examine the policies establishing the separate and overlapping special 
education structures, identify the most significant challenges, and make 
recommendations for improvement. 

Section 3.2. Factors that Most 
Affected Outcomes for Students 
with an IEP 
This section provides the results related to Research Question 2: 

Which factors, within the scope of this study, most affected outcomes for 
students with an IEP? 

As detailed in section 3.1, the policy and literature reviews provided the research team 
with an understanding of California’s current governance and accountability structures 
that are intended to support students with an IEP. To understand if and how those 
structures might be refined in ways that would likely result in improved outcomes for 
students with an IEP, the research team examined which factors, within the scope of 
this study, were most related to improved outcomes for students with an IEP. 

To identify those factors, the research team first analyzed statewide student-level data 
for all California students to identify LEAs where students with an IEP had better-than-
expected outcomes (such as higher graduation rates or greater rates of growth in 
proficiency on statewide English language arts and mathematics assessments) over a 
three-year period. Analyses included comparisons among students with an IEP across 
the state and comparisons of students with and without an IEP to identify areas of 
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strength, including which LEAs were performing well on the priorities of providing 
special education services in general education classrooms and improving academic 
outcomes. 

Guided by the priority areas (conditions for change) in the study’s scope and confirmed 
through the research team’s literature review, the team analyzed the student-level 
outcome data and other statewide data. In investigating the statewide data on student 
outcomes, the team first sought evidence of patterns of improvement related to the first 
four indicators listed in exhibit 9 (student performance, LRE, disproportionality, and staff 
tenure) through descriptive statistics, trends, correlations, and regression models. 
These methods provided the research team with additional information about the 
outcome indicators, such as patterns in outcomes by student factor, including disability 
category, setting, and other demographics as well as structural factors. The research 
team used the results of these analyses to identify potential areas of best practice and 
areas of concern for further exploration. 

Next, the team sought to understand and establish a set of factors from available, 
commonly reported data on the state’s governance and accountability structures related 
to general and special education. The research team determined that the most 
consistently available data on structural factors for the various agencies tasked with 
governance and accountability in California that could be examined for potential 
relationships to student outcomes were: LEA, SELPA, and COE type (e.g., charter or 
non-charter LEA, single- or multi-LEA SELPA); size, location (including proximity to a 
metropolitan area), and composition; available data on LEA participation in monitoring 
activities and on any joint improvement activities administered with general education; 
and any available data on how LEAs interact with SELPAs, COEs, and other 
educational service agencies to provide needed special education services to students 
with an IEP. 

The research team aggregated the student-level data for each LEA, which allowed for 
exploration of the relationship between LEA characteristics and student performance. 
This means, for example, that the team compared data for LEAs with similar 
demographic characteristics, such as a high percentage of students who had an IEP 
and were also learning English. Among similar LEAs, the team, in coordination with the 
CDE and as reported to the advisory group, identified a smaller number of LEAs that 
became the focus of further examinations to illustrate the LEAs’ participation in the 
various governance and accountability structures. A list of the data examined by the 
research team to identify trends and LEAs that were performing better than expected is 
included in exhibit 9. Additional information on these and the other analyses are 
provided in appendix A, Detailed Methods, and appendix B, Technical Appendix. 
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Exhibit 9. Statewide data sources used for study analyses. 

Indicators Data Sources  

Student 
Performance  

Student-level data from California Longitudinal Pupil 
Achievement Data System and California Special 
Education Management Information System; 
proficiency data from California Assessment of 
Student Performance and Progress 

Least Restrictive 
Environment 

Placement data from CASEMIS; comparison data 
from other states from the U.S. Department of 
Education7 

Disproportionality  Special education eligibility, discipline, and 
placement data from CALPADS and CASEMIS 

Staff Tenure Public personnel data files from the CDE and 
CALPADS8 

Special Education 
Networks 

LEA of residence and LEA of service for each 
service provided to each student, from CASEMIS 
and CALPADs; Geographic Information Systems 
data from the U.S. Census Bureau9 

Relationship Between Governance and Accountability 
Structures and Outcomes 
Neither type nor size of LEA was associated with improved academic growth for 
students with an IEP or with these students spending more time in general 
education settings. When controlling for disability category, there were no 
significant student outcome patterns related to LEA type or size. That is to say that 
student success or the lack thereof existed across LEA and SELPA sizes and 
configurations. Analyses were conducted using aggregate LEA data to examine 
whether LEAs of a certain size or type (such as charter and traditional LEAs) were more 
likely to achieve better outcomes for students with an IEP or to increase these students’ 
participation in general education settings. The data analyses did not find any 
statistically significant associations or patterns between these governance factors and 
the outcome indicators. Previous studies (e.g., Willis et al. 2020) have shown that 
charter schools demonstrated higher outcomes for students with an IEP, but that the 
difference was not found to be significant in this study when controlling for disability 
category. This finding means that LEAs of a variety of types and sizes are successfully 

 
7 https://www2.ed.gov/programs/osepidea/618-data/state-level-data-files/index.html 
8 https://www.cde.ca.gov/ds/ad/staffdemo.asp 
9 https://www.census.gov/programs-surveys/geography.html 

https://www2.ed.gov/programs/osepidea/618-data/state-level-data-files/index.html
https://www.cde.ca.gov/ds/ad/staffdemo.asp
https://www.census.gov/programs-surveys/geography.html
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improving outcomes for California students with an IEP. Section 4 of this report, Profiles 
of High-Performing LEAs and Applied Learning on the Conditions for Change and Other 
Strategies for Improvement, includes profiles for LEAs of varying types and sizes, 
including a charter school LEA, to illustrate this finding. 

Neither type nor size of SELPA was associated with improved academic growth 
for students with an IEP or with these students spending more time in general 
education settings. The analyses examined aggregate LEA data to explore whether 
an LEA’s SELPA type (single- or multi-LEA) or size of the SELPA were related to any 
performance patterns when controlling for disability category. Although this result does 
not negate the potential positive effect for individual students of their LEA’s participation 
in a SELPA, it shows that broadly, for all students with an IEP across an LEA, statewide 
data show no SELPA-related association with improved outcomes. 

Available data did not show a correlation between LEA participation in 
compliance monitoring activities and improved academic growth for students 
with an IEP or with these students spending more time in general education 
settings in future years. Reviewing aggregate LEA student-outcome data, the 
research team found no associations or correlation between an entity’s participation in 
CDE compliance monitoring activities and improved academic outcomes for students 
with an IEP or with increased provision of special education services in general 
education settings. However, the team did not have sufficient data to explore the 
possible effects of CDE compliance monitoring for specific students whose files were 
reviewed or specific schools that participated in monitoring activities; nor did the team 
have data on the technical assistance and supports that were received as a part of or in 
response to those monitoring activities. 

The research team compared data for two types of LEAs, those that had and those that 
had not participated in CDE monitoring activities, including onsite monitoring during 
SY 2015–16 and SY 2016–17. Outcomes and LRE data for SY 2017–18 and SY 2018–
19 did not show a relationship between CDE monitoring in the prior years and improved 
academic outcomes or increased provision of services in the LRE. It is important to note 
that during those years (SY 2015–16 and SY 2016–17), the CDE’s focus was on 
procedural compliance and that, since then, the CDE has increased its focus on 
improving outcomes, matching OSEP’s shift to results-driven accountability. 

Due to the lack of available data, the research team was not able to analyze any 
association between participation in other governance and accountability structures and 
improved outcomes for students with an IEP. For example, the state does not currently 
systematically collect data on whether students with an IEP are a specific focus in an 
LEA’s LCAP, whether any portion of the funds allocated to COEs for differentiated 
assistance are used to focus on improving outcomes for students with an IEP, or which 
LEAs have received specific support through the Statewide System of Support. 

Despite the lack of data that would have allowed the research team to examine the 
relationship between other components of the state-administered governance and 
accountability structures and student outcomes, the lack of improved outcomes 
described above is consistent with the results of the team’s literature review, which 
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showed that size of the administrative entity and other infrastructure factors are much 
less related to improving outcomes than practice-related decisions made at the local 
level, such as the placement of students by IEP teams in different settings and local 
factors influencing administrator and teacher retention (Darling-Hammond et al. 2018; 
Carver-Thomas et al. 2020). The findings in the research were supported by the 
interviews conducted to develop LEA profiles (see section 4), which also showed that 
size and type of LEA were not important factors in improving outcomes for students with 
an IEP. Those LEAs, consistent with the literature (Ruijs and Peetsma 2009; Tremblay 
2013), attributed improved outcomes to adopting inclusive mindsets, investing in their 
staff, using timely student-level data to provide individualized support, and forging 
strong connections with families and the community. This evidence was used to support 
the research team’s prioritization of policy recommendations that create the conditions 
for change at the local level rather than policies that establish additional governance 
and accountability structures at the state level. 

Factors that Affected Outcomes for Students with an IEP 
Given the lack of association between the available measurable factors on governance 
and accountability structures and academic progress and the LRE for students with an 
IEP, the research team delved further, analyzing statewide California data to explore 
two additional factors that research has shown to be related to improved outcomes for 
this student group. As directed by the study scope, the research team analyzed the 
relationship between the participation by students with an IEP in general education 
settings and student outcomes. The team also examined teachers’ professional 
longevity — a factor that was identified through the literature review as affecting student 
outcomes — which has been a significant education policy priority for California and for 
which statewide data were readily available. 

For students with an IEP, including students identified in each disability category, 
greater participation in a general education setting is a strong predictor of 
academic growth and improved outcomes as measured by statewide 
assessments (i.e., the CAASPP and the CAA). On average, students with an IEP who 
spent more time in a general education setting over the years of this study showed 
greater academic growth (see Glossary) each year compared with those who spent less 
time in general education, confirming a relationship demonstrated in decades of earlier 
research (Barrocas and Cramer 2014; Cramer 2015). This finding was based on 
examining student growth for students with an IEP, relative to the expected growth for 
all students, as it related to the time spent in general education settings.10 The study 
found that a 10 percentage-point increase in the time spent in general education was 

 
10 This is referred to as the normalized curve equivalent (NCE) score that, in essence, 
measures growth as how much the student improved relative to other students who 
performed similarly to them the previous year. Using an NCE score rather than 
proficiency alone reduces the likelihood that this finding is reflecting the notion that 
students who spend more time in general education settings might have fewer or lower 
severity needs than those who spend less time in general education. 
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associated with a 13.3 percentage-point increase in growth on the summative statewide 
assessments (see exhibit 10). This means that on average, if a student with an IEP 
shifted from spending 60 percent of their day in a general education setting to 
70 percent, the student’s progress toward achieving proficiency on statewide 
assessments would be 113 percent of the progress they would make if they continued 
to spend only 60 percent of the day in general education. 

To further extend that example, consider that most California students spend four to six 
hours in school each day. Splitting the difference and calling it five hours would mean 
that a student with an IEP who spent 60 percent of the day in special education settings 
would be there for three hours a day. Shifting the student’s time in general education to 
70 percent would mean the student was in general education settings for 3.5 hours a 
day — a difference of 30 minutes daily that, with the right support for the student, could 
translate into a 13.3 percentage-point learning gain. Increasing the likelihood of success 
of such shifts can be supported at the local level by capacity-building and support 
systems for general education teachers to include students with an IEP in their classes 
and for special education teachers (Hoppey and Mickelsen 2017). 

It is important to consider that for some students with an IEP, the general education 
setting is not the least restrictive environment in which they can make meaningful 
progress toward their goals. Those students may need unique, specialized, or additional 
special education services that cannot be provided in a general education setting. 
Although there appears to be room for improvement in California’s inclusion rates for 
students with an IEP, the LRE is appropriately an IEP team decision, and there should 
not be an expectation that all students with an IEP receive their special education 
services in a general education setting irrespective of their individualized needs. 
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Exhibit 10. Relationship between percentage of time spent in general 
education setting and academic growth as measured by the CAASPP and 
CAA. 

 

 

 

An accessible, plain text version of exhibit 10 is provided in appendix D. Source. Data 
from CASEMIS, CALPADS, and CAASPP for 2017–18. This represents the most recent 
year for which CASEMIS data included LRE designations.

Generally, a 10 percentage-point increase in inclusion translated to a 13.3 percentage-
point increase in academic growth over time. However, this pattern varied somewhat by 
disability category. As illustrated in exhibit 11, an increase of time spent in the general 
education setting (moving left to right on the x axes) correlated with an increase in 
growth on standardized assessments (moving from bottom to top on the y axes). Each 
panel in the figure shows the relationship for one of the 13 IDEA-established disability 
categories. For all students except those in the Intellectual Disability category, spending 
more time in a general education setting was associated with greater academic growth. 
These results do include the CAA, which is an alternate assessment measuring 
progress toward alternate academic standards. Due to the lack of a standardized 
measure for nonacademic outcomes across the state, the team was unable to examine 
growth on functional and other nonacademic outcomes. However, the research 
literature suggests, based on a student’s increased time in a general education setting, 
that one could reasonably expect to see similar improvement on nonacademic 
outcomes as well (Katz and Mirenda 2002).
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Exhibit 11. Relationship between academic growth (y-axes) and percentage 
of time spent in general education (x-axes), by disability category. 

 

 
An accessible, plain text version of exhibit 11 is provided in appendix D. Source. 2017–
18 CASEMIS and CAASPP data.

Just as students with an IEP profit from spending more time in a general education 
setting, their peers without an IEP profit from having them and special education 
teachers in the classroom (Gerrard 1994; Cole et al. 2004). Knowing that increased 
inclusion results in improved academic outcomes for all students could motivate 
educators to focus on creating opportunities in general education classrooms for 
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students with an IEP to benefit all students. This research has implications for teacher 
preservice training, as well as for in-service professional learning. 

For the years studied, California had among the country’s lowest rates for 
including students with an IEP in general education for at least 80 percent of the 
day and had among the highest rates for including these students less than 
40 percent of the day. This rate of inclusion in general education is evident across 
LEAs, irrespective of their geographic location; however, the degree of inclusion does 
vary by disability category and by race. For example, analyses showed that, compared 
with other states, California placed a greater percentage of students in the Autism 
category in a general education setting for at least 80 percent of the day, whereas its 
inclusion rates for students in the Emotional Disturbance and Intellectual Disability 
categories were near the lowest of all states. Previous research suggests that some 
students in the latter two categories may be inappropriately placed in nonpublic school 
settings when they could be adequately served in their district of residence because 
high-cost-pool funds are available from the state and SELPAs only for nonpublic 
placements (Doutre et al. 2021). 

Across the state, the lowest levels of inclusion are for African American and 
Hispanic/Latinx students, regardless of disability category. For example, exhibit 12 
shows the percentage of students with an IEP who are included in general education 
settings for less than 40 percent of the school day by race/ethnicity and disability 
category. Approximately 62 percent of African American students in the Emotional 
Disturbance category are in this more restrictive placement, compared with 
approximately 50 percent of students of other races in the same disability category. In 
every disability category except visual disability, white students are least likely and 
African American students most likely to be in this more restrictive setting. 

Inclusion of students in the general education classroom was also related to the size of 
the LEA (inclusion was higher for smaller LEAs), population density (inclusion was 
higher for lower density), and the proportion of enrolled students that have an IEP 
(inclusion was higher when a lower proportion of students had an IEP). 
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Exhibit 12. Percentage of students with an IEP in more restrictive settings 
(i.e., who spent less than 40 percent of the school day in general education 
settings), by disability category and race/ethnicity. 

 

 
An accessible, plain text version of exhibit 12 is provided in appendix D. Source. 
CASEMIS for 2017–18.

California students identified as needing an IEP earlier in their school experience 
were more likely to subsequently spend at least 80 percent of the day in a general 
education setting. On average, students who were identified as needing special 
education services earlier than the median age for their disability category experienced 
a gradual increase in the amount of time spent in general education settings. 
Specifically, the time increased by more than two percentage points each year following 
their identification. This compares with students who were identified later than the 
median age and who tended to have no change from year to year in the amount of time 
spent in general education settings. This disparity between early and later identification 
was particularly evident for students in the Hearing Impairment, Autism, and 



 

 60 

Speech/Language Impairment categories. On average, students in each of these 
categories who had been identified earlier than the median age for their respective 
category experienced annual increases of 3.5 to 5.2 percentage points in the amount of 
time they spent in general education settings. 

Among California students with an IEP, students aged 3–5 experienced less 
inclusion compared with school-age students. LRE is measured differently for 
students aged 3–5. Rather than measuring it by the percentage of the school day spent 
in a general education setting, LRE for these younger students is measured by the 
percentage of their special education services that is provided in a regular early 
childhood setting (general education preschool, daycare, or other setting where at least 
50 percent of the students do not have an IEP). This means that a 3-year-old with an 
IEP who attends a general education preschool program 15 hours a week but receives 
no special education services in that program and, instead, receives an hour of speech 
and occupational therapy each week in a special education setting, such as the special 
education classroom at their local elementary school, is reported as receiving 0 percent 
of their services in a regular early childhood setting. As illustrated in exhibit 13, for the 
study period, most students aged 3–5 with an IEP (47 percent) received all or most of 
their special education services in a regular early childhood setting. But close to a 
quarter of the students (23 percent) received no special education services in a regular 
early childhood setting. 
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Exhibit 13. Proportion of special education and related services provided to 
students aged 3–5 in regular early childhood settings. 

 

 

 

An accessible, plain text version of exhibit 13 is provided in appendix D. Source. 
CASEMIS and CALPADS for 2017–18.

Approximately 90 percent (89.7 percent) of students aged 3–5 with an IEP who 
were receiving services in California during the study years received the services 
from their district of residence. Students in this age group tended to receive (1) 
language and speech services, (2) specialized academic instruction, (3) occupational 
therapy, and (4) individual and small group instruction. The need to develop additional 
inclusive preschool programs, including making existing programs more inclusive, has 
been recognized in many reports, including the Master Plan for Early Learning and 
Care: California for All Kids (Alcalá et al. 2020). The state has prioritized building new 
inclusive preschool learning environments for all students, including students with an 
IEP, allocating $260 million for special education preschool and early intervention grants 
in the 2021 budget with a focus on inclusive settings. Given the potential impact of 
increasing inclusion rates for young students, the state could expect to see changes in 
school-age inclusion as a result of that and other ongoing investments.
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Students with an IEP who were taught by educators with more experience and, 
specifically, with longer tenure in their current LEA, had better academic 
outcomes and higher graduation rates compared with other students with an IEP. 
After accounting for district characteristics (such as proportion of students who are 
multilingual learners, economically disadvantaged, and/or have an IEP, as well as 
proximity to the nearest metropolitan area), teachers with more experience were 
strongly associated with higher graduation rates for students with an IEP as a group, as 
well as with increases in proficiency on statewide assessments for all students and 
improved graduation rates for all students. The association was even stronger for 
experienced teachers who also had longer tenure in their current LEA. 

This result is consistent with previous research findings showing that maintaining a 
workforce of effective educators, including those who are prepared to serve students 
with an IEP, is one critical factor in improving outcomes for students receiving special 
education services. Indeed, research indicates that an effective teaching staff is among 
the strongest school-based factors influencing student performance and long-term 
outcomes for all students (Sanders and Rivers 1996; Rivkin et al. 2005; Rockoff 2004; 
Chetty et al. 2014). Specifically, teacher preparation (Boyd et al. 2009; Rice 2003), 
teacher credentials (Seebruck 2015), and teacher experience (Clotfelter et al. 2006; 
Rice 2003) are strongly associated with effectiveness for all teachers, whether general 
education or special education. 

Increased teacher tenure was associated with the tenure of the administrators in 
the school where teachers work, the proximity to a teacher preparation program, 
and the proximity to the nearest metropolitan area (which can represent access to 
greater resources). The analyses of statewide data found that the average tenure for 
administrators in a school correlated with the average tenure of teachers, meaning that 
when building administrators stayed in their positions, teachers in the building also 
stayed longer. Although not causal, this finding is consistent with previous work (Levin 
and Bradley 2019), suggesting that turnover in administration is associated with 
turnover in other staff, including teachers. Exhibit 14 highlights the finding that 
administrator tenure and teacher tenure have a positive relationship (i.e., LEAs with 
administrators with longer tenure tend to have teachers with higher tenure as well). 
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Exhibit 14. Teacher tenure at their LEA and administrator tenure at their 
LEA are positively correlated. 

 
 

 

 

Source. Public staff files provided by the CDE for SY 2018–19.

Previous research has established some of the challenges California faces regarding 
teacher recruitment, preparation, and retention (Darling-Hammond et al. 2018), and this 
study’s results indicate that, even when controlling for administrator tenure, teacher 
tenure tended to be higher in California LEAs that are located closer to teacher 
preparation training opportunities. This suggests that LEAs with access to teacher 
training programs may have an easier time retaining teachers, which, as stated in this 
finding, can result in improved outcomes for students.

Despite significant state investments in teacher recruitment, training, and supports over 
the past several years, maintaining a workforce of effective educators has been an 
ongoing challenge in California. For at least 30 years, California has been experiencing 
a teacher shortage, and it is particularly severe for special education (Darling-Hammond 
et al. 2018; Carver-Thomas et al. 2020). Approximately two thirds of California’s new 
special education teachers each year enter their role holding substandard credentials 
(Darling-Hammond et al. 2018; Ondrasek et al. 2020). An additional challenge to 
providing effective instruction in inclusive settings is that many general education 
teachers do not feel prepared to teach students with an IEP (National Center for 
Learning Disabilities and Understood 2019).

Special education teachers have been restricted from providing instruction in 
general education classrooms unless they are certified general education 
teachers, which could create a barrier to increasing the provision of special 
education in general education settings (California Statewide Special Education 
Task Force 2015; Grady et al. 2019). However, the California Commission on Teacher 
Credentialing recently approved a change in requirements for special education teacher 
credentials. Starting in 2022, credentialing programs will prepare and qualify special 
education teachers to teach in a general education classroom and will more heavily 
emphasize the practice of co-teaching. This shift is intended both to promote greater 
use of inclusive settings and to reduce special education teacher attrition by reducing 
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the sense of isolation that special education teachers often report feeling in the current 
siloed system (Jones 2020). 

Conclusion: Factors Within Study Scope that Affected 
Outcomes for Students with an IEP 
The results described above align with the large body of research literature establishing 
that time spent in general education settings and with experienced teachers are the 
factors most strongly associated with improved outcomes and academic growth for 
students with an IEP. Further, the results establish that those governance factors for 
which the state has data, including LEA size, type, and membership in a SELPA, are 
not associated with improved outcomes, meaning that improved outcomes and 
increased provision of services in general education can and do occur in LEAs with 
many different types of governance. Illustrations of different LEA governing structures in 
which students with an IEP are performing well are included in the LEA profiles (see 
section 4). 

The recommendations for improvements to California’s special education governance 
and accountability structures, detailed in section 5, are grounded in these results. It 
appears that the state’s policymaking authority may be best leveraged to continue 
prioritizing and focusing on increasing inclusive practice and teacher retention while 
directing governance structures for special education to the extent that such structures 
can also support those priorities or remove barriers to inclusive practice. 

Another key opportunity arises from the need for the development of inclusive preschool 
programs for students aged 3–5, serving all students whether they have disabilities or 
not. The results also suggest that there is a potential need to consider another area for 
alignment, between the governance and accountability structures for preschool 
students, including those with an IEP, and the structures for K–12 students. This topic is 
further addressed in section 3.3. 

Results from this study are consistent with findings in the research literature about how 
to improve outcomes for students with an IEP and provide insights into how California’s 
current education systems work in practice and which factors are critical to increasing 
the amount of special education services provided in the LRE, which for most students 
is general education, in order to improve outcomes. Analyses explored connections 
between governance and accountability and student outcomes to assess whether state, 
intermediary, or local governance and accountability activities were connected directly 
to improved outcomes or were connected indirectly by having students with an IEP 
spend more time in general education, which research has shown to be associated with 
improved outcomes. 
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Section 3.3. Challenges in 
Improving California’s Special 
Education Governance and 
Accountability Structures 
Section 3.3 describes study results related to Research Question 3: 

What challenges and opportunities exist for improving California’s education 
governance and accountability structures in ways that can lead to improved 
outcomes for students with an IEP? 

This section describes the challenges portion of the research question; the opportunities 
for change are summarized in Section 5. Opportunities for Improvement: 
Recommendations and Implementation Strategies. The results and summaries of the 
challenges are organized around the four examination priorities that were established 
by the state in its legislative charge for this study and that were confirmed by the study 
itself as conditions for change: 

• Equitable distribution of special education funding and supports to LEAs, 
including small LEAs; 

• Transparency in decision-making and distribution of state special education 
funding; 

• Parent, family, and community input in local decision-making; and 

• Alignment of the state and federal accountability, compliance, and support 
structures for all students and for students with an IEP. 

For each condition, this section provides context and general background, presents the 
study results related to the condition, and summarizes the related challenges. See 
section 5 for a discussion of the opportunities for improvement. 

Equitable Distribution of Special Education Funding and 
Supports to LEAs, Including Small LEAs 
Background and Context 
When the U.S. Congress initially enacted IDEA in 1975, it pledged that federal IDEA 
funding would cover 40 percent of the average per-pupil cost for special education 
(National Council on Disability 2018b). Since then, however, federal dollars have 
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covered only about 13 percent of per-pupil costs, making IDEA a severely underfunded 
mandate and contributing to special education’s status as one of the leading cost 
pressures on school districts nationwide (Krausen et al. 2020). For SY 2018–19, federal 
funding covered just under 11 percent of special education costs in California, with state 
funding, through AB 602, covering 28 percent; that left local education agencies 
covering 61 percent of special education costs using local or other unrestricted funds 
(Willis et al. 2020). 

Any equity-focused examination of how fiscal support is distributed from the state to 
LEAs on behalf of students with an IEP needs to consider the distribution of all funds, 
not just those specifically delegated and restricted to supporting special education 
services. Local or other unrestricted state or federal funds, including LCFF funds, are 
needed to cover most special education costs for students with an IEP, and LEAs have 
substantial flexibility in how they allocate these local resources so long as LEAs meet 
each student’s IEP-identified needs. For example, one LEA might use these 
unrestricted funds to invest in more co-teaching arrangements to promote inclusive 
general education classrooms while another uses them to cover more pull-out services 
and segregated settings for students with an IEP. Decisions about how to use the funds 
must be based on the varying needs of each LEA’s students with an IEP. 

Currently, California distributes federal IDEA funds and state AB 602 funds directly to 
SELPAs rather than to LEAs, with the SELPAs then distributing some portion to 
member LEAs. The federal funds are allocated to SELPAs using an IDEA-required 
formula that includes a base amount according to child count and supplemental funding 
according to the total enrollment in each member LEA and the percentage of those 
students who are experiencing poverty. The state’s AB 602 funding formula bases 
allocations to SELPAs on the aggregate average daily attendance rates of their member 
LEAs. 

In the case of SELPAs that serve multiple LEAs, or multi-LEA SELPAs, the SELPA’s 
governing board, along with SELPA staff, must establish a local plan that describes how 
the federal and state funds will be allocated to LEAs. For the reallocation of funds to 
LEAs, some multi-LEA SELPAs use the same two formulas that the state uses (the 
required IDEA formula and California’s formula for AB 602 funds), whereas others have 
modified the state’s AB 602 formula by assigning different weights to different student 
factors. Most multi-LEA SELPAs retain some funding that would otherwise go to LEAs 
so the SELPA can establish regional programs and fund support services for its 
member LEAs (Willis et al. 2020). 

In addition to receiving a formula-derived allocation of IDEA and AB 602 funding to be 
used specifically to meet the IEP-identified needs of students, both single- and multi-
LEA SELPAs receive funds, allocated by their own formulas, to be used for other 
supports, such as alternate dispute resolution, parent training, and support in 
developing some LEAs’ SEP and CCEIS plans and in meeting data submission and 
other CDE or IDEA requirements. As with the broader AB 602 funds, the governing 
boards for multi-LEA SELPAs determine which funds will remain at the SELPA and 
which funds will be passed along to LEAs. The state also provides supports and 
services to LEAs through the Statewide System of Support and other technical 
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assistance activities, which do not appear to be effectively coordinated across general 
and special education. LEAs also access support and services through SELPAs, other 
LEAs, and other agencies. 

The research team reviewed data and policy related to the state and SELPAs’ roles in 
distributing funding for supports and services with a focus on equity. It also explored 
how individual LEAs access additional supports and services for their students through 
other LEAs. Specifically, the research team conducted a series of social network 
analyses to explore how California LEAs connect and receive services from one 
another, through formal and informal networks, to ensure that each LEA can provide 
FAPE to its students with an IEP. These activities advanced the research team’s 
understanding of how intermediary agencies contribute to the conditions for change and 
assist LEAs, as well as the overlapping responsibilities between general and special 
education. Using this information, the research team further explored the current and 
potential future roles of intermediary agencies, including COEs and SELPAs, for special 
education. 

Results 
California’s current approach to special education funding allocation and 
distribution means that after funding is distributed from the state to SELPAs, 
SELPA governing boards determine the allocation of funding to LEAs that belong 
to a multi-LEA SELPA, including all small LEAs.11 Each SELPA governance and 
allocation plan is unique, ranging from SELPAs that distribute all available federal and 
state special education funding to LEAs to those that reserve all federal and state 
special education funding for coordination of supports and services at the regional level 
(Willis et al. 2020; Warren and Hill 2018; Parrish 2012). This means that there is 
currently no process to ensure an equitable distribution of funds to LEAs, including 
small LEAs; the equitable distribution of funds is dependent on each SELPA’s governing 
board and the neighboring LEAs that make up that governing board, rather than the 
state. 

California State Special Education Funding System Study, Part 2 (Doutre et al. 2021) 
provided the state with multiple considerations for better ensuring that funding provided 
to LEAs more closely aligned with student need. Considerations included (1) distributing 
federal (IDEA) and state (AB 602) special education funding directly to LEAs to better 
ensure coordination with local LCFF funding, including the required local contribution to 
implement special education and funds for students in overlapping categories of need; 
(2) allocating state special education funding based on child count, weighted based on 
the proportion of students in three cost groupings: students in low-, mid-, and high-cost 
disability categories; (3) providing small LEAs with a consistent base amount of funding 
to ensure their ability to provide required special education programs; and (4) 
sufficiently funding a high-cost pool and making the funds available for programs 
provided within an LEA (versus limiting them to be used for students placed in nonpublic 

 
11 For purposes of this study, a small LEA is defined as an LEA with a total student 
enrollment of fewer than 2,000. LEA enrollment in California ranges from fewer than 5 to 
nearly 600,000. 
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schools or licensed children’s institutions, as under the current system) and providing 
small LEAs with higher levels of reimbursement from the fund as needed. 

The recommendations made in that report were based on quantitative and qualitative 
research completed in a two-part study to evaluate California’s special education 
funding system and its alignment to state priorities for inclusive practice and for 
ensuring the right funds are available for the students with the most need. Findings that 
LEAs face compounding costs for students who are in multiple need groups (e.g., 
special education and economic disadvantage) drove the recommendations, because 
despite these aggregate costs and needs, the funding streams are allocated and 
distributed separately, to separate entities. 

Beyond the funds allocated to LEAs through SELPAs for special education services for 
students, SELPA governing boards allocate and direct the use of other funds 
appropriate for supports to LEAs. For example, the state provides additional funding to 
SELPAs for alternate dispute resolution. As with other funds, each multi-LEA SELPA 
governing board decides which portion of the alternate dispute resolution funds will be 
pooled for use at the SELPA level and which portion will go to LEAs for their 
independent use. Although many small LEAs benefit from their SELPA pooling of funds 
for such support, others may not be in a SELPA with a governing board that chooses to 
pool the funds. New funds provided for alternate dispute resolution in the 2021 Budget 
Act do have a more specific distribution methodology that requires a proportion of funds 
to go to member LEAs. 

Sufficient data were not available to determine whether special education 
supports provided through the Statewide System of Support and other technical 
assistance contracts are equitably distributed to LEAs, including small LEAs. 
California has invested significantly in providing broad special education supports to 
LEAs not only through its Statewide System of Support, but also through technical 
assistance contractors and providers and has based its investments on LEA needs. Yet 
the state has not required LEAs to work with specific contractors or providers based on 
the LEA’s data, nor has it required those contractors and non-state agencies to work 
with or offer support to specific LEAs based on available data. The state does not have 
comprehensive data available across expert and SELPA leads and other technical 
assistance contractors on which LEAs have been offered or have received supports and 
the impact of those supports. Reports from individual technical assistance contractors, 
including COEs and SELPA improvement and content leads, and from other providers 
provide examples of LEAs that have benefited from supports; however, there is no 
consistent data collection that would enable the state to determine which LEAs have 
accessed different levels and amounts of supports, and there are no consistent 
requirements for the leads and contractors to demonstrate if and how these supports 
have changed practice at the school or LEA levels. 

The scarcity of available data meant that the research team could not determine 
whether the current distribution of technical assistance supports and resources was 
equitable. Most supports are provided to LEAs and SELPAs by request, that is, each 
LEA or SELPA chooses whether and how to access supports. Although LEAs are 
required to access technical assistance when they are identified as having significant 
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disproportionality or as needing assistance in meeting the requirements of IDEA, the 
research team did not find examples of written policies or guidance requiring leads or 
technical assistance contractors to provide supports to LEAs based on their size or on 
data demonstrating the need for improvement. 

Sufficient data were not available to evaluate the provision of general technical 
assistance. However, the distribution of funds for some of the support provided 
through the Statewide System of Support is adjusted by the state based on 
factors such as LEA size and Dashboard indicators. Differentiated assistance under 
the Statewide System of Support is provided through COEs, based on each LEA’s 
performance on the common Dashboard indicators. The state provides funds to COEs 
to provide targeted supports to each LEA in its jurisdiction, dependent in part on the size 
of each LEA. Other Statewide System of Support leads, like the SELPA content and 
improvement leads, provide support to LEAs and COEs upon request and based on 
their interest and engagement, not directed by the CDE or specifically based on the 
need of LEAs or to ensure equitable distribution of resources, including to small LEAs. 

California’s 2021–22 budget allocated $400,000 in one-time non-Proposition 98 General 
Funds for an independent evaluation of differentiated assistance provided to local 
educational agencies. Through this upcoming evaluation of the technical assistance 
provided through differentiated assistance and the Statewide System of Support, the 
state may have data about the effectiveness of how current supports and services are 
distributed to LEAs that could be used to improve special education supports statewide. 

Educational service agencies, such as SELPAs, are used in many states to create 
economies of scale, but there is no evidence that mandating LEA membership in 
an ESA and allocating and distributing funding for service provision directly to 
ESAs rather than LEAs increases the effectiveness of ESAs. ESAs are an 
understudied but ubiquitous part of the U.S. education system, existing in most states 
and providing a variety of services to state education agencies, LEAs, and students and 
families. Although ESAs’ specific organization, roles, and functions vary considerably 
from state to state, ESA roles and functions related to special education are among the 
most common nationally, due in part to the specialized nature of some special 
education services and personnel (Stephen and Keane 2005). 

The WestEd research team’s review of state statutes found that 35 states have one or 
more types of state-organized ESAs, as defined in IDEA as “a regional public 
multiservice agency authorized by state law to develop, manage, and provide services 
or programs to LEAs.” Most ESAs have some responsibility for or a role in special 
education, including provision of direct services, technical assistance and professional 
development, and strategic planning services. The most common ESA forms (adapted 
from Ahearn 2006) are: 

• State-formed regional educational agencies (includes intermediate school 
districts); 

• Non-regional state-formed networks of service units; and 
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• Cooperatives formed by LEAs under state guidelines. 

Both COEs and SELPAs are ESAs in California, and most represent state-created 
regional educational agencies. Statewide SELPAs that serve charter school LEAs are 
an example of a non-regional state-formed network of service units. Other variations 
found across states in ESA governance and accountability structures included the 
extent to which: 

• Membership is required, is fully elective, or is semi-elective (i.e., participation in 
ESAs is required only for districts that meet specific requirements, such as being 
below an enrollment threshold); 

• Funding for the ESA is provided directly by the state, through fees paid by 
member districts, or a combination thereof; 

• The ESA is granted taxing authority; and 

• The ESA is governed by elected officials or appointed or elected member 
representatives.  

These options are not mutually exclusive. In fact, several states have both regional 
ESAs that provide technical assistance to LEAs, where each LEA is part of a regional 
entity, and ESA cooperatives that are formed by LEAs for service provision. By 
strategically establishing flexible and voluntary ESA structures, a state education 
agency can support school districts in working together to meet the needs of their 
students with an IEP while they also remain responsive to the needs of their local 
communities (Ahearn 2006). California’s ESAs, SELPAs, are most unique not only 
because membership is mandatory for all LEAs, but because all state and federal 
special education funding is distributed to SELPAs and not to each LEA. 

The regulations governing each state’s ESAs are outlined in its education statutes,12 
which set forth specific requirements to which an ESA and its members must adhere. 
This study found that even for small LEAs, mandatory participation in an ESA for the 
provision of services is uncommon nationwide and that California is one of only two 
states that mandate participation of all LEAs (other states mandate participation of small 
LEAs). The WestEd research team’s review found no evidence that there was greater 
participation when membership was required or that less funding was provided to ESAs 
that did not have mandated membership. Like COEs in California, many states funded 
ESAs to support LEAs in a regional area, but did not require those LEAs to access the 
services. Although some ESAs have autonomy to determine how state funds allocated 
for ESA use are spent, the review did not identify another state where the use of state 
funds allocated for LEAs to provide services to students with an IEP could be 
reallocated by an ESA governing board, as is the case with SELPA governing boards. 

In California, COEs and SELPAs both serve as ESAs to help create economies of 
scale for special education services, and independent of COEs and SELPAs, 
LEAs also work with each other to create economies of scale for this purpose. 

 
12 See appendix C for a link to each state’s relevant statutes. 
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The research team reviewed evidence from CASEMIS and CALPADS demonstrating 
that during the study period, COEs, SELPAs, and LEAs all helped to create economies 
of scale in California. Data showed that nearly all of a student’s special education 
services were provided by their LEA of residence. When students received services 
from outside their LEA of residence or from the LEA responsible for providing them with 
FAPE, they were most likely to receive those services from another LEA. The next most 
likely providers were nonpublic agencies and schools, followed by less common service 
providers such as COEs and other state or local public agencies. SELPAs rarely 
provide direct services and were the least likely to provide services to a student 
receiving services from an entity outside the student’s LEA. 

The research team also reviewed a sample of SELPA local plans but was unable to 
determine, from either the local plans or the statewide data, which proportion of services 
that were provided by entities other than the LEA of residence may have been brokered 
by the SELPA, the COE, or another agency versus brokered directly between or among 
LEAs. CASEMIS and CALPADS collect data on the LEA of residence and the LEA of 
service for each student, as well as on service providers for individual services, but do 
not collect data about any intermediary roles in coordinating or providing those services. 

California LEAs participate in and provide mutual aid through a strong network of 
special education service connections. The research team used an established 
statistical method called social network analysis to examine the overall network and the 
connections within it. Social network analysis has been used to examine other networks 
in education and, more broadly, to examine service provision networks in other 
industries (Borgatti et al. 2009; Lazega and Snijders 2015). Additional information about 
the social network analysis method and the outputs of the analyses are included in 
appendix B. 

Using five years of data (SY 2014–15 through SY 2018–19), the team examined how 
many students with an IEP received one or more of their special education services 
from an entity other than their LEA of residence. Services provided by nonpublic 
schools and agencies were removed from the data for these analyses. The data used 
for these analyses were obtained from CASEMIS and CALPADS and were certified as 
accurate by LEAs and SELPAs. 

The team’s analyses found ample evidence that, as needed, California LEAs used both 
formal connections (brokered or assigned through a related multi-LEA SELPA or COE) 
and informal connections (established by LEAs themselves) to ensure that students with 
an IEP received needed services. Data are not routinely collected — including in the 
SELPA local plan templates newly submitted in 2021 — about whether SELPAs broker 
agreements to provide services. The research team’s review of SELPA plans found that 
some describe how arrangements are made, including the SELPA’s facilitation of 
shared services between LEAs or a central program located in one LEA but supported 
by funds allocated by the SELPA governing board. However, others simply list services 
that are available within the SELPA and do not indicate whether the SELPA provides or 
assists LEAs to obtain any of those services or if the services are provided only by 
LEAs. 
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The results from the social network analyses provide a high-level view of how LEAs 
connect to serve students (a connection is defined as the connection made when a 
student received one or more services from an entity other than their LEA of residence): 

• Every LEA in the state had at least one connection with another entity. 

• An LEA had an “in-connection” when it provided a service to a student from a 
different LEA of residence and an “out-connection” when one of its students 
received services from another entity. 

• There were many LEA-to-LEA connections throughout the network, including 
between LEAs that were single-LEA SELPAs, between LEAs that were members 
of a multi-LEA SELPA, and between LEAs from different SELPAs. 

• There were many clusters of highly connected LEAs, in which groups of LEAs 
had multiple in- and out-connections. These connections were not constrained by 
SELPA memberships or boundaries. 

• Some LEAs were connected with only one or two other LEAs, and their main 
connection and outside service provider was a COE. 

Exhibit 15 is a diagram of the California special education services network, charting 
every connection to provide or receive services made in the five-year period covered by 
the social network analyses; every LEA is represented in the diagram and every 
connection between two entities is represented. 

Each circle represents an LEA, and the relative size of the circle corresponds to that 
LEA’s total number of connections with other entities; the more entities with which the 
LEA has connections, the larger the circle. Each line represents the connections that 
occurred between two entities (whether in-, out-, or both) at some point in the five years 
of data represented in this diagram. 
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Exhibit 15. Network of special education service connections among LEAs
and other entities, for SY 2014–15 through SY 2018–19. 

 

 
 Source. Data from CASEMIS for SY 2014–15 through SY 2018–19.



 

 74 

Exhibit 16, an enlargement of a small portion of the diagram in exhibit 15, shows several 
clusters in which multiple LEAs were somehow working together to provide special 
education services. The density of lines (representing connections) shows the relative 
degree of connectedness in a group of LEAs. The enlargement shows clusters of LEAs 
that spanned several SELPAs and counties. In other words, these LEAs made 
connections both within and beyond formal boundaries (i.e., of COEs and SELPAs) to 
obtain services for their own students or provide services to other students. 

Exhibit 16. Clusters of LEAs and other entities connecting to provide 
services to or receive services from each other. 

 

 

 

Source. Data from CASEMIS for SY 2014–15 through SY 2018–19.

Exhibit 17, an enlargement of another small area in exhibit 15, highlights an example of 
where one large LEA serves as a common connection point for several other LEAs. 
This central LEA, larger than other LEAs around it, is represented by the largest circle. 
There are 16 smaller circles representing smaller LEAs on the edge of the network that 
are connected to the network with only one line each (that is, one connection) to the 
same larger entity.
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Exhibit 17: Clusters of LEAs and other entities connecting to provide 
services to or receive services from each other. 

 

Source. Data from CASEMIS for SY 2014–15 through SY 2018–19. 

Because the needs of students with an IEP tend to evolve and because future incoming 
students with an IEP may bring new needs, it is important that LEAs not only make new 
connections for receiving and providing services, but retain existing connections to 
ensure access to a service that, while not needed one year, may be needed the next. 

Further examination of the network found that it evolved over a period of three years, 
with new connections between LEAs being made each year (see exhibit B-21). This 
movement within the network also indicated that LEAs were able to enter and leave 
connections each year based on the changing needs of their students. At the same 
time, core clusters of LEAs persisted from one year to the next, indicating stability in the 
provision of coordinated services across LEAs. Furthermore, entities serving large 
numbers of students from other LEAs, a group that included COEs that provided direct 
services, remained constant each year. This was especially true for those LEAs on the 
periphery of the network. Overall, the network analyses suggest that California LEAs 
have created and flexibly participate in a robust network of special education service-
provider connections to serve students with an IEP. 

LEAs of all sizes established in- and out-connections for special education 
service provision by reaching out to another entity for otherwise unavailable 
services for their own students (an out-connection) and by responding when 
other entities reached out to them for the same reason (an in-connection). The 
social network analyses results showed that the number of an LEA’s out-connections 
was associated with size of the LEA; that is, compared with smaller LEAs, larger ones 
more frequently reached out to receive services for students in other LEAs. The number 
of an LEA’s in-connections was not as strongly associated with LEA size, meaning large 
LEAs were no less likely as small LEAs to provide services to students from outside 
their LEA of residence. 
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The two panels in exhibit 18 diagram the relationships between LEA size and numbers 
of in- and out-connections, respectively. Each dot represents an LEA, with all LEAs 
represented in the diagram. In both panels, LEA size is on the x-axis, with the smallest 
LEA on the left and largest on the right, and the number of connections is on the y-axis, 
with the fewest at the bottom and most at the top. The relatively flat line in the in-
connections panel (left side) shows that there was not a pattern of increasing in-
connections as LEAs got larger. By contrast, the upward slope of the line in the out-
connections panel (right side) moving up shows that as LEAs got larger, they were more 
likely to access services from other LEAs or agencies. 

Exhibit 18. Relationship between LEA size and the number of the LEA’s in- 
and out-connections. 

 

 
An accessible, plain text version of exhibit 18 is provided in appendix D. Source. Data 
from CASEMIS for SY 2014–15 through SY 2018–19.

Without being required to do so by California Education Code or by a SELPA 
governance plan, some single-LEA SELPAs provided services to students with an 
IEP from other LEAs and sought services from other LEAs and service providers 
for their own students with an IEP. Most of the connections made by single-LEA 
SELPAs were with districts that were members of multi-LEA SELPAs, indicating that 
even if a large LEA is not required to belong to a multi-LEA SELPA, it still makes 
connections with other LEAs to ensure all students receive the services they need. As 
shown in exhibit 19, single-LEA SELPAs on average had more connections, both in- 
and out-, than LEAs that were members of multi-LEA SELPAs. Those differences were 
closely associated with the size of the LEA and its geographic location. Many single-
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LEA SELPAs are in urban areas, generally with more opportunities to connect to nearby 
LEAs or other service providers. 

Exhibit 19. Average number of in-connections and out-connections per 
LEA, by SELPA type. 

SELPA 
Type 

Average Number of In-
Connections per LEA 
(min, max) 

Average Number of Out-
Connections per LEA (min, 
max) 

Multi-LEA 
SELPA 

7.3 (0, 132) 7.5 (0, 41) 

Single-
LEA 
SELPA 

17.9 (0, 59) 25.2 (4, 72) 

Source. Data from CASEMIS for SY 2014–15 through SY 2018–19. 

State Special Schools, which do not belong to a SELPA and which were outside of the 
scope of this study, also figured into the network of connections, but they provided 
services to students from other LEAs (in-connections) much more often than receiving 
services from other entities for their own students (out-connections). 

In the absence of available data specifically identifying who brokered, initiated, or 
facilitated LEA connections, the research team explored SELPAs’ potential role in doing 
so by analyzing the clusters of connections that stood out within the larger statewide 
network. Clusters were initially quantified using a clustering algorithm based on the 
connections in the network, with no consideration of geographic location (to create the 
diagram of the network presented in exhibit 15). 

The research team added geographic information to the network in order to map the 
communities. The left panel of exhibit 20 provides a map of the clusters detected 
through the social network analyses (with cluster borders outlined in white), and the 
right panel provides a map of SELPA boundaries. The SELPA boundaries map has 
darker shading (red) showing locations where the LEA is the administrative unit. The 
locations with moderate shading (yellow) are where the administrative unit is the COE. 
The counties with the lightest shade (gray) are the counties where there is not an 
administrative unit tied to the COE for that county (i.e., their SELPA administrative unit 
is in another county or is tied to an LEA in the county). As such, this map highlights 
areas where SELPA resources (and natural ties between LEAs) may be most related to 
the LEA location or the county. 

Comparing these two maps shows that the clusters of service provision connections 
were not constrained by or did not always follow the boundaries of counties or of 
SELPAs. Throughout the state, LEAs have been creating connections with LEAs that 
may or may not be members of their SELPA. Within the time frame of this study, most 
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clusters either included LEAs from more than one SELPA or represented a subset of 
the membership of one multi-LEA SELPA. For example, in exhibit 20, there is a network 
cluster labeled “A” in eastern California. This community (in blue) represents LEAs from 
more than one SELPA and even crosses county boundaries. The research team 
observed similar patterns in several other locations across the state. 

Exhibit 20. Map of clusters of LEA special education service connections 
(left panel) with map of SELPA boundaries (right panel). 

 

 

 
 

 

Source. CASEMIS IEP data for SY 2014–15 through 2018–19. Geographic data from 
the U.S. Census Bureau and SELPA directory publicly provided by the CDE.

Summary of Challenges Related to the Equitable Distribution of 
Funding and Supports

1) Responsibility for the equitable distribution of funding and supports for small 
LEAs currently rests solely with the governing boards of multi-LEA SELPAs. 
Because state law allocated and distributes all federal (IDEA) and state (AB 
602) special education funding to SELPAs rather than directly to LEAs and 
gives multi-LEA SELPAs and their governing boards the authority to keep or 
allocate the funding to their members as they see fit, the state currently 
cannot ensure an equitable distribution of special education funding to LEAs, 
including small LEAs, which are necessarily members of multi-LEA SELPAs.
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2) Due to lack of available data, the state does not yet have a way to evaluate 
the distribution of supports to LEAs through the Statewide System of Support 
and other technical assistance projects, including determining whether 
supports are equitably distributed in the current model. 

3) LEAs currently participate in both required and ad hoc statewide special 
education service provision networks by making connections and entering 
into agreements with fellow LEAs, COEs, and other agencies to provide or 
receive special education services for students with an IEP when the LEA of 
residence cannot itself provide the service(s). The state does not have a 
mechanism for tracking whether LEA connections are independently initiated 
or are SELPA- or COE-facilitated. The lack of data about the resources and 
supports LEAs receive, together with the significant autonomy provided to 
SELPA governing boards on whether to facilitate regional programs, could 
result in an inequitable distribution of funding and supports to LEAs, including 
small LEAs. 

Transparent Decision-Making and Distribution of Funds 
Background and Context 
As described in the study framework and key concepts, transparency is a necessary 
condition for change because the effectiveness of governance and accountability 
policies and structures depends on a common understanding among participants and 
stakeholders about the purpose of the structures, and their role in implementing those 
structures (Forman et al. 2018). It’s important, too, that participants and stakeholders 
understand how the strategies and actions they are implementing are related to other 
strategies and actions and what the intended results are (Elgart 2016). 

In the same vein, being transparent about funding decisions is critical. Spurrier et al. 
(2020) concludes that the core goal of education accountability, which is better and 
more equitable outcomes for students, must remain at the center of state policymakers’ 
decisions, including those related to funding. How funding is intended to be used to 
improve outcomes should be made evident to all stakeholders. 

The research team sought to evaluate the transparency of the current special education 
accountability structures, policies, and tools through its policy review, specifically 
focused on identifying opportunities to improve the transparency of special education 
governance and accountability structures at the state, intermediary, and local levels. 

The policy review was augmented by survey responses from professionals and families 
in 31 LEAs that had better-than-expected outcomes for students with an IEP. The 
research team’s intent in selecting these LEAs was to better understand the relationship 
between the conditions for change and other factors related to governance and 
accountability in LEAs with such outcomes. The selected LEAs were also chosen to 
represent different LEA types (that is, charter LEAs and those in single- or multi-LEA 
SELPAs), sizes, and California geographic regions. The survey yielded responses from 
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1,576 education professionals and 1,244 parents, totaling nearly 3,000 respondents. 
Additional details on the selection of LEAs for the survey and on survey methods are 
provided in appendix B. 

Results 

Transparent Decision-Making 

California reports that it has state systems for special education monitoring and 
accountability that are designed to meet federal IDEA requirements for 
monitoring IDEA implementation, reporting annually on LEA performance, and 
making annual determinations of LEA performance. However, neither detailed 
information about how those structures are used, nor data resulting from those 
structures are easily available outside of the CDE, which is a potential barrier to 
transparent decision-making. For example, the SEP, a CDE accountability tool used 
by many LEAs each year, is not named or described on the CDE website. Nor are 
completed LEA SEPs made available publicly, by CDE or LEAs. The research team 
was able to find documents about the SEP on a website developed by SELPAs to assist 
LEAs in completing the SEP. 

Survey results from education professionals as well as families indicated a similar 
experience. Very few teachers surveyed (17 percent) were familiar with the CDE’s 
monitoring process, and only about half (49 percent) were familiar with the dispute 
resolution process. By contrast, most administrators were familiar with the CDE’s 
special education monitoring process (72 percent) and dispute resolution process 
(88 percent). 

California has established state priorities for special education and directed 
significant amounts of funding for technical assistance to support inclusive 
practices. California has transparently prioritized improved outcomes for students with 
an IEP in part through funding technical assistance projects and Statewide System of 
Support content leads related to special education. By allocating funding for specific 
activities and including priorities in its annual Budget Act with detailed parameters for 
funding, the state clearly communicates its priorities, thereby providing transparency. 
Evidence of the priorities for improved outcomes includes state funding for SELPA 
content leads and improvement leads in the Statewide System of Support dedicated to 
supporting LEAs to improve outcomes for students with an IEP. 

The state’s 2021–22 public budget package made even more investments in special 
education that communicated the priority of inclusive practices, including $15 million in 
one-time funds in support of the Supporting Inclusive Practices project. “Funds are to be 
used to increase opportunities for pupils with disabilities to meaningfully participate in 
the least restrictive environment, as appropriate, and improving local educational 
agencies’ outcomes on performance indicators as mandated by the federal [IDEA]” 
(CDE 2021c). 

There is minimal publicly available state guidance for LEAs and the special 
education community regarding state expectations for improved outcomes for 
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students with an IEP and the increased provision of special education services in 
general education settings. The research team conducted a review of publicly 
available resources on the CDE website and found that although there were 
descriptions of the state’s special education infrastructure, procedures for allocating 
special education funds, and descriptions of some compliance monitoring activities, the 
website made minimal connections between them and the state’s priorities of inclusive 
practices and improved outcomes. For example, the research team’s website review did 
not find practice briefs or guidance describing inclusive strategies that teachers and 
administrators could use, highlighting examples of best practice, or distributing 
resources developed by content leads and other technical assistance providers. 

The CDE website page titled Laws, Regulations, & Policies: Federal and state 
legislation, laws, regulations, policies, legal advisories, and guidance 
(https://www.cde.ca.gov/sp/se/lr/) includes one state policy, non-regulatory guidance 
including Special Education Transportation Guidelines (2018) and a link to the official 
letters issued by the CDE and the State Director of Special Education providing 
program clarification on procedural and/or implementation issues. The CDE has issued 
36 official letters since January 1, 2011, on various topics, with the most recent related 
to COVID-19 and students with an IEP. More than half of the letters were issued to 
describe a change in the EC or in regulations, and very few of them established new 
guidance or were related to recommended practice for program improvement and 
resources for meeting legal requirements. Given the state’s significant investments in 
technical assistance and the Statewide System of Support, relevant supports have likely 
been developed through that system, by the SELPA leads, the CCEE, and other 
technical assistance providers. However, resources the state has invested in are not 
distributed via public websites. 

When asked what they would change about special education oversight in 
California, both general education and special education teachers identified the 
need for additional guidance and training. Through the survey administered for this 
study in early 2021, general education teachers (totaling 346 respondents) most often 
requested assistance on collaboration between teachers and increased training for 
support staff and teachers. The top two needs identified by special education teachers 
(totaling 400 survey respondents) were more support and training on (1) improving the 
IEP process and (2) how to make inclusion more effective (such as offering incentives 
for inclusive practices). It is important to note that the research team instructed 
respondents to consider supports broadly and not necessarily specific to the challenges 
introduced by the COVID-19 pandemic. 

Examples of guidance that other states provide in the area of inclusive practices include 
the Massachusetts Department of Elementary and Secondary Education’s online 
Guidebook on Inclusive Practice (https://www.doe.mass.edu/edeval/guidebook/), which 
is based on the frameworks of Universal Design for Learning, positive behavioral 
interventions and supports, and social and emotional learning. It is connected to the 
state’s Educator Evaluation Framework and provides multiple tools and rubrics for 
evaluation. 

https://www.cde.ca.gov/sp/se/lr/
https://www.doe.mass.edu/edeval/guidebook/
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The Washington State Office of the Superintendent of Public Instruction (OSPI) 
provides another model for using state investments in technical assistance and support 
to build guidance that is issued statewide. On its website (https://www.k12.wa.us/policy-
funding/special-education-funding-and-finance/inclusionary-practices-professional-
development-project), the OSPI shares data, describes why the state chose to focus on 
inclusion as a priority, explains how it has invested available funding in the priority, and 
provides guidance in The Inclusionary Practices Handbook, which is described on the 
website as including best practices and “practical examples for implementing 
inclusionary practices in Washington state” (para. 10). The handbook includes 
instructional guides for early childhood and K–12 educators, a family guide to inclusion, 
and a leadership guide for administrators. 

There is no direct communication between the state and LEAs about the state’s 
special education priorities. Because LEAs do not directly establish eligibility as 
eligible subrecipients of IDEA funds, LEAs do not establish a point of contact for 
administration of the IDEA grant with the CDE, and the CDE has not otherwise been 
able to successfully maintain a directory of LEA special education directors. The state 
and special education community members reported that the CDE uses multiple 
mechanisms to communicate publicly with those interested in special education, 
including a public listserv and public webinars. Other communication about CDE 
priorities and activities often occurs through the State SELPA Association, which is a 
professional association that SELPA directors must pay to belong to. There is not 
currently a mechanism for the CDE to communicate with LEA special education 
directors other than through the State SELPA Association. The state does have 
mechanisms to communicate with LEA and COE superintendents. 

The research team reviewed practices of other states and found that some states were 
sending regular updates by email or holding regular calls with LEA special education 
directors, either for the whole state or regionally. The frequency and purpose of those 
communications varied; states use the updates as an opportunity to inform LEAs about 
new guidance, to make LEAs aware of technical assistance opportunities, and to gather 
questions from the field. Some states make those communications publicly available, 
such as Wisconsin, whose Department of Public Instruction website includes weekly 
updates (https://dpi.wi.gov/sped/news), topical guidance (https://dpi.wi.gov/sped/topics), 
and guidance specifically on supporting students with an IEP 
(https://dpi.wi.gov/sped/supports-educating-students-ieps). Wisconsin, like other states, 
also hosts an annual State Superintendent’s Conference on Special Education & Pupil 
Services Leadership (see https://dpi.wi.gov/sped/educators/consultation/leadership/fall-
leadership-conference). 

The California School Directory does not include whether charter schools are 
LEAs for purposes of special education or just schools of an LEA. Under the 
LCFF, charter schools that choose to receive direct funding notify the CDE of that 
decision through the COE where their LEA authorizer is located. The research team 
found that the California School Directory (https://www.cde.ca.gov/SchoolDirectory/) 
included the field “Charter Funding Type” to indicate whether the charter school was 
directly funded under the LCFF or locally funded through its authorizer. Although the 

https://www.k12.wa.us/policy-funding/special-education-funding-and-finance/inclusionary-practices-professional-development-project
https://www.k12.wa.us/policy-funding/special-education-funding-and-finance/inclusionary-practices-professional-development-project
https://www.k12.wa.us/policy-funding/special-education-funding-and-finance/inclusionary-practices-professional-development-project
https://dpi.wi.gov/sped/news
https://dpi.wi.gov/sped/topics
https://dpi.wi.gov/sped/supports-educating-students-ieps
https://dpi.wi.gov/sped/educators/consultation/leadership/fall-leadership-conference
https://dpi.wi.gov/sped/educators/consultation/leadership/fall-leadership-conference
https://www.cde.ca.gov/SchoolDirectory/
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state could use SELPA governance plans to deduce which charter schools are LEAs for 
purposes of special education, it has not reported schools’ special education statuses 
publicly. The directory does not include each charter school’s special education status –
– that is, whether the charter school is an LEA for special education purposes or is a 
school of an LEA. The lack of available information raises concerns about whether 
parents who might be considering enrolling their child in a charter school can easily find 
out if their child’s special education services would be administered by the charter 
school or by the authorizing LEA, something that may matter to parents. 

Transparent Distribution of Funds 

The two-system distribution of funds (LCFF funding goes directly to LEAs, and 
federal and state special education funding goes to SELPAs) is a potential barrier 
to transparency to strategic coordination of human and fiscal resource allocation 
across general and special education. Budgeting and allocating funds for meeting the 
needs of the same students (that is, students with an IEP) to two separate entities with 
different governance structures reinforces the notion that special education is separate 
and distinct from general education and, in doing so, may discourage inclusive and 
integrated practice. There is also an inherent lack of transparency when funding and 
spending are tracked through two different systems (Kolbe 2019; Warren and Hill 2018; 
Parrish 2012). 

Subgranting and distributing IDEA funds to SELPAs and allowing multi-LEA 
SELPAs, in turn, to subgrant funds to their member LEAs does not promote 
transparency and may be inconsistent with federal policy guidance. Federal 
guidance from the U.S. Department of Education has clarified that LEA accountability 
under IDEA applies to the subrecipients of IDEA funds directly. As the subrecipients of 
IDEA funds in the current funding system, SELPAs should be accountable for meeting 
all requirements of IDEA funds assigned to subrecipients. 

As described in OSEP’s 2009 Letter to Hokenson (OSEP 2009), Part 75 of the U.S. 
Department of Education’s General Administrative Regulations (EDGAR)13 defines 
grantees and allows for subgrants only as authorized. Although a state, as the grantee 
for the IDEA Part B grant from the federal government, may subgrant IDEA funds to 
LEAs that meet the definition of LEA in 34 CFR §300.28, the subgrantee may not, in 
turn, subgrant the funds it receives. “Under IDEA, the subgrantee is responsible for 
providing FAPE to children with disabilities within its jurisdiction and ensuring that Part B 
funds are expended in accordance with the application provisions of IDEA” (OSEP 
2009, 2). 

This means that if the subrecipient of funds is an ESA — in the case of California’s 
current special education funding system, a SELPA — serving other LEAs, the ESA as 

 
13 EDGAR was amended and renumbered after OSEP’s 2009 Letter to Hokenson. The 
regulatory citations in this report reflect the current citations and are different from the 
citations in OSEP’s letter. 
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a whole is responsible for meeting IDEA requirements. This means that the ESA (that 
is, the SELPA in California), not its member LEAs, should: 

• Meet maintenance of effort (MOE) and excess cost requirements; 

• Meet requirements for spending a proportionate share of IDEA funds to provide 
equitable services to students with disabilities who are placed by their parents in 
private schools in the jurisdiction of an LEA; 

• Be the subject of the state’s annual determinations of whether an LEA met the 
requirements of IDEA; 

• Be treated as an LEA for public reporting of APR data; and 

• Be assessed for risk and monitored for compliance with IDEA, including being 
evaluated, as a whole, for significant disproportionality and subjected, as a 
whole, to the subsequent reservation of funds for comprehensive coordinated 
early intervening services. 

IDEA allows a state to require an LEA to establish joint eligibility for IDEA funds (34 
CFR §300.223), as when both entities agree to work together to meet IDEA 
requirements. However, further regulation clarifies that if an ESA is required by state 
law to carry out programs under IDEA Part B, then the joint responsibilities do not apply 
to the administration and disbursement of any payments received by the ESA and must 
be carried out only by that ESA (34 CFR §300.224[b]).14 Applied in California, this 
provision means that if the SELPA applies to the state to receive federal special 
education funding, it is assuring it will implement IDEA, and it cannot pass that 
responsibility to any entities to which it provides funding or services. This also applies to 
LEAs and schools; even though an LEA may distribute funds to schools, those schools 
do not become subrecipients and the LEA remains accountable for IDEA 
implementation. This restriction is also reflected in IDEA’s description of charter schools 
that are part of an LEA. IDEA regulations provide that the LEA, as the subrecipient, 
remains responsible for ensuring that IDEA requirements are met (34 CFR 
§300.209(b)(2)). 

It appears that the current California special education funding system in which SELPAs 
allocate funds to member LEAs could be a case of subrecipients subgranting funds, 
which is impermissible under IDEA and EDGAR (34 CFR §75.708). Under federal law, 

 
14 Federal responsibilities for subrecipients include identifying children’s eligibility for 
special education services (34 CFR §300.101); providing for the education of children 
with disabilities within the LEAs’ jurisdiction (34 CFR §300.201); and receiving and 
using IDEA Part B funds for paying the excess costs of providing special education and 
related services to children with disabilities for whom the LEA is responsible (34 CFR 
§300.202). LEAs are accountable to the state for providing FAPE for students with an 
IEP, for collecting and reporting data (34 CFR §300.601(b)), and for establishing 
eligibility to receive federal special education grant funds (34 CFR §300.224). LEAs also 
are monitored for compliance with IDEA (34 CFR §300.600). 
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the SELPA, itself the subrecipient of federal funds, could contract with LEAs to provide 
services, but would ultimately remain responsible for the provision of FAPE to each 
student with an IEP within its jurisdiction. It is important to note that OSEP has not 
reviewed the state of California’s funding allocation system since 2009 when the 
guidance referenced above was issued. 

In California, districts, charter schools, and COEs, and not SELPAs, are currently 
accountable for implementing special education programs and providing FAPE to 
all eligible students with an IEP. This includes accountability for the financial 
responsibilities assigned to subrecipients under IDEA for maintenance of effort, 
excess cost, and expenditure of a proportionate share of federal funds for 
parentally placed private school students (California EC Section 56841). Although 
the state does not verify each LEA’s eligibility as a subrecipient of IDEA funds, school 
districts, charter schools, and COEs are treated as LEAs in that they are monitored for 
IDEA compliance, receive annual determinations, and are the subject of publicly 
reported data on the APR indicators. The study did not find evidence that SELPAs are 
monitored or that their risk of noncompliance with IDEA is assessed, as is required for 
the subrecipient of IDEA funds. It appears that only LEAs are monitored and assessed 
for IDEA compliance. 

Multi-LEA SELPAs are responsible for ensuring that their member LEAs comply 
with IDEA requirements. However, SELPAs receive no specific funding to do so, 
nor are they given the authority to do so. Among their responsibilities as defined in 
state law (EC Section 56195.1), SELPAs are tasked with ensuring that required IDEA 
data and information are submitted to the state, with establishing compliant local 
policies and procedures, and with ensuring that special education plans meet standards 
under IDEA and state law. However, as described above, decisions about how to use 
the funding provided to multi-LEA SELPAs are made by their governing boards, and 
there is no requirement that any funds be set aside for multi-LEA SELPAs to fulfill IDEA-
related responsibilities such as establishing local policies and procedures, reviewing 
and preparing data, and ensuring that special education plans are compliant. Similarly, 
there is no guidance for single-LEA SELPAs on the separation of the SELPA and the 
LEA or on how the SELPA is to ensure LEA compliance with IDEA. 

The research team reviewed content on the CDE website related to special education 
governance and accountability structures, including the page that describes SELPAs 
(https://www.cde.ca.gov/sp/se/as/caselpas.asp). The research team found language 
that may contribute to inconsistent understanding of roles and responsibilities in special 
education governance and accountability, as described in this result. The website states 
that services for students with an IEP “are provided through the SELPAs.” This is 
inconsistent with California EC and accountability practices, which place responsibility 
for service provision on school districts and charter school LEAs. The research team 
found that despite the statement on the website, only a very small number of students 
with an IEP receive services through a SELPA. 

https://www.cde.ca.gov/sp/se/as/caselpas.asp
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Summary of Challenges Related to Transparent Decision-Making and 
Distribution of Funds 

1) The state’s special education monitoring structures are not consistently 
transparent, and the state has not communicated its priorities and guidance on 
implementation of those priorities to the special education community. 

2) The state does not have mechanisms to communicate directly with LEA leaders, 
including charter school LEAs, about special education and the state’s priorities 
for increased delivery of special education services in general education settings 
and improved student outcomes. 

3) The SELPA is the subrecipient of IDEA funds but is neither included in state 
monitoring activities nor subject to the standard oversight required for IDEA 
subrecipients, including MOE, SPP/APR public reporting, significant 
disproportionality, and local determinations. LEAs, including charter schools, are 
the focus of state oversight, yet they do not receive funds directly from the state 
(and, therefore, are not a subrecipient of IDEA funding). 

4) SELPAs have been assigned responsibilities for governance and accountability 
without receiving protected funding to carry out these responsibilities, without 
having the authority to hold LEAs accountable when needed, and without having 
state-established mechanisms for collecting data on and evaluating the 
effectiveness of specific programs. 

Family and Community Input in Local Decision-Making 
Background and Context 
Family and community input are essential for effective special education, starting with 
the decisions that are at the heart of the framework for this study, that is, decisions 
made regarding each IEP for an individual student. The unique and experience-based 
perspectives of parents and other family members can help inform LEAs’ improvement 
efforts by offering insight into how potential strategies may or may not succeed in 
meeting students’ needs (Modaffari and Jimenez 2021). IDEA recognizes the value of 
this perspective in its numerous requirements for how LEAs must engage parents 
throughout their child’s IEP process (34 CFR §300.322). 

Another means families and communities use to provide input on local decision-making 
is dispute resolution. Local practice and procedures, especially related to IEP team 
decisions for specific students, can be influenced by the issues raised and resolution 
reached through dispute resolution, including alternate dispute resolution. Because due 
process hearings and litigation are often expensive and divisive, federal and state 
policies tend to encourage the alternative approach of mediation — a collaborative and 
less costly way to resolve disagreements about how best to serve students with 
disabilities (Li 2019). The state has invested significantly in alternate dispute resolution, 
allocating $100 million in the 2021–22 budget for dispute resolution to provide more 
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opportunities for resolution of special education concerns. The 2021–22 Budget Act also 
allocated funds for the state to explore a statewide IEP facilitation network, which could 
become another means for parents to provide input. 

Results 
Community advisory committees are not required by IDEA. IDEA requires that each 
state establish a statewide special education advisory council to support the 
development of state policy guidance (34 CFR §300.167 et seq.). California fulfills this 
responsibility through its Advisory Commission on Special Education. 

IDEA does not, however, require establishment of advisory councils at the intermediary 
level, whereas state law requires the creation of a CAC in each SELPA local plan 
(EC Section 56190), with CACs authorized in part to advise the SELPA on developing 
the local plan, to recommend annual priorities, and to assist in parent education. CACs 
must include parents, though the law does not specifically require the inclusion of 
specific parents, such as charter school parents. Nor does IDEA require local special 
education advisory councils; however, the research team found that some states require 
LEA special education advisory councils. 

Although California requires SELPA CACs to support LCAP parent advisory 
committees as a way of ensuring that parents of students with an IEP are 
represented in the LCAP process, CACs have relatively little access to and 
provide relatively little input on LEAs’ general education programming. California 
EC requires CACs to support LCAP parent advisory committees to ensure that parents 
of students with an IEP are represented in the LCAP process (Section 56194[g]). 
However, there is no accountability for this requirement in the LCAP itself. The research 
team did not find evidence that LEAs have specifically sought out parents of students 
with an IEP to participate in local parent advisory committees. 

The disconnect between the SELPA CACs and the LCAP process is even greater for 
charter schools. Each charter school, whether it is an LEA for purposes of special 
education or not, must complete an LCAP. Most charter school LEAs belong to one of a 
handful of statewide charter SELPAs. Given that these few SELPAs each have 
hundreds of charter school LEA members, having their CACs support the LCAP parent 
advisory committee for each member LEA may not be feasible. 

LEAs and COEs are both required to establish an LCAP parent advisory 
committee and, as needed based on the demographics of their student 
population, an English learner parent advisory committee. The LCAP parent 
advisory committees, defined in EC Sections 52063 and 52069, must include a majority 
of parents and representation from the unduplicated student groups, which does not 
explicitly include students with an IEP. Students with an IEP are not required to be 
represented by parents on the committee despite that fact that there are students with 
an IEP in each unduplicated group, and in some cases they are over-represented in 
those groups. 
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LEAs and COEs whose enrollment includes at least 15 percent English learners and at 
least 50 pupils who are English learners are also required to have an English learner 
parent advisory committee that must also be composed of a majority of parents. There 
are no federal or state requirements to have a similar committee for parents of students 
with an IEP. 

Although SELPAs have some accountability under California Education Code for 
IDEA requirements, unless a SELPA is directly involved in the development and 
implementation of a student’s IEP, the SELPA is not typically subject to dispute 
resolution when parents are not satisfied with how their LEA has provided FAPE. 
Under IDEA, public agencies are required to establish procedural safeguards that, 
among other things, ensure opportunities for dispute resolution (34 CFR §300.500). 
Parents or public agencies may file due process complaints with the state regarding 
identification, educational placement, evaluation, or provision of FAPE (34 CFR 
§300.507). The LEA that is responsible for the provision of FAPE bears the 
responsibility under both federal and state law as the party to the complaint who can 
resolve the dispute with a student’s parent (EC Section 56501.5) and that is subject to 
corrective action when noncompliance is found. SELPAs have some accountability 
under state law for IDEA requirements but are generally not subject to dispute 
resolution requirements. 

Some multi-LEA SELPAs serve as a third party in providing alternative dispute 
resolution, but there is no guidance on how a single-LEA SELPA is to provide the 
same objective third-party experience for students and families. SELPA local plans 
must describe how parents and others may address questions and concerns about 
LEAs (EC Section 56205[b][5]). Some SELPAs and LEAs that have applied for and 
received supplemental funding for dispute resolution have taken on the role of providing 
third-party dispute resolution mechanisms for member LEAs to resolve disputes 
between parents and school districts. Other SELPAs provide parent training, but no 
dispute resolution services, and some provide both, at the discretion of each SELPA’s 
governing board. 

The state has not restricted the use of alternate dispute resolution funding for specific 
uses and has not collected data on the training and services provided by SELPAs or 
data about dispute resolution patterns by LEA and SELPA. The lack of such data limited 
the research team’s ability to evaluate the effectiveness of different models for training 
and dispute resolution including whether SELPAs, most of which have a COE as their 
administrative unit, are the most appropriate entity for continuing these important 
services. 

Between 2006–07 and 2016–17, the number of special education cases (including both 
hearings and mediations) filed with California’s Office of Administrative Hearings 
increased by 84 percent (Li 2019), highlighting the importance of continued support for 
dispute resolution at the local level for families and LEAs. The state continued to invest 
in alternate dispute resolution through its 2021–22 budget, allocating $100 million to 
SELPAs, to be allocated and distributed based on the count of students with an IEP in 
each SELPA, as well as funds to explore the development of a statewide IEP facilitation 
network and funding for training on the IEP process. 
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California has increased funding for Family Empowerment Centers that provide 
families and guardians with training and peer-to-peer support. Family 
Empowerment Centers provide access for parents and guardians of students with an 
IEP to information about special education, training to participate in IEP and other 
processes, and peer-to-peer support in their communities (EC Section 56400 et seq.). 
The centers are mandated to, among other things, have a majority of parents, 
guardians, and family members of students with an IEP on their boards of directors, and 
to serve families of students with the full range of disabilities. The state’s Budget Act of 
2021 established a mechanism and funding for regularly evaluating the centers and 
collecting annual data on their completed activities. However, at the time of the study, 
there were no statewide data available on the services provided to families by Family 
Empowerment Centers or otherwise to examine the centers’ effectiveness in early 
resolution of problems. 

Summary of Challenges Related to Family and Community Input in Local 
Decision-Making 

1) Parents, guardians, and other family members of students with an IEP have 
opportunities to provide input on decision-making across LEAs through their 
SELPA’s CAC, but may lack involvement as members of LCAP parent advisory 
committees and other local committees that influence general education 
programming. Focus groups conducted with parents for this study revealed that 
they need and want to receive meaningful training and information about the 
system, but they should also have more intentional opportunities to inform local 
decision-making, including about prioritizing inclusive practices. CACs’ limited 
scope under special education may lead to family and community input at the 
regional level, but is not clear how parents or SELPAs leverage that input to 
inform planning and decision-making within LEAs. 

2) Given the makeup of statewide charter SELPAs, families of students with an IEP 
who attend charter schools may have fewer opportunities than others to 
participate and provide input for decision-making. 

3) The state does not report sufficient data about services to families to use for 
decision-making or for evaluating the effectiveness of alternate dispute resolution 
programs run by SELPAs. The state has recently established expectations for 
consistent uses of alternate dispute resolution funding and other supports for 
families across the state. 

Alignment of Accountability and Support Structures 
Background and Context 

Accountability structures typically hold states, LEAs, and schools accountable for 
student performance in two ways: (1) through data collection and reporting, with each 
entity’s student performance reported to the public, and (2) through consequences 
based on student performance (National Research Council 1997). Consequences can 
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include rewards or positive recognition, sanctions or reporting requirements, and offers 
of additional, targeted support. 

The current federal accountability system for general education — ESSA — has shifted 
away from the high-stakes “one-size-fits-all” approach of its predecessor, the No Child 
Left Behind (NCLB) Act. Instead, it emphasizes the importance of each state individually 
planning for continuous improvement (Adams et al. 2017). Compared with high-stakes 
accountability systems, a growth-oriented approach to accountability may better 
promote authentic, sustainable changes — and thus lead to improved student 
outcomes. This is because the former may prompt leaders and practitioners to focus 
more tightly on short-term test results rather than addressing systemic issues, and the 
latter may prompt them to examine their systems and change conditions for learning 
(Elgert 2016; Adams et al. 2017). California’s four-part accountability system was built 
to mirror ESSA’s strong focus on continuous improvement at the local level and has 
enjoyed broad support for this focus (Plank et al. 2018; Humphrey and O’Day 2019). 

ESSA and IDEA both currently require that states collect and report data on student 
outcomes using multiple measures, rather than a single composite measure. Such a 
practice enables greater transparency and insight into how LEAs are serving students 
(Adams et al. 2017). Accountability systems have been found to lead to instructional 
shifts — often through a trickle-down effect, with district and school leaders directing 
teachers to change their practice based on the school’s performance (Hannaway and 
Hamilton 2008). 

State education agencies have been increasing their accountability systems’ focus on 
technical assistance and professional learning for local practitioners and systems (Louis 
et al. 2010; Center for American Progress and Council of Chief State School Officers 
2014). Such practices include creating school support teams, pairing high-growth 
schools with low-growth schools, creating professional learning networks for low-
performing schools, and engaging external support providers (Center for American 
Progress and Council of Chief State School Officers 2014). Practitioners and others 
have widely praised California’s general education accountability system — the LCFF 
and its accountability tools, the LCAP, the Dashboard, and the Statewide System of 
Support — for its strong focus on technical assistance and support (Elgert 2016; Plank 
et al. 2018; Humphrey and O’Day 2019; Furger et al. 2019). 

As described in Section 3.1, California Governance and Accountability Structures for 
Supporting Students with an IEP, California has separate and overlapping general and 
special education governance and accountability structures. The results in this section 
related to alignment build on the results presented in section 3.1 and are organized 
similarly to that section, by funding, required plans, accountability data, and 
improvement supports. 
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Results 

Funding 

Separate funding structures for general education and special education provide 
the opportunity to have and justify separate budgeting and planning processes. 
California’s separate funding structures, as introduced in section 3.1, include a different 
calculation for students with an IEP that is different from calculations for students in 
other student groups that generate additional funding; the distribution of federal and 
state special education funding to an intermediary entity (SELPAs) for special education 
and directly to LEAs for general education; and there are restrictions on the use of state 
special education funding that are not in place for funds allocated to meet the needs of 
other student groups (e.g., English learners, students in foster care). 

The separate funding streams extend beyond just funding for students’ education 
programs into funding for regional administration and supports to build the capacity of 
LEAs to improve student outcomes, including through the Statewide System of Support. 
For example, funding and naming separate special education leads and IDEA technical 
assistance contractors rather than expert leads on inclusive practice and other 
evidence-based strategies for improving outcomes for students with an IEP may signal 
that the work of improving inclusive practices is the work of special education alone and 
not the collective work of an LEA. This messaging would not be consistent with the 
state’s expressed priority to increase inclusive practices. 

Required Plans 

The LEA general and special education planning structures and tools mandated 
by the state lack alignment and in some cases are duplicative; LEAs complete 
multiple improvement plans with similar purposes. Each LEA is required to submit 
an annual LCAP wherein it describes how it will use its supplemental and concentration 
funds provided under the LCFF to increase or improve services for the unduplicated 
student population that generated these additional funds, including students with an 
IEP. 

In addition, for special education, any LEA that does not meet state targets for the 
special education SPP/APR indicators is required to submit a SEP describing how it 
examined data and identified root causes and how it plans to address the issues 
identified through the data. As described in section 3.1, the indicators measured and 
reported in the LCAP and in the SEP overlap. Given the results of this and other studies 
about the strategies most likely to improve outcomes for students with an IEP —
increased delivery of services in general education settings, teacher retention, and 
coordination between general and special education — it is reasonable to expect that 
the activities that will improve outcomes for students with an IEP would be planned and 
implemented together with general education. Having two separate and distinct 
improvement plans and processes may also create divided ownership for improving 
outcomes for students with an IEP. 
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There is duplication between the LCAP and the comprehensive coordinated early 
intervening services (CCEIS) plan, which is required when an LEA is identified as 
having significant disproportionality by race and/or ethnicity in the identification, 
placement, or discipline of students with an IEP. When an LEA is identified as 
having significant disproportionality, it must plan to use 15 percent of its federal IDEA 
funding to serve students who need additional supports and services, including those 
students without an IEP. LEAs must examine the underlying causes of the 
disproportionality, which is similar to the process of examining data about student 
groups for the LCAP. 

CCEIS are intended for students who do not have an IEP in order to reduce 
disproportionality. To be most effective, CCEIS funds should be coordinated with other 
funds and with any plans for systemic interventions for students who do not have an IEP 
but need additional supports, such as plans for professional development for general 
education teachers and for the use of supplemental and concentration funds provided 
through LCFF for educational interventions (Crain et al. 2018; OSEP 2008). 

California Education Code does not fully address the redundancies in the various 
improvement and planning processes required for LEAs. California EC requires 
that each SELPA, when creating its special education local plan, “cooperate” with COEs 
to ensure compatibility with other local plans, including LCAPs (EC Section 56195.3I). 
This means that SELPAs develop local plans that are submitted to the CDE for review, 
with an assurance that the SELPA cooperated with COEs to ensure compatibility. 
LCAPs are developed by LEAs and reviewed by each LEA’s COE. For their part, LEAs 
are also required to include an assurance that the SELPA reviewed or contributed to the 
plan, but this does not ensure coordination between general and special education at 
the LEA level. 

Special education plans (SEPs) are created by LEAs, with support from SELPAs, and 
are reviewed by the CDE. All of these coordination requirements are intended to 
encourage alignment, but how well they actually align or coordinate cannot be 
evaluated because the same reviewers do not have access to or authority over the 
different plans. The current solutions to provide assurances of coordination or 
cooperation have only required coordination between SELPAs and LEAs, not within 
LEAs, and do not address the redundancies created when multiple plans address 
similar improvement priorities. 

The current IDEA statute, as reauthorized in 1997 and 2004, no longer requires 
submission of a local plan and allows LEAs to establish eligibility for IDEA funds 
through a series of assurances. Previously, IDEA required the creation of a local 
plan in order to establish eligibility for IDEA funds. Yet, despite this change, 
California continues to require that SELPAs create a local plan in order to establish 
IDEA funding eligibility. The research team reviewed multiple SELPA Annual Service 
Plans, which were developed using the revised local plan templates required by the 
state beginning in 2020, and found them to consist mainly of the definitions of various 
special education and related services from IDEA and California EC. Routinely, these 
local plans did not describe which services were coordinated by the SELPA and which 
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services were provided by LEAs, and some included statements that specific services 
were not provided within the SELPA. 

The purpose of SELPA local plans is to describe the continuum of services available for 
students. The fact that these local plans describe services does not mean that the 
SELPA assumes the responsibilities of ensuring that students with an IEP receive FAPE 
or providing special education services. Although the CDE reviews each SELPA’s local 
plan for completeness, it does not review the plans for quality, nor does it monitor to 
ensure that SELPAs do in fact ensure that a continuum of services is provided in their 
area. In addition, the research team found through interviews and focus groups that 
there is a misunderstanding among some LEAs and SELPAs that the full continuum of 
services must always be available. IDEA does not require that each LEA, or any entity, 
have a full continuum of services available at all times for any possible student; rather, it 
requires that an LEA ensure that a continuum of placement options is available based 
on student needs as determine by the IEP team (34 CFR §300.115). 

Another purpose of the local plan in California is for each SELPA to establish eligibility 
for federal IDEA funding, both for itself and, in the case of a multi-LEA SELPA, on 
behalf of each of its LEAs. It appears that, through a governance plan, multi-LEA 
SELPAs, rather than the state, are reviewing LEA eligibility to receive IDEA funds. This 
approach is not consistent with the IDEA regulations (34 CFR §300.200), which require 
each LEA to submit assurances to the SEA. IDEA does not permit another LEA, 
including an ESA, to determine whether an LEA is eligible for IDEA funds. 

The SEP is not explicitly required by IDEA. Although it is sound practice for the state 
to have each LEA analyze and address the areas in which it is not meeting state targets 
as part of continuous monitoring and improvement systems supported in IDEA, the 
number of plans the state requires and receives for review is significant, with CDE 
needing to dedicate significant resources to review their completeness, although it does 
not currently monitor their implementation. Although the scope and size of these 
improvement plan requirements and the intended outcomes significantly overlap with 
the LCAP, SEPs are reviewed by the CDE and LCAPs are reviewed by COEs. The 
research team did not review procedures indicating that reviewers have access to or 
conduct reviews across the plans to coordinate supports for improvement. 

Accountability Data 

The statewide student databases for general education and special education 
have recently been combined into one database (CALPADS), reflecting recent 
efforts in California to reduce redundancy in data collection and maintenance. 
Prior to 2019, California used a separate database for gathering special education data 
by LEAs, the California Special Education Management Information System 
(CASEMIS). As of the 2019–20 school year, LEAs provide special education data 
through CALPADS, the state’s longitudinal data system used to maintain student data 
for all students, including demographics, discipline, assessments, staff assignments, 
and other data for state and federal reporting. 
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The transition from CASEMIS to the integrated CALPADs created opportunities for 
increased knowledge about and potential coordination and use of data between general 
and special education. Now, the special education data required by the state for public 
reporting are in the same system with general education data. 

The data on the SPP/APR indicators published by the CDE for each LEA overlap 
with and in some cases duplicate the data reported in the Dashboard for each 
LEA, but are not linked to the Dashboard. Different measures for similar 
indicators as well as the scope and timelines for statewide data may lead to less 
transparency for parents and other stakeholders and confusion for LEAs 
engaging in collaborative planning. For some SPP/APR indicators, such as 
graduation, dropout rates, and suspension and expulsion rates, the measures 
developed by OSEP for the SPP/APR and special education public reporting are 
different from the measures developed for the Dashboard (see section 3.1). Reporting 
both sets of data in one place or combining reporting could create confusion for 
community members, including families and guardians reviewing data, but it is important 
that LEAs and stakeholders have access to special education data for data-based 
decision-making. Other SPP/APR indicators, such as least restrictive environment, 
disproportionality, child find (the identification of students as eligible for special 
education), and IEP timelines, may supplement the measures reported on the 
Dashboard and could be useful for LEAs engaging in improvement planning. 

Currently, special education SPP/APR data are reported annually, for each LEA, on the 
CDE website (https://www.cde.ca.gov/sp/se/ds/leadatarpts.asp). The data are not 
included on the Dashboard, and the Dashboard currently does not link to the SPP/APR 
data. This may contribute to a lack of alignment in the use of data for improvement 
planning. Sixty-eight percent of nearly 400 surveyed administrators agreed that special 
education data is used separately from general education data for decision-making and 
improvement planning. 

However, public reporting on SPP/APR indicator data may not have an effect on the 
practices found to improve outcomes for students with an IEP. The literature review for 
this study found that accessible information systems can strengthen IEP quality, 
implementation fidelity, and efficiency, but those systems had to be accessible and 
provided within the context of school processes and individual student programs 
(Gordillo and Miller 2017). Although publicly reporting data raises general awareness 
about practices, the research team did not find evidence that simply publicly reporting 
data ensured their use in decision-making if not otherwise required, or evidence that 
publicly reporting special education data on its own was related to increases in the 
provision of special education services in general education settings or improved 
student outcomes. The research calls for the availability of relevant formative data to be 
used to inform local decision-making and classroom instruction to improve outcomes 
because more summative, annual data collections are available too late to inform 
decisions and tend to be too broad in scope to inform specific practices (Glover et al. 
2016; McLeskey 2017). 

Although SELPAs are tasked with assisting LEAs to submit accurate data to the 
state, there does not appear to be any accountability mechanism for ensuring 

https://www.cde.ca.gov/sp/se/ds/leadatarpts.asp
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that SELPAs carry out this responsibility and they are not provided with specific 
funding to do so. Federal law requires that LEAs provide SEAs with data and 
information needed to meet the state’s obligations under IDEA (34 CFR §300.211). 
California state law assigns much of the responsibility for data submission to SELPAs 
(EC Section 56601) but gives them no authority (if, for example, an LEA chooses to 
submit data directly to the state), and funding to conduct data collection and reporting 
activities is subject to prioritization by each SELPA governing board. 

In contrast, under IDEA, LEAs are accountable for timely and accurate data reporting 
through public reporting of their certified data and subject to state oversight. LEAs, 
including small LEAs, are also individually responsible for certifying their data for 
CALPADS submissions. 

Improvement Supports 

The LCFF tasked COEs and the Statewide System of Support with providing 
technical assistance to LEAs to help them improve outcomes for all students, 
including those with an IEP. The Statewide System of Support includes support 
to LEAs through SELPA resource leads, also called special education resource 
leads. Intermediary agencies currently play an important role in supporting LEAs to 
meet the needs of students in California’s accountability and continuous improvement 
system. State law established the Statewide System of Support, which is focused on 
building LEA capacity to support continuous improvement of student outcomes, 
addressing achievement gaps for student subgroups, and improving collaboration and 
outreach in support of the priorities (EC Section 52059.5(b)). In the law that established 
the Statewide System of Support, reference is made to students with an IEP being a 
focus population, underscoring the intent to unify improvement systems and supports in 
the state. 

The Statewide System of Support, including the SELPA improvement and content leads 
as well as other technical assistance providers that are not named content leads (e.g. 
Supporting Inclusive Practices, State Performance Plan Technical Assistance Project), 
is designed to play a key role in building LEA capacity to promote continuous 
improvement for “historically underrepresented or low-achieving populations,” including 
students with an IEP (EC Section 52059.5). The LCAP must address specific areas of 
performance that are also prioritized in IDEA, such as parent involvement and family 
engagement, achievement on statewide assessments, dropout rates, and suspension 
and expulsion rates (EC Section 52059.5(d)). These are consistent with the IDEA 
priorities defined in the SPP/APR (34 CFR §300.600), and supports can be coordinated 
using federal IDEA funds, which may be used for technical assistance for schools and 
LEAs that are implementing comprehensive support and improvement activities under 
ESEA to improve the performance of students with disabilities (34 CFR 
§300.704(b)(3)(xi)). 

There may be opportunities for increased coordination of the supports provided across 
the Statewide System of Support. For example, there are separate content leads for 
English learner students with an IEP and for regional Title III English specialists in the 
System of Support. Given the high percentage of students with an IEP who are also 
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English learners, there may be a benefit to coordinating supports among leads, building 
the capacity of Title III regional specialists to work with COEs and LEAs to better serve 
students across multiple programs. 

A large proportion of the LEAs that were eligible for differentiated assistance 
under the state’s general education accountability system during study years 
were so designated in part or wholly due to the performance of students with an 
IEP. The low academic performance of students with an IEP was the most common 
factor for LEAs needing differentiated assistance. In 2018, for example, 243 of the 374 
LEAs eligible for differentiated assistance were eligible due to their outcomes for 
students with an IEP; in 2019, 187 out of the 333 eligible LEAs were eligible for the 
same reason.15 Thus, students with an IEP are not just one of multiple student groups 
within California’s general education accountability system; they are a group that LEAs 
and COEs are already tasked with prioritizing and, thus, should be specifically 
addressed in the LCAP for each of these LEAs. 

California currently requires collaboration between SELPAs and COEs on member 
LEAs’ LCAPs. But the disconnect between the varied plans that address special 
education (LCAP, SEP, SELPA local plan) may lead to disjointed ownership and 
responsibility for improving outcomes for students with an IEP. The state offers little 
guidance on best practice for coordinating and integrating general education and 
special education plans. 

Implications for the Alignment of Accountability and Support Systems 
for Charter Schools 
Not all of the general education and special education governance and 
accountability structures differentiate between charter schools that are and are 
not LEAs for purposes of special education. The processes for the allocation and 
distribution of funds clearly distinguishes between the two types of charter schools, for 
both general education and special education. For LCFF funding, charter schools notify 
the CDE through an annual update whether they opt to be “direct funded,” in which case 
the LCFF funds are distributed directly to the charter via the COE where the charter (or 
its authorizer) is located, or whether they opt to be “locally funded,” in which case LCFF 
funds will be distributed to the charter school through their authorizer (CDE 2021e). 
California charter schools that are LEAs receive special education funding through 
SELPAs. California charter schools that are a school of an LEA for the purposes of 
special education receive special education funding through authorizing LEAs. 

All charter schools are treated the same, regardless of funding or LEA status, for 
purposes of the LCAP and other improvement planning and for the Dashboard. This 
means that each charter school, including those that are schools of an LEA, must 
develop an annual LCAP; data for each charter school is also included on the 
Dashboard in the same way it is included for all LEAs. For other general education state 
and federal accountability structures, all charters, whether locally or directed funded, are 

 
15 April 15, 2020, memo from Superintendent Tony Thurmond to the State Board of 
Education 
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also considered LEAs. This holds true for differentiated assistance (state accountability) 
and for ESSA (federal accountability). One difference between traditional and charter 
LEAs is that when a charter LEA is eligible for differentiated assistance, it receives 
direct differentiated support from its authorizer (LEA, COE, or the SBE). For all 
traditional LEAs, differentiated support is provided by the COE, and funding is provided 
to the COE for that support. 

The CDE has aligned its special education monitoring to this practice as well and treats 
all charters the same, whether or not they are LEAs for purposes of special education. It 
also reports publicly on the SPP/APR measures on each charter school even though it 
is only required to report for LEAs for purposes of special education. This practice could 
lead to better transparency and is consistent with the Dashboard. By contrast, the CDE 
may find that when it monitors a charter school that is not an LEA for the purposes of 
special education, it is, in fact, monitoring the authorizing LEA because the charter 
school is not required to meet the requirements of IDEA, including those related to child 
find and IEP development. 

The charter school status of direct or local funding under the LCFF and being an 
LEA for purposes of special education or a school of the authorizing LEA are not 
connected. This means that a charter school may be directly funded for the LCFF but 
be dependent on its authorizing LEA for special education funding and supports. Or, 
conversely, a charter school may be locally funded for LCFF, but for purposes of special 
education be independent and belong to a SELPA to receive special education funding 
and supports. The implications of this are both a lack of transparency and an additional 
opportunity for the planning of programs for students with an IEP to be separate from 
the planning for all students. The lack of transparency also affects parents, as it is 
unclear whether the school or the authorizing LEA is responsible for local 
implementation of IDEA and ensuring FAPE for students with an IEP. 

Implications for the Alignment of Preschool, K–12, and Post–High 
School (Ages 18–22) Accountability and Support Systems 
As described earlier in the report, students with an IEP aged 3–5 and 18–22 are 
included in the special education governance and accountability structures but for the 
most part, are not included in the general education structures. However, this could 
change over the next several years for younger students. The Master Plan for Early 
Learning and Care: California for All Kids (Alcalá et al. 2020) (Master Plan) recognized 
that young students with an IEP experienced the early learning and care system as 
separate and unequal participants and were often excluded. The report recommended 
continuing to increase inclusive opportunities while also intentionally examining data 
related to potential underrepresentation of young children in early preschool by race and 
ethnicity. 

Many regular early learning and early childhood programs are administered 
through direct contracts with the state or other entities and not through LEAs, 
SELPAs, or COEs. The accountability and support structures built around the K–12 
infrastructure may have a different effect on early learning and preschool programs that 
are not part of the K–12 system. 
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Special education programs for students with an IEP aged 3–5 are exclusively funded 
and administered through SELPAs and LEAs, and 90 percent of students with an IEP in 
this age group receive their services from their district of residence. This indicates the 
need for streamlining services and ensuring that families know of the availability of 
special education services, whether they participate in early learning programs through 
an LEA, a SELPA, or another agency or entity. Every community needs a supply of 
quality early learning and care facilities that meets the diverse needs of its children, 
including those who need an IEP; the Master Plan (Alcalá et al. 2020, 10) prioritized 
uniting, or aligning, early learning and care: 

 

 

 

 

 

 

To ensure that all young children have the strongest possible start, 
California must use the opportunity that comes with the shifting of early 
childhood programs from the California Department of Education (CDE) to 
the California Department of Social Services (CDSS) to align and combine 
existing programs. Differences in program operations, policies, and 
provider types have caused breaks in child care services, disrupted 
participation in welfare-to-work activities, and interrupted continuity of care 
for children. In addition, there are different standards for various providers 
and members of the workforce, all of whom need to be competent in early 
childhood development and critical learning needs. This change enables a 
whole-family approach to services with a goal of disrupting poverty and 
supporting optimal child development through simplification and 
coordination within the departments that are part of the California Health 
and Human Services Agency.

This study did not review the alignment of post-high special education programs 
with other programs such as career and technical education and adult education. 
Because there is not a mandated general education program for students who do not 
complete high school that is comparable to the special education programs provided for 
students aged 18–21, the research team did not study alignment of the accountability 
and support systems. Although outside the scope of this study because it is not part of 
the state’s current special education accountability system, the research team observed 
that alignment with career and technical education and adult education is essential and 
should be included in ongoing special education accountability.

Summary of Challenges Related to Alignment of Accountability and 
Support Systems

1) Special education funding is separate from general education. Sustaining 
separate and parallel funding structures, for education programs and for LEA 
supports, is not consistent with the state’s priority to increase inclusive practices. 
In addition to the lack of alignment within LEAs, the process of allowing SELPA 
governing boards to establish unique allocation plans contributes to a lack of 
transparency as well as a lack of alignment and consistency between LEAs 
related to how funding gets from the state to LEAs.

2) The LCAP, the SEP, and CCEIS plans and their planning processes have 
overlapping purposes and can be duplicative and disconnected. Through these 
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plans, improving outcomes for students with an IEP is assigned to LEAs, but 
supports for improvement are separately managed by COEs, for the LCAP, by 
SELPAs and the CDE for the SEP, and by the CDE and other technical 
assistance providers for CCEIS planning. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

3) IDEA no longer requires submission of a local plan to establish eligibility for IDEA 
funds, but California continues to require SELPAs to complete local plans to 
establish their eligibility for IDEA funds. SELPAs establish eligibility on behalf of 
LEAs but do not have the authority to determine an LEA’s eligibility.

4) California students with an IEP are fully included in the data reported for each 
LEA through the Dashboard. In addition, California reports on the performance of 
each LEA on the SPP/APR indicators through files posted on the CDE website. 
Given the changes in data reporting, alignment to CALPADS, and increased 
integration of general education and special education data activities, there may 
be a greater need for intra-LEA coordination of data collection and reporting in 
addition to, or in place of, the inter-LEA coordination and supports currently 
provided by SELPAs.

5) Although all charter schools are treated the same as LEAs in most special 
education and general education accountability structures, charter schools that 
are not LEAs but instead are schools of an LEA do not have the same autonomy 
and resources as those that are LEAs because they receive funding through their 
authorizing LEA.

Conclusion: Challenges in Improving California’s 
Special Education Governance and Accountability 
Structures
This section detailed the results of the research team’s examination of the governance 
and accountability structures specifically related to the four conditions for change and 
summarized the challenges that guided the research team’s development of the 
recommendations presented in Section 5. Opportunities for Improvement: 
Recommendations and Implementation Strategies. While there are many challenges to 
improving special education governance and accountability, there are also significant 
opportunities, especially to improve the alignment of California’s general and special 
education governance and accountability structures.

  



 

 100 

Section 4. Profiles of High-
Performing LEAs and Applied 
Learning on the Conditions for 
Change and Other Strategies for 
Improvement 
To better understand the application of the governance and accountability structures in 
LEAs and their potential effect on student outcomes, the research team identified five 
LEAs with notably positive outcomes — particularly for students with an IEP — and 
conducted focus groups and interviews to learn about each LEA’s successful strategies 
for serving all students, including those receiving special education services. 
Understanding that changes related to the factors that affected student outcomes, 
including receiving special education services in a general education setting and 
teacher retention, generally happen at the local level, but that governance and 
accountability structures can either hinder or support positive change, the research 
team sought to learn more about the role that governance and/or accountability 
structures played in each LEA’s efforts to create successful conditions for learning for all 
students, including those with an IEP. This section provides a profile of each of the 
selected LEAs. 

 

  

  

 

 

 

 

Five LEAs were chosen for further study from among LEAs with different governance 
structures based on their positive outcomes in one or more of the following areas, as 
shown in an analysis of statewide data:

1. High proficiency for students with an IEP on statewide assessments;

2. High growth for students with an IEP on statewide assessments;

3. Lower-than-expected overidentification of students in specific race and ethnicity 
categories for special education, given the LEA’s location and demographics; 
and

4. Lower-than-expected discipline disproportionality of students (with or without an 
IEP) in specific race and ethnicity categories, given the LEA’s location and 
demographics.

Teachers, administrators, and families from each LEA were invited to participate in a 
series of focus groups to provide more detailed information about what they believed 
contributed to these positive results. The administrators for the SELPA and the COE 
serving each of the five LEAs were also invited to participate in interviews. See 
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appendices A and B for additional information about the methods for selecting the LEAs 
and creating the LEA profiles. 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 

 

 

 

Through the focus groups and interviews, the research team learned that LEAs with any 
type of governance structure can achieve success in one, some, or all four of the 
positive outcome areas described above. The common implementation strategies 
across the five LEAs, as identified in transcript analysis described in appendix B, are 
consistent with conditions identified in previous research and reflect the conditions for 
change examined throughout this study:

• Inclusive vision, mission, and mindset. A sense of responsibility among 
general and special education staff for the education and support of all kids in the 
school regardless of whether they have an IEP; the use of terms like community 
and family to refer to the school.

• Strong communication and relationships. Strong internal communication 
practices and relationships within the LEA; frequent LEA communication and 
strong relationships with families; robust connections with other community 
partners.

• Longevity in teachers/instructional staff and administrators; strong teacher 
induction and support systems.

• High value placed on shared decision-making with teachers, instructional staff, 
families, and students.

• Empowerment to make decisions about education programs and resources at 
the local (school/district) level.

• Timely and accessible student-level data that show performance and growth 
on academics and wellness.

Using focus group and interview data, the research team produced short LEA profiles to 
spotlight how each LEA worked to improve its education programs and achieve some of 
the conditions that need to be in place to improve outcomes for students with an IEP.

These LEA profiles serve as reminders of how governance and accountability systems 
affect people, from teachers and administrators to families and students. Many LEAs 
encounter barriers to achieving the conditions described here, and the 
recommendations in this report are intended to support LEAs in overcoming those 
barriers.

Profiles are provided for the following LEAs:

• Bay Area Technology School, a charter school LEA in Alameda County and a 
member of the El Dorado Charter SELPA, which serves charters across the 
state;
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• 

 

 
 

 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 

Etiwanda Elementary School District, an elementary school district with 14,000 
students located in San Bernardino County and a member of the West End 
SELPA, one of several multi-LEA SELPAs within the county;

• Pajaro Valley Unified School District, a unified school district with 20,000 
students and the only single-LEA SELPA in Santa Cruz County;

• Plaza Elementary School District, a small (under 200 students) and rural 
elementary school district in Glenn County and a member of the Glenn County 
SELPA; and

• Visalia Unified School District, a unified school district with 30,000 students in 
Tulare County and a member of the Tulare County SELPA.

Bay Area Technology School
Geographic/Governance Context: A direct funded charter school LEA in an urban 
area

A Key Strategy for Success: Coordinated planning for general education and special 
education

Bay Area Technology School (Bay Tech) is a charter school LEA. It is in Alameda 
County and authorized by the Oakland Unified School District. However, it is a member 
of the El Dorado Charter SELPA. In SY 2018–19, Bay Tech’s student population of 300 
had demographics and overall performance very similar to other charter schools in the 
state,16 but Bay Tech’s students with an IEP demonstrated higher-than-expected 
performance on academic proficiency based on the LEA’s location and its student 
demographics. This suggests Bay Tech had overcome some of the barriers that schools 
face to improve outcomes for students with an IEP.

The El Dorado Charter SELPA that serves Bay Tech is based in El Dorado County 
(located more than 120 miles from Bay Tech) and serves charter school LEAs across 
the state. The relationship between Bay Tech and its SELPA illustrates how many 
charter schools in California are served by SELPAs with remote administrative units 
coupled with regional SELPA employees that provide in-person support. SELPA 
administrators noted that Bay Tech has a high level of engagement with the SELPA and 
participates actively in its governance council despite the geographic distance from the 
administrative unit. An interesting feature of the El Dorado Charter SELPA, and other 
charter SELPAs generally, is that they are subject to market competition in a way that 
traditional SELPAs are not. LEAs across the state can provide notice to and leave their 
charter SELPA to join a different SELPA if they choose, but traditional SELPAs do not 
have the infrastructure to support remote participation outside of their immediate 

 
16 

 

In 2018–19, Bay Tech’s student population consisted of 59 percent students who 
were economically disadvantaged, compared with the 54 percent statewide charter 
average, and 19 percent English learners, compared with the 16 percent statewide 
charter average.
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geographic area, making a non-charter LEA’s local SELPA the only viable option. 
According to administrators at the El Dorado Charter SELPA and at Bay Tech, charter 
SELPAs in general benefit from this competition — it motivates them to perform well for 
their member districts and is one of the factors that drives continuous improvement 
within the SELPA itself. 

 

 

 

As a key strategy for improving outcomes for students with an IEP, Bay Tech strives for 
financial and programmatic independence. In contrast, many charter schools in 
California are established as schools of their charter authorizer. In those cases, the 
authorizer’s SELPA is the de facto SELPA for the charter school, the charter’s special 
education finances are subject to the allocation plan of the authorizer’s SELPA, and the 
charter authorizer is legally responsible for providing FAPE to the students with an IEP 
served by the charter school. Although that dependence is a preferred model for many 
charters and their authorizers, Bay Tech administrators established their independence 
from their charter authorizer, Oakland Unified School District, in order to become their 
own LEA for special education. Once the transition was approved, Bay Tech could 
choose which SELPA it wanted to join and became solely responsible for providing 
FAPE to students with an IEP. Bay Tech administrators chose a SELPA with an 
allocation plan that passes most of its state and federal special education funding 
directly to member LEAs. According to Bay Tech administrators, becoming its own LEA 
for special education was a programmatic decision, not a financial one. The school still 
purchases many of its services from Oakland Unified, and the services cost 
approximately the same as before. A key difference, according to Bay Tech 
administrators, is that receiving all their funds directly enables them to make decisions 
more easily about all students’ needs comprehensively, rather than separately 
considering the needs of their students with an IEP. Coordinated planning for general 
and special education enables them to serve their student population more effectively, 
holistically addressing all aspects of a student’s academic, emotional, and behavioral 
needs.

Etiwanda Elementary School District
Geographic/Governance Context: A relatively small school district (serving about 
14,000 students) in a geographically large county encompassing seven different 
SELPAs

A Key Strategy for Success: Prioritizing teachers and teacher support 

Etiwanda Elementary School District (Etiwanda), located in San Bernardino County, is 
an elementary school district with 14,000 students. In SY 2018–19, Etiwanda’s students 
with an IEP had higher performance on academic proficiency on statewide assessments 
(34 percent) compared with students in nearby LEAs (10 percent).17  

Etiwanda is a member of the West End SELPA, one of seven SELPAs within San 
Bernardino County, California’s largest county geographically. Given the county’s size 

 
17  All units in San Bernardino County.
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and the number of SELPAs serving its LEAs, regional administrators spoke to the 
importance of establishing a shared vision for all children and young adults countywide, 
noting that the San Bernardino COE and many school districts in the area play a key 
role in setting and fulfilling the county’s vision for a strong education system. 
Connections between all education agencies and other agencies, such as the County 
Behavioral Health Department, help advance whole-child initiatives, such as improving 
access to social-emotional support and mental health services. 

 

 
 

 

 

As a key strategy for improving outcomes for students with an IEP, Etiwanda invests in 
staff support and retention. Despite its relatively small size, Etiwanda has its own 
teacher induction program. According to Etiwanda’s administrators (many of whom also 
have long tenure in the district), in-house mentorship provided by a senior staff person 
who also works in the district helps their teachers embrace “the Etiwanda way,” which 
includes an orientation toward continuous improvement, prioritization of professional 
learning, and an “all kids are our kids” mindset. Although Etiwanda values its 
independence and conducts most of its training internally, it also consistently takes 
advantage of the low- or no-cost teacher professional learning offered by its SELPA. 
Instructional staff said they stay at Etiwanda because of the high value the district 
places on teacher support, staff relationships, and teacher voices. Etiwanda’s emphasis 
on supportive relationships appears to influence teacher-parent relationships as well. 
When asked about what they believe is working well in Etiwanda, parents were quick to 
identify teachers — especially teacher-parent communication and relationships — as 
foundational to their positive experiences and their children’s success.

Pajaro Valley Unified School District
Geographic/Governance Context: A single-LEA SELPA

A Key Strategy for Success: Close connections with its community

Pajaro Valley Unified School District (Pajaro Valley), which serves 20,000 students, is 
the only single-LEA SELPA in Santa Cruz County. In SY 2018–19, Pajaro Valley served 
students whose demographics were considerably different from the demographics of 
students in other LEAs in the county: 81 percent of Pajaro Valley’s students were 
identified as economically disadvantaged, compared with 31 percent countywide; and 
43 percent were designated as English learners, compared with 10 percent countywide. 
Also, despite Pajaro Valley overidentifying students who were Hispanic/Latinx as having 
special education needs, its special education identification rate for students who are 
Hispanic/Latinx was less disproportionate than that of other LEAs. In an area of the 
state where Hispanic/Latinx students are overidentified for special education, Pajaro 
Valley was less likely to overidentify than its neighboring LEAs. Hispanic/Latinx students 
served by Pajaro Valley had only a 25 percent higher chance of being identified as 
having a disability when compared with all students, whereas Hispanic/Latinx students 
served by nearby LEAs had a 37 percent higher chance.

Pajaro Valley illustrates how some medium-sized to large LEAs establish their own 
SELPA and create service networks with other LEAs both within and outside of their 
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COE and immediate regional area. Pajaro Valley’s relationship with its COE differs from 
those of other LEAs in the county, all of which are members of the North Santa Cruz 
County SELPA. And although Pajaro Valley connects with the COE for some alternative 
high school services and for sharing professional development, it provides most of its 
own special education services and does most of its own strategic planning. In addition 
to connections within the county, Pajaro Valley has formed many service connections 
outside of the county. During the years of the study, CASEMIS data showed that Pajaro 
Valley provided services to 18 students for whom it was not the district of residence. 
Pajaro Valley also forms connections with community-based organizations, such as 
family empowerment centers and physicians’ offices. 

 

 

 

 

As a key strategy for reducing the disproportionate special education identification rate 
for Hispanic/Latinx students, Pajaro Valley prioritizes hiring and retaining staff from its 
community. Pajaro Valley administrators reported that the vast majority of staff live and 
work within the community and that many attended Pajaro Valley themselves. In 
addition, most instructional assistants are bilingual, and many teachers speak Spanish. 
The district has also focused on hiring bilingual psychologists, as bilingualism may help 
them more effectively distinguish between a language acquisition issue and a learning 
disability, which is thought to be a contributing factor to the statewide overidentification 
of Hispanic/Latinx students for special education. According to administrators, 
connections with nearby California State University of Monterey Bay, as well as in-
house mentorships for new teachers focused on dual language learners, support the 
district’s ability to attract and retain a community-grown workforce that contributes to a 
better understanding of Pajaro Valley’s students and their needs.

Plaza Elementary School District
Geographic/Governance Context: A small, rural school district with critical 
connections to its COE

A Key Strategy for Success: An inclusive culture modeled at all levels of system

Plaza Elementary School District (Plaza) is an elementary school district serving fewer 
than 200 students in rural Glenn County, and it is a member of the Glenn County 
SELPA. In SY 2018–19, Plaza’s student population had very similar demographics to 
other LEAs in its county,18 but, as a group, its students with an IEP had much higher 
performance on academic proficiency (50 percent) compared with nearby LEAs 
(14 percent), and SY 2018–19 test scores for Plaza’s students show that the test scores 
of its students with an IEP grew more, on average, than 67 percent of students in 
California. Plaza has been able to overcome some of the barriers that are common to 
small and rural school districts that are trying to improve outcomes for students with an 

 
18 

 

In SY 2018-19, 58 percent Plaza’s student population were identified as economically 
disadvantaged, compared with the average of 55 percent for LEAs countywide, and 
14 percent were identified as English learners, compared with the 16 percent 
countywide average.
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IEP, and the district has done so while housing the countywide class for students with 
intensive support needs. 

 

Plaza is an example of an LEA that relies on support from regional agencies as part of 
its governance structures. As shown in exhibit 21, Plaza (the large square near the top 
of the graphic) is on the periphery of California’s special education network, with only 
one connection, which is to its COE (represented by the one line connected to the large 
square). Its position in the network illustrates the importance of having regional 
agencies serving as connectors for small and rural LEAs that might otherwise have no 
connections. Plaza benefits from its regional agency connections in many ways, such 
as when the COE hires service providers and provides services to the students enrolled 
at Plaza and when SELPA program specialists, hired through the COE, attend IEP 
meetings as special education administrators.
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Exhibit 21. Plaza’s context in California’s special education network. 

 

Source. Data from CASEMIS for SY 2014–15 to SY 2018–19. 

As a key strategy for improving outcomes for students with an IEP, Plaza serves 
students with an IEP in the general education classroom whenever possible. To support 
inclusion, Plaza’s staff maintain detailed student-level data that help general and special 
education teachers target skills in the general education classroom from year to year. 
Regional administrators credited the high academic performance and growth of Plaza’s 
students with an IEP to the district’s teachers, its hands-on administrators, and the 
inclusive and student-centered culture that those adults have fostered for students. The 
COE and the SELPA try to model these same values in their governance structures and 
processes; for example, they establish administrator offices in close proximity to their 
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LEAs, and they consistently include SELPA staff, who are also COE staff, in the COE 
reviews of LCAPs and the provision of assistance to LEAs through California’s 
Statewide System of Support. 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 
 

 

Visalia Unified School District
Geographic/Governance Context: A large school district in a multi-LEA SELPA

A Key Strategy for Success: A continuum of integrated supports for students

Visalia Unified School District (Visalia) is a unified school district with nearly 30,000 
students in Tulare County, and it is a member of the Tulare County SELPA. In 
SY 2018–19, the demographics of Visalia’s student population were similar to those in 
other LEAs in its county,19 but Visalia had proportionate special education identification 
rates and discipline rates for students who were Hispanic/Latinx when examining 
districtwide risk ratios.20 In other words, Hispanic/Latinx students at Visalia were not 
more or less likely to be identified for special education compared with other student 
groups and were slightly less likely to be disciplined compared with other student 
groups. These outcomes are more positive than in nearby LEAs where, on average, 
Hispanic/Latinx students were significantly less likely to be identified for special 
education than other student groups and were 14 percent more likely to be disciplined.

The regional governance structure in Tulare County illustrates how some California 
counties are integrating their COE and SELPA. The Tulare COE is the administrative 
unit for the Tulare County SELPA, and the SELPA director sits on the COE board as the 
special education director for the county. The COE’s differentiated assistance team 
consists of leaders with general and special education backgrounds who work together 
to provide support to LEAs. Tulare’s collaborative approach to supporting LEAs is also 
reflected in where they choose to house different instructional initiatives. For example, 
when the county first launched its multi-tiered system of support (MTSS) initiative, the 
initiative was housed in the SELPA and run by special education staff. However, COE 
and SELPA administrators quickly realized that this initiative was beneficial for all 
students, so they made it into a general education initiative, housed in the COE, with 
support from special education staff.

As a key strategy for reducing disproportionate special education identification and 
discipline rates for Hispanic/Latinx students, Visalia invests in a robust MTSS that offers 
a full continuum of supports for students in the general education classroom who do not 
have an IEP and are struggling academically and behaviorally. District administrators 
shared that they prioritized providing a continuum of support for all students in general 
education — along with data systems that help teachers understand which students 

 
19 In 2018–19, Visalia’s student population consisted of 73 percent students who are 
economically disadvantaged, compared with the 76 percent countywide average, and 
15 percent English learners, compared with the 27 percent countywide average.
20 The district’s risk ratio rates for racial disproportionality across special education and 
discipline were 1.01 and 0.85, respectively, compared nearby LEAs’ averages of 0.78 
and 1.14.
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need support — at the request of teachers. Teachers reportedly had requested ways to 
proactively address student needs rather than having to identify students as having 
disabilities in order to get them the support they need. Having discovered benefits 
through a multi-tiered system of academic and behavioral support, the district then built 
a robust set of social-emotional and wellness supports for students as well. To fund 
these integrated supports, Visalia braids various funding streams to pay for personnel 
who work with all students, not just those with an IEP. Underlying these practices is an 
inclusive mindset oriented to integration. Braiding funds allows administrators to budget 
holistically for different types of interventions and services that meet a variety of the 
academic and behavioral needs represented in their student population, rather than 
funding services that support specific “types” of students, such as students with an IEP. 

Conclusion: LEA Profiles and Applied Learning 
These five LEAs demonstrate that some California schools and districts have already 
begun to overcome some of the barriers to serving students with an IEP. Such LEAs 
focus on achieving the enabling conditions for improving outcomes for students with an 
IEP, such as adopting inclusive mindsets, investing in their staff, using timely student-
level data to provide individualized support, and forging strong connections with their 
families and communities. 

As shown by the diverse settings of these LEAs, it is possible to achieve these 
conditions in a variety of geographic and governance contexts. However, given that 
these conditions remain elusive for many LEAs, California’s governance and 
accountability structures can do more to both empower and support LEAs in achieving 
them. 

This study’s recommendations thus aim to improve California’s governance and 
accountability structures to enable more LEAs to adopt on-the-ground practices that can 
create effective, inclusive conditions for learning and improve outcomes for students 
with an IEP. 

Section 5. Opportunities for 
Improvement: Recommendations 
and Implementation Strategies 
Based on the results of the examination of California’s governance and accountability 
structures for students with an IEP presented in section 3, this section describes the 
opportunities for improvement, or recommendations, and strategies that can be used to 
implement them in order to make improvements related to one or more of the study’s 
areas for examination: 
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a. The equitable distribution of special education funding and supports to 
LEAs, including small LEAs; 

b. Transparency in decision-making and distribution of state special education 
funding; 

c. Parent, community, and other stakeholder engagement and input in local 
decision-making; and 

d. Alignment of accountability, compliance, and support structures at all levels for 
all students, including for students with an IEP. 

In developing the recommendations and consistent with the legislative charge, the 
research team prioritized those four areas, specifically as they relate to improving 
outcomes for students with an IEP and increasing the delivery of special education 
services in general education settings when appropriate. Consistent with the 2015 
California Statewide Special Education Task Force, the recommendations also prioritize 
moving toward one overall system to serve all California students, including students 
who have an IEP, with common governance and accountability structures 
encompassing both general and special education. Given the legislative charge for the 
study, the research team always prioritized reducing duplication, or creating one 
system, over maintaining separate systems unless there were data showing that 
separate systems provided sufficient additional benefit to students to justify additional, 
separate structures or activities. 

Although many of the recommendations are interrelated and, if adopted, would build 
upon each other, the recommendations and strategies provided in this report are not 
inherently interdependent. Based on the results of this study and other examinations of 
factors related to improving special education in California, policymakers, including the 
California Legislature, the CDE, the SBE, the California Department of Finance, and 
others, could choose to adopt these recommendations in part or in whole and with 
adjustments as deemed appropriate. In instances where the potential success of one 
recommendation or strategy would be dependent on the adoption of another 
recommendation or strategy, that is specifically noted in the implementation strategies. 

Implementation of these recommendations would require coordinated efforts across 
state agencies and their partners, including COEs, SELPAs, LEAs, and other partners 
in the Statewide System of Support, such as the CCEE. When there is a reference to 
the state implementing a recommendation, it is intended to include the state’s relevant 
partners. 

Consistent with the study framework (see exhibit 5), recommendations are organized by 
the roles and responsibilities at each level of the education system, that is, where the 
implementation of recommended changes would occur. Each recommendation includes 
the most closely related condition(s) for change and broadly references the challenges it 
addresses (see section 3). Each recommendation is followed by a series of strategies 
for implementation that include proposed timelines, resources, and highlighted sections 
of California Education Code that could require revision. Unless noted as specific to a 
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population, the recommendations and strategies are inclusive of all students with an IEP 
aged 3 through 21 and of charter school LEAs. 

To provide policymakers with additional context, each broad recommendation is 
followed by a summary of stakeholder input generated from a series of listening 
sessions and focus groups that the research team conducted with a cross-section of 
groups engaged in special education across the state (see “Methods” in section 2 and 
appendix A for additional details). In those sessions, the team sought and documented 
stakeholder feedback on the potential benefits and drawbacks of the proposed 
recommendations. In some cases, as noted, input from stakeholders helped to shape 
the implementation strategies. 

To make it easier for the reader to track recommendations and strategies, they are 
identified alphanumerically. Each recommendation is identified with a number (e.g., 1, 
2), and each related strategy is identified with that same number and an appended letter 
(e.g., 1a, 1b). The alphanumeric identifiers do not denote priority or a required order for 
adoption and implementation. 

Recommended Timelines 
This study’s recommendations are intended to be implemented over a three-year 
transition period beginning upon enactment or adoption by California policymakers. For 
purposes of the report, that transition period is established as follows: 

• Some recommendations include a timeline indicating immediate implementation. 
That means implementation could take place immediately following approved 
changes to California EC or other state policies. 

• For many recommendations, the timeline includes a transition that begins one 
year after any policy changes, allowing the state to develop processes and 
resources in the first year of implementation. For most of the recommendations 
that would modify the roles and responsibilities of LEAs, intermediary agencies 
(COEs and SELPAs), and the state, the research team recommends a three-year 
transition beginning one year following any policy changes. This means that if the 
state made policy changes and developed guidance and resources during the 
2022–23 school year, then: 

o Year 1 of implementation would be the 2023–24 school year; 

o Year 2 of implementation would be the 2024–25 school year; and 

o Year 3 of implementation would be the 2025–26 school year. 
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Recommendations for the Local Educational Agency 
Role and Responsibilities in Special Education 
Governance and Accountability 
Recommendation 1. Clearly establish that each LEA (i.e., school 
district, charter school that is an LEA for special education, and, in 
limited circumstances, COE) is responsible for its students with an 
IEP and, therefore, for meeting all legal requirements under IDEA and 
California Education Code. Give each LEA full authority to make 
special education funding and program decisions for its students. 
This recommendation would help the state ensure the equitable distribution of 
funding and supports, increase transparency, and support alignment. It addresses 
the challenges related to ensuring transparency in the governance and accountability 
systems by ensuring that LEAs and families clearly understand that the LEA is always 
ultimately responsible for implementing IDEA and providing FAPE to students with an 
IEP. It also addresses the challenges associated with the lack of transparency created 
by having two separate entities responsible for local governance and accountability, 
specifically for receiving funding and for improvement planning and accountability. 

Implementation Strategies, Timelines, and Resources 

1a. Revise Education Code Section 56026.3 to define LEA for purposes of special 
education as: 

• School districts; 

• Charter schools that can establish eligibility as an LEA for the purposes of 
special education;21 and 

• COEs that are LEAs for the purpose of special education. 

To create transparency and align general and special education governance 
structures, clearly establish in California Education Code that LEAs are solely 
responsible and accountable for special education and implementation of IDEA and 
remove any requirements or references that SELPAs or other agencies are responsible 
or accountable for the implementation of IDEA, which includes: 

• Child find and identification of eligible children under IDEA; 

 
21 This study did not consider charter schools that function as schools of or are affiliated 
with their authorizer to administer special education and provide FAPE to be LEAs for 
purposes of special education. 
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• The provision of special education and related services to eligible students in 
accordance with each student’s IEP in the least restrictive environment; 

• Placement decisions in accordance with IDEA requirements; 

• Complaints, mediation, and due process hearing requests filed with the CDE 
regarding a student in the LEA’s jurisdiction; 

• Determinations of significant disproportionality and the requirement to provide 
CCEIS; 

• Annual determinations of whether the LEA meets IDEA requirements and public 
reporting on OSEP’s SPP/APR indicators; 

• IDEA fiscal requirements (LEA MOE and excess cost); and 

• CDE subrecipient monitoring activities and correction of any identified 
noncompliance. 

Continue to allow LEAs, at the discretion of each one and its elected school board, to 
contract for or otherwise retain assistance related to local IDEA implementation beyond 
the supports provided by the state as described under recommendations 3 and 5. 
However, despite any outside implementation assistance an LEA might procure, for 
purposes of special education accountability, including through the CDE monitoring and 
dispute resolution processes, the LEA would retain full responsibility for IDEA 
implementation. Each LEA, as governed by its elected school board, would ultimately 
have the authority to make special education governance decisions, and neither the 
authority to make decisions, nor the accountability for those decisions, could be passed 
to another entity. 

Special consideration for charter school LEAs: Include in the definition of LEA for 
purposes of special education only charter schools that can establish eligibility as an 
LEA under IDEA (see strategy 1c). Many of the implementation strategies in this section 
would not apply to charter schools that are not LEAs for purposes of special education, 
meaning those that are a school of an LEA or that are affiliated with their authorizer to 
implement IDEA. 

Changes to charter school statutes beyond special education were well outside the 
scope of this study. However, the state should consider the IDEA provision that states 
may allow a charter school that cannot independently demonstrate eligibility as an LEA 
for purposes of special education to establish joint eligibility with another LEA. The state 
may require charter schools to establish joint eligibility only “if the charter school is 
explicitly permitted to do so under the state charter school statute” (34 CFR 
§300.223[b]). 

Timeline and resources for implementation: 

Immediate (2022–23); minimal one-time resources would be needed. 
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Because the CDE currently monitors LEAs and not SELPAs for compliance with 
IDEA requirements and LEAs participate in the current governance structures 
(e.g., LCAP, Dashboard, CDE monitoring, dispute resolution), additional ongoing 
funds should not be needed to implement this recommendation. This revision 
could take place immediately and without new ongoing resource commitments. 

Minimal resources, including staff time, would be needed to make this revision to 
California Education Code and ensure that the definition is clear in all relevant 
state resources. 

California Education Code that might need to be revised:22 

• Section 56026.3, Definitions, local educational agency

• Sections 56205 to 56208, State Requirements, local plans

• Sections 56301, Identification and Referral, written child find policies and 
procedures

• Sections 56195 to 56195.5, Local Plans 

• Section 56325, Assessment, placement in a residential nonpublic, 
nonsectarian school

• Sections 56156.4 and 56162, Licensed Children’s Institutions and Foster 
Family Homes

  

  

 
 

 

 
 

 
 

1b. Assign the responsibility of receiving and overseeing the use of IDEA and 
state special education funds to each LEA. 

Consistent with policy guidance from the U.S. Department of Education (see pp. 82 of 
this report), the state should align its distribution of funding with its accountability 
structures, ensuring that the subrecipient of federal funding does not subgrant funds 
and is accountable for implementation of IDEA. This strategy would create 
transparency; align the distribution and governance of special education funding to the 
distribution and governance of LCFF funds; and be consistent with the 
recommendations of the 2021 California funding study (Doutre et al.) to promote 
increased coordination of funding across programs within each LEA. 

If the state opted not to distribute funds and assign the responsibilities of an IDEA 
subrecipient to each LEA, it could instead continue to distribute funds to SELPAs and 
require SELPAs to assume responsibility for local implementation of IDEA. 

That approach would necessitate significant changes in the requirements for CDE 
monitoring of SELPAs, including additional oversight on the use of funds by SELPAs. 
That means that, as subrecipients of IDEA funds, SELPAs would be responsible for and 

 
22 These lists highlight some of the California Education Code and other state policy or 
guidance that may need to be revised as part of implementation of each 
recommendation. They are not comprehensive. 
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the subject of CDE monitoring for all LEA requirements, including providing FAPE to all 
of the students with an IEP within their jurisdiction, conducting child find, and meeting 
LEA MOE and other fiscal requirements. SELPAs would be the subject of significant 
disproportionality review and actions, of public reporting on SPP/APR indicators, and of 
any complaints or due process hearing requests. 

Although IDEA does provide for a state requiring LEAs to establish joint eligibility with 
another LEA if an LEA “will not be able to establish and maintain programs of sufficient 
size and scope to effectively meet the needs of children with disabilities” (34 CFR 
§300.223[a]), the IDEA regulations stipulate that “[i]f an educational service agency is 
required by State law to carry out programs under Part B of the Act, the joint 
responsibilities given to LEAs under Part B of the Act (1) [d]o not apply to the 
administration and disbursement of any payments received by that educational service 
agency; and (2) [m]ust be carried out only by that educational service agency” (34 CFR 
§300.224[b]). 

Timeline and resources for implementation: 

Begin as soon as possible with full implementation by SY 2025–26; minimal 
ongoing resources would be needed to distribute funds. 

This strategy could be implemented in phases. Given the updated federal 
guidance, implementation should begin as soon as possible. Implementation of 
this strategy would require implementation of strategy 1c in order to establish 
each LEA’s eligibility for IDEA funds. 

Minimal ongoing resources could be needed for the process of calculating and 
distributing special education funding to a larger number of entities. However, 
because the state currently distributes both state (e.g., LCFF) and federal (e.g., 
ESEA) general education funding to each LEA, there is a mechanism for 
allocation and distribution. 

California Education Code and other policy that might need to be revised:  

• Sections 56195 et seq., Local Plans and Local Requirements

• Section 56205, State Requirements

• Section 56836.23, Program Specialists and Administration of Regionalized 
Operations and Services, apportionment of funds

 

  

 
 

1c. Remove the requirement that each SELPA establish eligibility for special 
education funding through the submission of a local plan. Require each LEA, 
under the direction of its elected governing board, to establish eligibility for 
special education funding through an application that includes the series of 
assurances and budget reports required by IDEA. 

IDEA no longer requires submission of a local plan for an entity to establish funding 
eligibility. This study found that (1) there is no mechanism in place to monitor the quality 
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and implementation of SELPA local plans; (2) SELPA local plans do not routinely 
include information about which services are provided or coordinated by the SELPA and 
which are provided by LEAs; (3) SELPAs do not have the authority to determine LEA 
eligibility for funds; and (4) SELPAs should not subgrant IDEA funds, consistent with 
EDGAR and U.S. Department of Education guidance that a subrecipient of IDEA funds 
may not subgrant those funds or pass on responsibility for IDEA implementation. These 
findings provide support for discontinuing the requirement that SELPAs submit a 
governance and allocation plan to the SEA as the means for establishing eligibility for 
special education funding. 

If the state opted to make LEAs, and not SELPAs, the subrecipient of special education 
funds (see strategy 1b), and thus responsible for implementation of IDEA (see strategy 
1a), then each LEA, not SELPA, would be required to establish eligibility for special 
education funding annually. The IDEA regulations provide the requirements for 
establishing LEA eligibility: 

An LEA is eligible for assistance under Part B of the Act for a fiscal year if 
the agency submits a plan that provides assurances to the SEA that the 
LEA meets each of the conditions in §§300.201 through 300.213 (34 CFR 
§300.200). The assurances include that the LEA will: 

• Have policies, procedures, and programs that are consistent with 
the state’s policies and procedures for implementing IDEA (34 CFR 
§300.201);

• Use federal IDEA funds, in accordance with IDEA, to pay the 
excess costs of providing special education, to supplement and not 
supplant state, local, and other federal funds, and for permissible 
uses of IDEA funds (34 CFR §§300.202, 300.208);

• Meet the MOE eligibility and compliance standards (34 CFR 
§§300.203–205);

• Comply with the rules for carrying out a schoolwide program under 
Title I of ESEA (34 CFR §300.206);

• Ensure that all personnel necessary to carry out Part B of the Act 
are appropriately and adequately prepared (34 CFR §300.207);

• Serve students in charter schools that are public schools of the LEA 
and provide funds to charter schools on the same basis and at the 
same time as other schools (34 CFR §300.209);

• Coordinate with the National Instructional Materials Access Center 
or otherwise provide instructional materials to blind persons or 
other persons with print disabilities in a timely manner (34 CFR 
§300.210);
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• Provide the SEA with data and information necessary for the SEA 
to implement IDEA, including data on children who have an IEP (34 
CFR §300.211);

• Make information about the LEA’s eligibility available to parents and 
to the general public (34 CFR §300.212); and

• Cooperate to ensure the linkage of records pertaining to migratory 
children with an IEP, including health and educational information 
regarding those children (34 CFR §300.213).

 

 

 
 

 

 

This strategy would help create transparency and align the governance structures for 
special education and general education at the local level rather than having special 
education governance structures operating across LEAs. The elected governing board 
of each LEA would be responsible for all funding applications and budgets. This 
recommendation would also increase transparency for families, guardians, and other 
stakeholders regarding which entity has the authority to make decisions, is responsible 
for implementing FAPE, and is accountable for improving outcomes for students with an 
IEP. 

Because LEAs, and not SELPAs, are the current subject of CDE monitoring, this 
strategy could also create alignment between the application for funds and other 
accountability structures and allow the CDE to verify implementation of the assurances 
as part of its cyclical LEA monitoring. This strategy also establishes more direct contact 
between the CDE and special education administrators. It is interdependent with 
strategy 1a (clarifying that LEAs are responsible for implementation of IDEA) and 
strategy 1b (providing special education funding to LEAs). 

Special consideration for charter school LEAs: This strategy also provides the state 
an opportunity to establish criteria for a charter school to become an LEA for purposes 
of special education and to demonstrate eligibility for IDEA funding. Each charter school 
that wishes to be an LEA for purposes of special education must provide the 
assurances and budget information required of all LEAs. The state could also develop 
additional criteria for charter schools (e.g., that the charter school must have a 
governing board that operates independently of its authorizer’s governing board, that 
the charter school LEA’s petition for authorization describe how it will meet the 
requirements of IDEA). 

As part of this application process, the CDE would collect information annually about 
which charter schools are an LEA for purposes of special education. If each LEA 
submits an application, that application and the eligibility process could be one way to 
collect special education charter status. 

Timeline and resources for implementation: 

Immediate (2022–23) policy changes could lead to LEAs beginning to establish 
eligibility for direct funding for SY 2023–24; minimal one-time resources would be 
needed in order to revise guidance or materials, create a new application, and 
establish procedures for the CDE to determine LEA eligibility. Beginning with SY 
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2023–24, some LEAs (LEAs that are currently single-LEA SELPAs) could 
establish eligibility directly, transitioning to full implementation by SY 2025–26. 
Ongoing resources would be needed for reviewing LEA applications, but the 
amount would be minimal given the opportunity to repurpose funds from 
discontinued activities. 

To implement this strategy, the state would need to develop a special education 
funding application, ideally as part of the state’s consolidated application for 
federal funds, that includes the assurances required by IDEA and that elicits 
sufficient budget detail for the state to verify that each LEA meets the LEA MOE 
eligibility standard. The application could be informed by modifying applications 
used by other states to establish IDEA eligibility. As described above, the state 
currently monitors LEAs for many of the requirements in the assurances, so 
additional resources should not be needed for monitoring. 

Minimal ongoing resources would be needed for reviewing annual LEA 
applications and reviewing each LEA’s budget to ensure it meets the LEA MOE 
eligibility standard. However, resources would also be freed up if the state 
replaces the local plan with a simpler application for funds (see strategy 1b) that 
could provide the necessary resources for this review, given that the CDE 
already has strategies in place for monitoring LEA compliance with IDEA. The 
review of these applications may also be combined with the review of 
consolidated applications for other federal funds, which would also promote 
alignment across governance structures. 

California Education Code and other policy that might need to be revised: 

• Section 47646, Special Education Funding, charter school 

• Section 56195 et seq., Local Plans. 

• Sections 56205 et seq., Elements of the Local Plan, state requirements 

• Section 56213, Special Education Local Plan Areas with Small or Sparse 
Populations, receipt of additional funds 

• Section 56360, Implementation, continuum of program options 

• Section 56836.23, Program Specialists and Administration of Regionalized 
Operations and Services, apportionment of funds 

• Definition of California Special Education Local Plan Areas on the CDE 
website at https://www.cde.ca.gov/sp/se/as/caselpas.asp  

https://www.cde.ca.gov/sp/se/as/caselpas.asp
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1d. Sufficiently fund a statewide extraordinary cost pool that would be available 
to adequately cover high-cost programs for LEAs that lack necessary resources. 
Reimburse LEAs for services that are provided by the LEA when the total 
program cost exceeds a set threshold. Consider reimbursing LEAs on a sliding 
scale based on their size and the proportion of their budget that is needed for the 
high-cost program. 

This strategy would help to ensure that LEAs, including small LEAs, have sufficient 
resources to meet the requirements of IDEA, decreasing the need for cost pooling at the 
regional level to provide services, a practice that has not been monitored either for its 
potential implications for student placements or for how it might affect the equitable 
distribution of funding and supports. This strategy would expand LEA autonomy, and 
the autonomy of IEP teams, to increase the delivery of special education services in 
general education settings. It would also shift the responsibility for equitable distribution 
of special education funding from SELPA governing boards to state policymakers. 

High-cost-pool funds should be available for high-cost programs that are provided by an 
LEA or a consortium of LEAs and that provide students with an IEP with access to 
general education settings, rather than only for high-cost placements in non-public 
schools or agencies. For high-cost programs that do not provide access to general 
education settings, the application for funds should include a plan to prepare to 
transition to a less restrictive environment. 

This strategy is consistent with California State Special Education Funding System 
Study, Part 2 (Doutre et al. 2021). Another recommendation from that study that could 
also contribute to small LEAs having more equitable supports is the establishment of a 
base level of funding to small LEAs to ensure stability. 

Timeline and resources for implementation: 

Immediate (2022–23); significant ongoing resources would be needed to fund 
and administer the program. 

This strategy would benefit students with an IEP and LEAs immediately upon 
implementation. The 2021 California funding study (Doutre et al.) recommended 
a statewide extraordinary cost pool amount of $360 million to be commensurate 
with pools in other states and to provide reasonable support to LEAs. Additional 
resources would be needed for the administration of the extraordinary cost pool, 
and the state should evaluate whether the recommended amount would ensure 
that LEAs had the resources they need and that funds were equitably distributed. 

In addition to funding the high-cost pool, ongoing resources would be needed to 
administer the program. If the state established a threshold of three times an 
LEA’s annual per-pupil expenditures, the state would likely receive 8,000 to 
10,000 applications each year. One-time resources would be required to develop 
the application process and procedures as well as procedures for monitoring the 
appropriate use of high-cost-pool funds. Administration of the high-cost pool 
could be contracted to a CDE partner or administered by providing funding for 
CDE positions. 
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Finally, one-time funding would be needed to build the capacity of LEAs to 
establish accurate methods of determining the cost of individual student 
programs, especially for students who participate in general education settings. 
This training could be tied to training on other fiscal requirements for LEAs, 
potentially through COEs under their responsibilities for LEA fiscal oversight (see 
strategy 3d). 

California Education Code and other policy that might need to be revised: 

• Section 56836.20 and 21, Nonpublic, Nonsectarian School Contracts 

• Extraordinary Cost Pool Claim Process 

Stakeholder Input on the Potential Benefits and Drawbacks of 
Recommendation 1 

Most stakeholders agreed that the recommendation and related strategies to clarify that 
the LEA is ultimately responsible for local IDEA implementation would very likely benefit 
students with an IEP. One parent provided a specific example of how the lack of 
transparency can affect students, reporting that when their child, a student with an IEP, 
began attending a regional program, the student’s local IEP team members 
discontinued participation in IEP meetings. This meant that the team could not discuss 
transitioning the student back to a program within the student’s LEA of residence, and 
the parent felt that their child could not exit the regional program. Some stakeholders 
asserted that this clarification is not necessary because it is already clear that each LEA 
is responsible and accountable. 

Some stakeholders, mostly SELPAs but also some LEAs and parents, expressed 
concerns that if LEAs rather than SELPAs received and oversaw the use of special 
education funds, some LEAs might not be willing to participate in cost sharing for 
shared programs, including regional programs. Some interview and online-survey 
respondents asserted that LEAs would refuse to enter into agreements to jointly serve 
students without the mandate to join or create a SELPA. However, study data examined 
by the research team do not support the assertion that when LEAs are not members of 
a SELPA they refuse to serve students. The research team did not find any legal 
citation that provides SELPAs with the authority to require the joint provision of services. 
Rather, it was found that the establishment of joint programs within a SELPA is 
dependent on the agreement of a SELPA governing board, which typically consists of 
LEA superintendents. This recommendation and its proposed implementation strategies 
do not preclude those superintendents from entering into similar agreements with each 
other directly or through the SELPA or ESAs that they form with other LEAs, as further 
described under recommendation 2. 

Other stakeholders, including many LEAs and some parents, saw a potential benefit for 
students with an IEP of more options along a continuum of placements that includes 
some or more inclusion in general education settings. Some LEAs and parents 
expressed concern that, under current SELPA plans, LEAs might commit to funding 
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space in regional programs independent of and potentially prior to IEP meetings where 
placement decisions are made. 

Some LEAs raised concerns about the ability of individual LEAs to continue to comply 
with IDEA’s MOE requirements if the implementation of current SELPA allocation plans 
ended and if SELPAs no longer assisted LEAs in meeting those requirements. 
California currently evaluates LEA MOE for each LEA, meaning school districts and 
charter schools that are LEAs for purposes of special education. However, SELPAs 
assist LEAs in demonstrating compliance with MOE. Because LEAs have not had sole 
authority over budgeting state special education funds, the clarification that SELPAs are 
not LEAs and may not subgrant funds could provide an opportunity for the CDE to 
require each LEA to re-establish a baseline amount for MOE in its first independent 
application for IDEA funds. 

Recommendation 2. Provide each LEA with the sole decision-making 
authority, autonomy, and necessary resources for entering into and 
exiting from agreements with other LEAs, either individually or as 
consortia, and other types of agencies (e.g., COEs, SELPAs, 
nonpublic agencies) to offer a flexible continuum of services to meet 
the variable needs of its students with an IEP. 
This recommendation would help the state improve the equitable distribution of 
funding and supports for LEAs, including to small LEAs, increase transparency, and 
promote local stakeholder engagement. By giving LEAs this services-related 
authority, the recommendation would align planning and resource allocation with local 
accountability for improved outcomes, as well as with the planning processes for 
program improvement for special education and general education. 

All LEAs currently have the authority — which they do exercise — to voluntarily make 
different types of agreements with other entities for services and supports the LEA 
might need. Additionally, each California LEA is currently required to belong to a SELPA 
if it does not meet the size and scope requirements to become a single-LEA SELPA. 
This recommendation would eliminate the SELPA mandate and not require an LEA to 
enter into an agreement with any other education entity. 

Some LEAs currently enter into agreements with other LEAs, directly or through a COE 
or other ESA for emergency management support, provision of mental health services, 
and other activities for all students. Aligning the responsibility and the authority to enter 
into agreements for special education with the other responsibilities of the LEA and its 
elected school board could create greater opportunity for family and community input in 
local decision-making and would place the responsibility for budgeting and planning on 
the LEA. Both of those changes are consistent with the priority for local control under 
the LCFF. 

This recommendation would reaffirm each LEA’s responsibility for ensuring FAPE for 
students with an IEP, which is consistent with existing state accountability structures for 
improving outcomes for those students, including the Dashboard, the LCAP, and the 
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Statewide System of Support. It would eliminate any implication that ESAs, including 
SELPAs and COEs, take on the LEA responsibility for providing FAPE when they 
administer a regional program or provide special education services directly to students. 

LEAs, including small LEAs, that currently do not manage agreements to provide 
services could need significant support to make this transition if they were unable to 
establish or join an ESA to coordinate those services. 

Special consideration for charter schools: This recommendation and the following 
implementation strategies do not apply to charter schools that are not LEAs for 
purposes of special education, meaning those that are schools of an LEA. Because 
those charter schools are not LEAs for special education, their authorizer, not the 
charter school, would have the authority to enter into agreements and would be 
responsible for providing FAPE. 

Implementation Strategies, Timelines, and Resources 

2a. Revise California Education Code to remove the requirement that each LEA 
belong to a SELPA. 

Without the requirement for a local plan (see strategy 1c), there would no longer be a 
need for mandatory local plan areas. If this strategy were implemented, participation in 
ESAs, including current SELPAs, would be voluntary, left to the discretion of each LEA 
and its locally elected governing board. 

This strategy is supported by the findings that (1) LEAs currently access needed 
services for students with an IEP from multiple sources, not limited to within multi-district 
SELPAs, and (2) there is significant variability in the allocation plans, the local service 
plans, and the services provided by SELPAs across California. For any LEA that is not 
large enough to be its own SELPA, the authority and responsibility for the equitable 
distribution of resources is currently assigned to SELPA governing boards. 

Alternately, to meet the priority of equitable distribution of resources to LEAs, the state 
could increase its oversight of SELPAs’ distribution of resources, but that strategy would 
not meet the stated priority of aligning special education and general education 
governance and accountability structures because it would require creation of another 
separate structure to oversee SELPA use of funds. Nor would it communicate the 
priority of increasing the provision of special education in general education settings. 

Although the research team was not able to gather sufficient consistent data (from the 
SELPA allocation and local services plans) on the costs of administering these types of 
agreements to inform a recommended amount for the adjustment, the state could 
consider using an adjustment for small LEAs that is similar to the one used by the 
LCFF. 

Finally, using the proposed data collection in strategy 2c, the state could evaluate the 
appropriateness of the allocation of AB 602 PS/RS funds using average daily 
attendance and whether additional adjustments are needed based on other LEA 
characteristics (e.g., the proportion of students with an IEP in low-incidence disability 
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categories or the proportion of students with an IEP who are also English learners or in 
the foster care system). 

Timeline and resources for implementation: 

Begin transition in SY 2023–24, with transition to full implementation by SY 
2025–26; significant one-time funds would be needed. 

In preparation for the transition, the state, through the Statewide System of 
Support, could develop resources to assist LEAs and ESAs (i.e., COEs and 
SELPAs) with this transition. Supports would be needed to assist each LEA to 
examine the need for continued and new agreements with other LEAs and ESAs 
for providing FAPE to each student with an IEP in their least restrictive 
environment. 

In addition, COEs and SELPAs would need support determining new funding 
structures for regional programs and establishing agreements with LEAs that 
both provide stability for the programs (e.g., by requiring participation for a 
number of years) and continue to benefit LEAs by providing needed services. 
Many LEAs could need ongoing consultation from the state throughout the 
transition to ensure their continued compliance with IDEA and their provision of 
FAPE. 

All participation in an ESA for purposes of providing special education services 
would be voluntary three years from the date of enactment of the revised 
California EC if the state implemented these two transition strategies: 

• Allow the governing board of each single-LEA SELPA to dissolve the 
LEA’s SELPA, if desired. This could be done immediately following 
enactment of the revised California EC (2022–23). But if the single-LEA 
SELPA chooses, it could develop its own plan to transition within three 
years (by SY 2025–26). 

• Require each multi-LEA SELPA governing board to establish a three-year 
plan for each member LEA to transition from mandatory LEA participation 
to voluntary participation in an ESA or other agreements as needed to 
meet the needs of its students. 

LEAs would need initial resources to develop agreements with other LEAs or 
ESAs (e.g., COEs, voluntary LEA consortia) to provide services, and some LEAs, 
especially small LEAs, could need ongoing supports to enter into voluntary 
agreements with other LEAs and ESAs. The state could support the initial 
transition by using the current ADA formula to allocate AB 602 PS/RS funds to 
current SELPAs to be retained by the SELPA to facilitate the transition until the 
governing board of the SELPA (for multi-LEA SELPAs) or the LEA (for single-
LEA SELPAs) has notified the CDE that the transition is complete. Funds could 
be used to contract facilitators to assist with decision-making about revised 
arrangements for services. 
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Because the coordination of services is an allowable cost for both federal IDEA 
and state AB 602 funds, a separate funding stream would not be needed after 
the transition period. The AB 602 PS/RS funds could be added to the AB 602 
base or repurposed for another activity, such as increased extraordinary high-
cost-pool funding (see strategy 1d) or additional supports for small LEAs to 
coordinate services. 

California Education Code and other policy that might need to be revised: 

• Section 56195.1, Local Plans 

• Policies listed under recommendation 1b 

2b. Require each LEA to include in its annual budget submission the amounts of 
federal and state funds it plans to use: (1) to purchase direct services and 
supports from ESAs, other LEAs, and other providers; (2) to establish joint 
programs with other LEAs or ESAs; and (3) to coordinate those services. 

One requirement for establishing eligibility as an LEA under IDEA (34 CFR §300.203) is 
the submission of a budget demonstrating that the LEA has budgeted at least the same 
amount of state and local funds, or local-only funds, for special education that it had 
budgeted in the previous year (the LEA MOE eligibility standard). If the state adopted 
the recommendation to have each LEA annually submit an application to the CDE to 
establish eligibility, the state could use that process to collect additional information 
about LEAs’ use of funds to enter into agreements to provide or coordinate services for 
students with an IEP. 

These data could then be used by the state to evaluate whether LEAs, including specific 
subsets of LEAs, such as small and rural LEAs, are continuing to access services from 
other LEAs. These data could also be used to inform the CDE’s monitoring of the use of 
special education funds and to identify areas warranting further examination of the 
provision of FAPE to eligible students. For example, if the state saw a significant 
decrease in the amount of funds budgeted for participation in a regional program or for 
coordination of services with another LEA, it might consider monitoring the IEPs of 
students for whom placement or location of services changed to ensure such changes 
were appropriate. 

This strategy is not intended to limit the state’s authority to review any agreements an 
LEA uses to provide FAPE to its students with an IEP as part of its ongoing monitoring 
processes. Any agreements that an LEA uses to provide FAPE are subject to review by 
the state. 

Timeline and resources for implementation: 

Aligned with strategy 1b, begin transition in SY 2023–24, transition to full 
implementation by SY 2025–26. One-time and ongoing funds would be needed. 

The state would need one-time resources to develop and ongoing funds to 
maintain a transparent reporting system for budget data as part of its LEA 
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application for funds (strategy 1b). However, the requirement to monitor LEA 
budgets annually to determine whether each LEA meets the LEA MOE eligibility 
requirement is not new, so the state may already have resources dedicated to 
this practice. The state might also be able to use tools from the consolidated 
application for federal programs, which also requires budget submissions. 

Additional ongoing resources could be needed to continue to ensure fiscal health 
in LEAs. The application for funds, including budget submissions, could be an 
area where COEs support LEAs as part of their LEA fiscal oversight (see 
strategy 4c). 

California Education Code that might need to be revised: 

• Section 56195.1, Local Plans 

Stakeholder Input on Potential Benefits and Drawbacks of 
Recommendation 2 

Similar to recommendation 1, stakeholder opinions related to the potential of this 
recommendation and its strategies to support improved outcomes for students tended to 
differ by a stakeholder’s role. Some stakeholders, mostly parents and LEAs, expressed 
the belief that this proposed change would open a pathway for innovation and 
specifically would serve students with an IEP in new ways within LEAs. Some families 
indicated in focus groups that they were only provided options for placement in regional 
programs versus local programs and that placement decisions may have been 
influenced by their LEA having a number of spots to fill in the regional program that it 
was already paying for. 

Some LEAs, including very small LEAs, strongly supported the recommendation and 
strategies, whereas other LEAs, also including very small LEAs, strongly opposed them. 
Some small LEAs reported that SELPA coordination duplicates general education 
planning because the same participants make decisions and that this could streamline 
decision-making and reduce the convening of separate special education meetings with 
the same participants as other governing meetings. Although not mandated by law, 
many small LEAs already coordinate among themselves and with larger LEAs to jointly 
fund positions to provide services to other student groups. Single-LEA SELPA staff 
expressed support for the recommendation, noting that it reflects their current practice 
as single-LEA SELPAs. Other LEAs and a few SELPAs reported SELPA-related 
inequity, noting that some SELPAs do not coordinate services across their districts and, 
due to the lack of accountability, do not provide the same level of supports that are 
provided by other SELPAs. 

Some SELPAs expressed that LEAs would fall significantly out of compliance if SELPAs 
did not enforce compliance and control special education funding, stating that LEAs 
would not choose on their own to access supports. Some LEAs opposed to this 
recommendation expressed the concern that large LEAs leaving SELPAs would 
negatively affect the smaller LEAs, especially in SELPAs where voting rights are not 
currently weighted based on LEA size. Other SELPAs and LEAs expressed concerns 
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that the cost of special education would go up because fewer LEAs would be sharing 
costs and that the ability of regional programs to hire specialized staff could be limited. 
SELPAs and a few LEAs reported that some LEAs currently refuse to share programs 
or to jointly fund staff, and they expressed the concern that this problem would be 
exacerbated without mandatory SELPA membership. 

Several stakeholders, including parents, expressed concerns that implementing this 
recommendation might limit access to regional programs and/or that county-operated 
special education programs might not have sufficient funding to continue operating in 
this model. Many parents expressed concerns about their child’s program ending, and 
some parents stated that they had already been informed their child’s program would 
close if these recommendations were adopted. The evidence reviewed by the research 
team from other states demonstrates that regional programs thrive even when such 
programs are not mandated and are not dependent on mandatory participation. 
Although these recommendations could, at the discretion of an LEA, result in changes 
to the location where a student receives services, the decisions made by an IEP team 
about the appropriate placement for a student with an IEP should not, in the current or 
future model, be influenced by any pressure to maintain regional programs. 

Overwhelmingly, both those who supported and those who opposed this 
recommendation expressed the need for any type of transition to be made over time 
and for the transition to be supported with training for the participants. Implementation of 
this recommendation and its strategies may require a skillset that special education 
leaders, especially in small LEAs, do not necessarily have. The proposed transition plan 
includes one year for the development of resources prior to implementing the 
recommendations and strategies in order to address the need for training. 

Recommendations for the Intermediary Agency Role 
and Responsibilities in Special Education Governance 
and Accountability 
Recommendation 3. Align improvement planning requirements and 
supports provided through the Statewide System of Support across 
general and special education. Align other intermediary supports for 
LEAs through COEs, allowing COEs to use county-operated ESAs or 
to pool funds across COEs to support LEAs as needed. 
This recommendation would help the state increase transparency and would support 
alignment of the Statewide System of Support. Streamlining the improvement planning 
systems for general and special education and making the intermediary agency role 
consistent for general and special education could also make those systems more 
accessible to families and other stakeholders and increase their engagement in local 
decision-making. If this recommendation were adopted, some COEs may need or 
want to establish county-operated ESAs to provide additional supports to LEAs within 
the COE’s jurisdiction. For example, a large COE may decide to divide its LEAs 
geographically or based on the areas of need identified through improvement planning. 
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If the COE chose to use ESAs for any purpose assigned by the state, the COE would 
be responsible for providing funding to the ESA, would remain accountable to the state 
for the supports to LEAs, and could choose to stop or change its use of ESAs at any 
time. The state would not provide funding directly to ESAs, would not establish rules for 
their operation, and would not require them to be governed by a governing board, but 
might examine them as part of any oversight provided for COEs. 

The strategies for implementing this recommendation include creating opportunities to 
better integrate governance and accountability supports, making technical assistance 
inclusive and responsive, agreeing on common priorities for improvement, and 
eliminating any potential redundancies and duplication of effort. There is a strong body 
of research about the need for inclusive practices coordinated by general and special 
education teachers to improve outcomes for students with an IEP (see section 3.2), a 
group that is already included as a student group in California’s general education 
accountability structures (e.g., Dashboard, LCAP). Therefore, this recommendation and 
its strategies prioritize including special education improvement planning and technical 
assistance in general education structures whenever possible, rather than conducting 
those activities through a separate system. 

Implementation Strategies, Timelines, and Resources 

3a. Continue to provide Statewide System of Support resources and to support 
inclusive practices for students with an IEP, for both general education and 
special education audiences. 

California’s Statewide System of Support is intended, among other things, to: 

• Reduce redundancy across state and federal programs; 

• Integrate guidance and resources across state and federal programs; and 

• Support LEAs to meet identified student needs through the LCAP process (CDE 
2021d). 

Consistent with that approach, and with the need for continued supports to increase the 
provision of special education in general education settings to improve outcomes for 
students with an IEP, the state could model inclusive practice by encouraging all expert 
and content leads to support teams that include general education and special 
education administrators and professionals. The state could also list all content leads 
together in its Statewide System of Support directory rather than listing special 
education leads separately, communicating that supports related to inclusive practices 
benefit all students. The state could also highlight examples of how supports are 
provided to encourage systemic improvement. 

For example, the SELPA System Improvement Leads are focused on systemic change 
that could easily be applied more broadly than special education, yet are labeled as a 
special education support and listed under Special Education Resource Leads on the 
CDE Statewide System of Support website 
(https://www.cde.ca.gov/sp/sw/t1/csss.asp#leadagencies). Removing the label of 

https://www.cde.ca.gov/sp/sw/t1/csss.asp#leadagencies
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special education from those leads and listing them by topic of expertise might improve 
the inaccurate but understandable perception by some that there is a separate 
Statewide System of Support for special education. Similarly, technical assistance on 
disproportionality should be focused on supports outside of special education to reduce 
disproportionality and could be better leveraged to build the capacity of general 
educators, but the supports are listed under State Performance Plan Technical 
Assistance Project on the website, which may not communicate the potential usefulness 
of their supports to general education administrators. 

Timeline and resources for implementation: 

Immediate (2022–23); ongoing resources should continue to be provided to 
ensure special education supports are available to both general and special 
education leaders and professionals. 

California Education Code that might need to be revised: 

• Section 52073.2, Local Control and Accountability Plans and the 
Statewide System of Support, special education resource leads 

• Section 52059.5 et seq., Local Control and Accountability Plans and the 
Statewide System of Support 

3b. Collect data on how resources and supports are accessed by LEAs and 
distributed by technical assistance providers. Provide guidance to technical 
assistance providers on making supports available to the LEAs based on need 
and to LEAs on how to access resources and supports. 

Having better data about which LEAs access and receive supports through the 
Statewide System of Support and the results of those supports could help the state to 
better understand LEA improvement or the lack thereof and to make data-based 
decisions, together with various stakeholders, about the supports it funds in the future. 
Further, if the state better understood the characteristics of both the technical 
assistance provided and the LEAs accessing that support, it would be able to provide 
meaningful guidance to both LEAs and technical assistance providers on how to access 
and provide supports most effectively. Data that were not available for this study but 
that would allow for data-based decisions include, for example, size and geographic 
location of the LEA, the makeup of the LEA or COE team that received supports, and 
student process and outcomes data. 

Using data from the Dashboard and other indicators of need, the state could encourage 
technical assistance providers to support specific LEAs or could recommend that LEAs 
with particular needs access specific supports. Any additional parameters around 
accessing or providing special education supports should be consistent with those for 
general education technical assistance and supports. Both should be informed by the 
recommendations that result from the upcoming differentiated assistance evaluation 
called for in the 2021 Budget Act. 
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The state could also review the data reported by COEs on differentiated assistance 
services and consider modifying the collection on the types of support accessed by 
LEAs to allow for additional examination of the data and inform future allocations. 

Timeline and resources for implementation: 

Upon completion of and in coordination with any recommendations from the 
results of the forthcoming technical assistance evaluation; examine whether 
changes are needed to the Statewide System of Support to meet the needs of 
LEAs and COEs. 

California Education Code that might need to be revised: 

• Section 42238.07, Apportionments and Revenue Control, expenditure of 
appropriated funds to increase or improve services 

• Section 52064.5, Local Control and Accountability Plans and Statewide 
System of Support, evaluation rubrics for identifying improvement 

• Sections 52071, Local Control and Accountability Plans and Statewide 
System of Support, requests for technical assistance 

3c. Encourage COEs, charter school authorizers, and the state to include special 
education expertise and support in LCAP improvement planning supports and 
differentiated assistance for LEAs, charter schools, and COEs. Build the 
expertise of local leaders to plan for and direct inclusive preschool and 
transitional kindergarten programs. 

As the expectation is placed on LEAs to address specific subgroups in their LCAPs 
when those subgroups have not experienced progress, COEs and other differentiated 
assistance providers will need additional expertise to build the capacity of general 
education administrators, teachers, providers, and families to provide and receive 
special education services in general education settings. 

The proportion of LEAs found eligible for differentiated assistance based on their 
inability to improve outcomes for students with an IEP speaks to the need to ensure that 
improvement planning addresses the unique needs of this student group. The agencies 
funded to assist LEAs through differentiated assistance and improvement planning 
could leverage the special education expertise currently available through SELPAs as 
part of the teams working with LEAs. Although this kind of joint support and capacity 
building is currently happening in some areas of the state, there is not a consistent 
expectation that special education supports be included. 

There may be a natural incentivization to include special education expertise in 
improvement planning and differentiated assistance in coming years. Although LEAs, in 
consultation with COEs, initially have had the liberty to prioritize areas for assistance, 
they will be directed to establish goals for the specific student groups and performance 
indicators that have not demonstrated progress. In preparation for what likely would 
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include significant efforts around students with an IEP, COEs would need additional 
capacity to support LEAs to address the needs of students with an IEP. 

Another opportunity for coordinated planning and capacity aimed at improving student 
outcomes and increasing the provision of special education services in general 
education settings is the development of inclusive preschool and transitional 
kindergarten programs. The historic investment in and prioritization of increasing access 
to these programs presents an opportunity to address the lower-than-expected rates of 
inclusive service provision for students with an IEP aged 3–5, and thus increasing the 
likelihood of those students participating in general education settings as they continue 
through school (see results in sections 3.1 and 3.2). Guidance on implementing these 
programs, consistent with the Master Plan for Early Learning and Care: California for All 
Kids (Alcalá et al. 2020), should encourage creating inclusive programs and training all 
staff and providers on inclusive practices. 

Special consideration for charter school LEAs: Currently, charter school authorizers 
do not receive additional resources to assist charter school LEAs with improvement 
planning or differentiated assistance. This study did not examine the provision of 
differentiated assistance to charter schools in general education in enough detail to 
make a recommendation about whether a similar role for special education would 
provide sufficient support to charter school LEAs. If it would not, the state could 
consider assigning an entity or entities, such as an ESA, to provide this support and 
coordination for charter school LEAs. For such statewide work, these special education 
supports established to serve charter schools would need funding directly from the 
state. Alternately, the state could clearly establish responsibility of COEs to support 
charter school LEAs with special education. Any additional funding for COEs or another 
entity should include corollary accountability requirements and data reporting 
expectations. 

Timeline and resources for implementation: 

Immediate (2022–23) and ongoing; an increase may be needed to ongoing 
resources for LCAP improvement planning and differentiated assistance. 

One-time resources might be needed to revise guidance and instructions related 
to the LCAP and differentiated assistance processes to establish this expectation 
and to describe ways that special education expertise could be included in LCAP 
improvement planning and differentiated assistance. 

The state could consider providing additional funds for differentiated assistance 
or providing additional guidance about the expectations on how existing funding 
for differentiated assistance is used. 

California Education Code that might need to be revised:  

• Section 52059.5 et seq., Local Control and Accountability Plans and the 
Statewide System of Support 
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• Section 52073.2, Local Control and Accountability Plans and the 
Statewide System of Support, special education resource leads 

3d. Aligned with accountability and support for general education, provide 
funding and establish expectations for COEs to serve as an intermediary agency 
to assist the state in supporting all LEAs with local implementation of IDEA as 
needed. Initially, assign responsibility to COEs for: (1) comprehensive 
coordinated early intervening services planning when an LEA is identified with 
significant disproportionality, (2) alternate dispute resolution and parent training, 
and (3) limited fiscal oversight. Establish clear expectations for the work to be 
completed, collect data to evaluate implementation, and allow COEs to use 
county-operated ESAs to support LEAs as needed. 

The state has relied on SELPAs to conduct certain activities on its behalf, but neither 
protected funding nor corollary systems have been in place to ensure accountability for 
SELPAs conducting such activities. In addition, some supports, such as alternate 
dispute resolution, have been provided by a third party for LEAs in multi-LEA SELPAs 
and by the LEA itself in single-LEA SELPAs. 

To meet the ongoing needs of the state, the scope of any work to be administered by 
COEs, or county-operated ESAs where needed, should be explicit and tied to a specific, 
protected funding source. The state should collect data for evaluating the work and any 
expected outcomes. Beyond the initial three areas of work described in this strategy, 
examples of additional work could include assisting LEAs to prepare for or respond to 
CDE monitoring activities, collecting and reviewing data from LEAs on behalf of the 
CDE, and helping LEAs revise policies and procedures in response to changes to 
federal or state law. 

COEs should be allowed to use county-operated ESAs or to pool resources across 
COEs to complete the work as needed and to ensure that all LEAs have access to 
similar supports, including small LEAs and those that are currently single-LEA SELPAs. 

CCEIS planning: Use differentiated assistance as a model for COEs to provide 
supports to LEAs to plan for and implement CCEIS when an LEA is identified as having 
significant disproportionality in special education. The planning could be done in 
coordination with or as part of the LEA’s LCAP and other improvement strategies 
supported by the COE. 

This strategy could reduce duplication among plans that are intended to assist students 
who need additional support and could promote coordination of improvement efforts. 
The state would provide funding to COEs to support each LEA identified with significant 
disproportionality in conducting root-cause analyses to determine the underlying factors 
related to the significant disproportionality and in developing a CCEIS plan coordinated 
with the LEA’s other improvement plans. As with differentiated assistance, the COE 
could report to the state on the completion of the plan, and the COE could help the state 
monitor the LEA’s progress in implementing the plan. If an LEA were not able to 
demonstrate progress in reducing the significant disproportionality over a period of time, 
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such as three years, the state could then provide the LEA with more intensive 
monitoring and support activities. 

Alternate dispute resolution and parent training: Provide funding to each COE for 
alternate dispute resolution services and special education training for parents. 
Encourage each COE to use a portion of the funding to coordinate with family-run 
organizations in its area (e.g., Family Empowerment Centers, Parent Training and 
Information Centers), where available, to streamline supports for families and increase 
the number of families participating in training and alternate dispute resolution. 

Funding a consistent agency to provide alternate dispute resolution and other supports 
for parents and families could improve transparency around current supports that are 
sometimes provided by the LEA and sometimes by the SELPA, COE, or other agency, 
at the discretion of LEAs and multi-LEA SELPA governing boards. This strategy could 
provide parents with a consistent array of supports and increase their awareness of 
available supports. Parents around the state, including those whose children attend 
single-LEA SELPAs, would also gain more consistent access to alternate dispute 
resolution. Pooling these funds at the COE level and encouraging coordination with 
family-run parent support organizations could also reduce potential duplication across 
projects and in the creation of resources, expand families’ and guardians’ support 
networks, and ensure consistent messaging to families. 

There has been very little data collected on and accountability for state-funded parent 
training and alternate dispute resolution, which creates a challenge for the state in 
evaluating the effectiveness of such investments. The state has established 
expectations for collecting data on formal dispute resolution and could establish metrics 
for reporting on the training and alternate dispute resolution supports provided to 
families and on the characteristics of the families accessing and not accessing dispute 
resolution. 

The state could leverage its investments in both the recently expanded Family 
Empowerment Center network and the Community Engagement Initiative in the 
Statewide System of Support to assist COEs in providing these supports to families. It 
could do this by encouraging, and collecting data on, the coordination of supports with 
family-run organizations where they are available and by using the Community 
Engagement Initiative as a resource for the strategies it has found most successful for 
engaging communities and families. 

Limited fiscal oversight: Currently, COEs are responsible for fiscal oversight of the 
LEAs in the county, including reviewing and approving LEA budgets. As the state 
develops fiscal oversight procedures for LEAs as subrecipients of IDEA funds (see 
strategies 1a, 1b, and 1c), it could consider how the current COE reviews of LEA 
budgets can be used to ensure fiscal oversight for special education. 

Special consideration for charter school LEAs: As with strategy 3c, the state could 
consider assigning an entity or entities, such as an ESA through the Statewide System 
of Support, to provide this support and coordination for charter school LEAs or more 
clearly establish the responsibility of COEs to support charter school LEAs. Specific to 
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family training and dispute resolution, the state should establish an expectation that 
parents of students with an IEP are informed of where they can access those supports. 

Timeline and resources for implementation: 

Immediate (2022–23) and ongoing based on state needs; ongoing resources 
would be needed for any new responsibilities assigned to COEs. 

One-time resources would be needed for either the CDE or one of its technical 
assistance contractors to build the capacity of COEs to engage with LEAs in 
examining significant disproportionality and to assist LEAs in planning for CCEIS. 
Ongoing, the state should determine an appropriate amount of funds to provide 
to COEs to support LEAs that are identified as having significant 
disproportionality. That amount could be assigned based on the LEA and its 
demographics and could be adjusted based on the size of the LEA and how long 
the LEA has been identified as having significant disproportionality. The state 
should consider whether an adjustment is needed for LEAs that are both 
identified for CCEIS and eligible for differentiated assistance. 

To provide COEs with the funding needed to offer alternate dispute resolution 
services, the state could redirect the significant funding it has already invested in 
these services to the COEs. The state should consider how it could also leverage 
its investment in the Family Empowerment Centers, for example, by requiring 
each center to distribute resources and make training available through the 
COE(s) where it serves families. 

For fiscal oversight, additional funding would not be needed unless the state 
assigns additional responsibilities to COEs. 

California Education Code and policy that might need to be revised: 

• Section 11503, Programs to Encourage Parent Involvement 

• Section 52060, Local Control and Accountability Plans and the Statewide 
System of Support, priorities 

• Section 56205, State Requirements, local plan 

• Section 56408, Family Empowerment Centers on Disability, condition of 
receipt of funds 

• Section 56836.23, Program Specialists and Administration of Regionalized 
Operations and Services, functions 

• Sections 56601 and 56601.5 Evaluation, Audits, and Information 

• Significant Disproportionality Comprehensive Coordinated Early 
Intervening Services Plan (CCEIS), California Department of Education, 
Special Education Division 
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Stakeholder Input on the Potential Benefits and Drawbacks of 
Recommendation 3 

Nearly all stakeholders responded positively to this recommendation and its strategies 
to continue to move toward one unified system of support, and some LEAs and COEs 
reported that the strategies to align the provision of supports for LEAs across general 
and special education programs are already underway in some areas of the state. 
Others reported that such strategies were not in place in their own locale and that the 
ability to implement such strategies would appear to depend on local perceptions about 
the need for integration and, even more so, on the relationships between LEAs, COEs, 
and SELPAs. Stakeholders provided feedback that, taken together, indicates that the 
nature of the relationships among LEAs, COEs, and SELPAs varies significantly across 
the state, even within small geographic areas. For example, one SELPA director 
reported that few, if any, SELPA directors attended COE meetings, whether internal or 
with LEAs, about differentiated assistance and that many were unaware of the rich 
training being provided on multi-tiered systems of support and universal design for 
learning through general education professional development set up by COEs. 
However, some SELPA directors and many LEAs reported that SELPAs are an integral 
part of the differentiated assistance process, and that SELPAs currently integrate their 
work with COEs, as envisioned in these strategies. Multiple SELPA directors reported 
serving on the cabinet of their COE superintendent. 

Many stakeholders identified potential benefits, were this recommendation to be 
consistently implemented, including helping to shift the mindset of special education 
leaders in COEs and LEAs by further communicating the expectation for increased 
inclusive practice. Some stakeholders, including parents, SELPAs, and LEAs, envision 
a future in which all LEAs would train general education and special education teachers 
together on multi-tiered systems of support and universal design for learning and 
students with an IEP would have increased opportunities to be included in general 
education settings. 

A small minority of stakeholders expressed concern that the general education and 
special education systems are so different that they could not or should not be more 
integrated. However, the large majority of stakeholders expressed support for any 
moves toward a more integrated system. Parents reported in focus groups that they 
want to be more engaged in the general education system so they can better 
understand how to advocate for their child’s increased inclusion in general education 
settings. 

Some of the potential barriers to successful implementation of this recommendation that 
were identified by SELPA, LEA, and COE staff and leaders are: 

• Significant gaps in both operations and instruction between general education 
and special education; 

• Insufficient capacity in the CDE to support a more integrated system with limited 
staff; 
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• Lack of personnel at all levels of the education, especially in COEs, who 
understand both the general education system and the special education system; 

• Inability and lack of interest among general education teachers and 
administrators to collaborate with special educators; and 

• COE refusal to assist LEAs with special education. 

Throughout the research team’s public outreach efforts for this study and as with the 
other recommendations, stakeholders reiterated the need for training and transition 
planning to support all parties in these types of changes. Some SELPAs, COEs, and 
LEAs recommended a modified transition that would maintain COEs and SELPAs as 
separate entities, but that would require additional communication and collaboration 
between the two intermediary agencies. Many stakeholders representing COEs and 
SELPAs noted that collaboration between the two types of intermediary agencies is 
currently dependent on relationships and that clear expectations or requirements for 
collaboration have not been established. Many COEs and SELPAs reported that 
support in developing better collaboration would be welcomed. 

Recommendations for the State’s Role and 
Responsibilities in Special Education Governance and 
Accountability 
Recommendation 4. Increase transparency and alignment of the 
state’s general and special education accountability, monitoring, and 
technical assistance structures. Amplify the voices of special 
education stakeholders, including families, in all governance and 
accountability structures. 
This recommendation and accompanying strategies would help the state ensure the 
equitable distribution of funding and supports, including to small LEAs, increase 
transparency, and support alignment. They address the challenges identified through 
this study related to the lack of inclusive practice and alignment at all levels — state, 
intermediary, and local. The state could better model inclusive practice by increasing 
collaborative governance and accountability work across programs at the state level, 
which would demonstrate its commitment to inclusive practices. 

In addition, if the state increased the transparency and alignment of its governance and 
accountability structures, families could better understand expectations and would be 
more capable of engaging in local decision-making and promoting inclusive practice at 
the local level. 

Implementation Strategies, Timelines, and Resources 

4a. Increase transparency of general and special education monitoring and 
technical assistance activities for LEAs, families, and other stakeholders by 
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improving the sections of the CDE website dedicated to general and special 
education accountability and describing how they are related. 

The CDE Special Education Division website could benefit from a concise summary of 
how the state ensures LEA compliance with IDEA and how it works with LEAs to 
improve student outcomes. Some information about the state’s monitoring and technical 
assistance activities is available on the website. However, there are some components 
of monitoring and technical assistance activities, such as the special education plan. 
that are not described on the CDE website and for which greater transparency would be 
helpful to all stakeholders. The website currently does not describe how special 
education and general education accountability overlap; this could be strengthened by 
describing how LEAs are accountable under multiple systems for students with an IEP. 

However, the state should consider the potential benefits of investing resources in 
updating its website in the near future, before any system changes are implemented. If 
the state were to create new structures for accountability, it should consider how it could 
develop timely, succinct descriptions of those structures to increase transparency. 
Updating the website now to better describe structures and resources that could 
become obsolete could reduce, rather than improve, transparency. 

Timeline and resources for implementation: 

Upon making changes to governance and accountability structures; one-time and 
ongoing resources would be needed for potential revisions and ongoing updates. 

As the state allocates resources toward implementing the recommendations from 
this study, it could consider developing concise, user-friendly descriptions as a 
part of implementation and rollout of those changes. 

4b. Reduce duplication of LEA efforts and encourage inclusive planning by 
aligning special education improvement planning with the LCAP process. Use the 
separate special education plan (SEP) to inform creation of a Special Education 
Addendum to the LCAP. 

Strategy 1c recommends replacing the requirement for a SELPA local plan with a 
simplified LEA application for funds consisting of only the required series of assurances 
and a budget submission. As discussed in section 3.2, SELPA local plans have not 
served as improvement plans. Currently, in addition to SELPA local plans, LEAs 
address improvement planning through the SEP. The state is required to verify 
correction of noncompliance in accordance with IDEA and OSEP guidance, and it 
reviews SEP improvement plans for completeness and to inform CDE technical 
assistance. It has not consistently evaluated the quality of SEPs or whether the plans 
are coordinated with other plans, including the LCAP. 

The state could transition from the SEP — which currently serves as the continuous 
improvement planning document LEAs use to describe how they would improve their 
performance on each of the federal performance indicators required by the IDEA — to 
encouraging LEAs to address special education data and improvement efforts in 
tandem with LCAP improvement planning through a Special Education Addendum to 
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the LCAP. This addendum could be designed as a detachable supplement to the LCAP 
in order to meet CDE monitoring requirements, and it could mirror the structure of the 
LCAP by centering LEAs’ planning on a few key goals to focus their improvement efforts 
on actions that are complementary to the LEAs’ overall LCAP goals, actions, and 
services. This approach could greatly reduce the administrative burden the current SEP 
presents to LEAs. 

Given the overlapping nature of the LCAP and the SEP, the state could increase the 
likelihood that LEAs would more deeply explore the root causes for lack of improvement 
for students with an IEP by including the review of supplemental special education data 
during the LCAP prioritizing and planning processes. LEAs who have not been able to 
improve outcomes for students with an IEP would be required to address their 
outcomes, as a student group or part of other student groups, in goals and to review 
additional data to inform those goals. LEAs could review data, including trend data, on 
the placement of both school-aged and preschool students in the least restrictive 
environment; on disproportionality; on discrepancies in suspension and expulsion rates 
for students with an IEP, including by race and ethnicity; and on post-school outcomes 
for students who had an IEP when they exited school. LEAs should also review parent 
survey data. Graduation, dropout, and assessment data are already included in the 
Dashboard data used by LEAs. 

Revised guidance provided through differentiated assistance could include best 
practices for LEAs to approach their improvement planning under the LCFF and IDEA in 
complementary and related plans. 

The addendum could be used to report on: correction of noncompliance; other federally 
required data, such as the number of students who receive CCEIS and the number who 
are later identified for special education in LEAs with significant disproportionality; and 
other special education information required by federal or state law or court decisions. A 
Special Education Addendum could also be used to collect any additional data needed 
for the state to evaluate the implementation of inclusive practices. 

Timeline and resources for implementation: 

Consider aligning the transition to the other transitions in recommendations 2 and 
3, to be completed by SY 2025–26; substantial one-time and ongoing resources 
would be needed. 

Substantial one-time resources would be required to develop a Special 
Education Addendum. The state might be able to repurpose resources used for 
the SEP toward building the capacity of LEAs to make planning efforts more 
inclusive. However, reviewing plans for quality rather than completeness would 
require additional time and resources. 

Ongoing resources might be needed to support LEAs in completing the 
addendum; that support could potentially be provided through COEs on behalf of 
the state (see strategy 3d). 

California Education Code that might need to be revised: 
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• Section 52060, Local Control and Accountability Plans and the Statewide 
System of Support, report 

• Section 52062, 52064, Local Control and Accountability Plans and the 
Statewide System of Support, consultation before adoption 

4c. Streamline and increase access to publicly reported SPP/APR data by 
publishing the data for each LEA on DataQuest and by linking to each LEA’s 
report from its page on the California School Dashboard. 

Improving access to California’s public reporting of special education data by LEA would 
increase transparency. Linking special education data to the Dashboard communicates 
to LEAs and the public the importance of those data and that the state is using the data 
for decision-making and program evaluation. However, as explored in section 3.3, 
public reporting of data on its own is not connected to improved practice and although it 
would provide parents and other stakeholders with needed data to support their 
engagement in local decision-making, it may not represent the data that could be used 
to change local practice. 

Currently, the state publishes LEAs’ APR data in files that members of the public often 
do not know about, and those data are not linked to other accountability data. The CDE 
has been working to develop more comprehensive data reports on DataQuest to 
support the public’s access to data, and publishing LEAs’ APR data historically would 
provide the public with a clearer understanding of LEA performance. Given the lack of 
alignment of the SPP/APR indicators to the Dashboard indicators, the state could create 
special education reports on DataQuest for each LEA and link to those reports from 
each LEA’s Dashboard page to provide community members with simple access to 
additional data on the experiences of and outcomes for students with an IEP. To 
increase transparency, the DataQuest report could include a note explaining that some 
data have similar labels (e.g., graduation rate, proficiency on statewide assessments), 
but are different due to the different measures established by OSEP and by California. 

In addition, the state could further consider or ask its Statewide System of Support 
leads to provide information on the types of data and practices for data sharing and use 
that, if used by LEAs in improvement planning, would be likely to change local practice 
and could be more useful for improvement planning than the statewide, summative 
indicators currently reported through the SPP/APR data. 

Timeline and resources for implementation: 

Immediate (2022–23); minimal one-time and ongoing resources might be 
needed. 

The state currently uses resources to develop separate PDF reports for each 
LEA and to post them to the CDE website to meet SPP/APR public reporting 
requirements. It could repurpose those resources to implement this strategy. The 
state has invested significant funds in the Supporting Inclusive Practices project 
that could be used to gather additional information on how the use and 
publication of data affect inclusive practices. 
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4d. Revise California Education Code to require that each LCAP parent advisory 
committee include a proportion of parents of students with an IEP that is equal to 
or greater than the proportion of students with an IEP enrolled in the LEA. 

Because the LCAP parent advisory committee is making decisions about all students, 
including those with an IEP, it is important to explicitly ensure that membership includes 
parents of students with an IEP. In addition to engaging parents of students with an IEP 
in local decision-making, having them on each LCAP parent advisory committee would 
also increase their knowledge about the general education accountability structures, 
which would lead to increased transparency. Parents of students with an IEP might 
identify areas for alignment of improvement planning that had not previously been 
identified. 

If the state adopts the previous recommendations to shift special education planning 
from SELPAs to LEAs and not require each LEA to belong to a SELPA, this 
recommendation will be especially important to ensure continued engagement of 
parents of students with an IEP. CACs are not required by IDEA, and although they 
have provided some parents with access to decision-making about special education 
services that are coordinated by SELPAs, they have not routinely provide parents with 
opportunities to participate in local decision-making, especially about general education. 

The state should also consider where else it can encourage the inclusion of parents of 
students with an IEP in local decision-making, such as on School Site Councils. It could 
request that its Community Engagement Initiative partners develop resources geared 
specifically toward informing parents of students with an IEP on how to become more 
engaged and the existing opportunities for engagement. This support might be provided 
through the parent training under recommendation 3d, in coordination with family-run 
parent support organizations. 

Timeline and resources for implementation: 

Begin transition in SY 2023–24; transition to full implementation by SY 2025–26; 
no additional resources would be required. 

The transition away from the use of CACs could match the transitions in 
recommendations 1 and 2. 

California Education Code that might need to be revised:  

• Section 52063, Local Control and Accountability Plan and the Statewide 
System of Support, parent advisory committee 

• Sections 56190–56194, Community Advisory Committee 

• Section 56195.9, Local Requirements, plan updates 

Note: Stakeholder feedback is combined for recommendations 4 and 5 and included 
after recommendation 5. 
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Recommendation 5. Increase state communication and guidance to 
LEAs, communities, and families about the state’s special education 
priorities and available resources for increasing the provision of 
special education services in general education settings and 
improving academic and functional outcomes for students with an 
IEP. 
This recommendation would help the state increase transparency and promote local 
stakeholder engagement. The state has shifted its special education governance and 
accountability structures to be more focused on improving outcomes for students with 
an IEP, and it should continue to orient its structures toward improving outcomes for 
students with an IEP. Additional, proactive communication and guidance could create 
better transparency for families and other stakeholders, building their capacity to 
participate in local decision-making. It is important for all stakeholders to understand the 
state’s priorities. 

Implementation Strategies, Timelines, and Resources 

5a. Establish at least one mechanism (e.g., quarterly email communications, a 
regular newsletter, an annual meeting, regular webinars) to communicate with 
LEA special education leaders directly or through the COEs to which they belong. 

This strategy is intended to ensure that communication from the CDE about special 
education is not limited to associations with a paid membership, such as the state 
SELPA association. Regular, direct communication with LEA special education leaders 
could increase transparency, and coordination of communication with other state 
partners could lead to increased alignment among programs supported by different 
CDE divisions. 

Regular communication would not require the state to develop original materials. One 
strategy for content development could be sharing one resource each month from a 
Statewide System of Support lead or other technical assistance contractor, including 
resources from the content leads that are not focused on special education. To 
minimize the burden on both the state and LEAs, the state should adopt the same (or 
similar) process that LEAs use to update the California School Directory to update 
information on special education leadership for each LEA. Adding that contact 
information to the directory could also increase public transparency about who in each 
LEA has decision-making authority. 

In addition, the state could develop guidance on best practices and provide additional 
practice briefs to the field, continuing the strong communication established to assist 
LEAs in responding to the COVID-19 pandemic. When sharing resources, the state 
could invite students with an IEP and their parents to participate by sharing their own 
experience in special education, through video clips or other short vignettes. 
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Timeline and resources for implementation: 

Immediate (2022–23); minimal resources might be needed to establish and 
maintain communication mechanisms as well as contact information for LEA 
special education leaders. The actual resources needed would depend on the 
mechanisms the state opts to engage. For example, the cost of an annual 
conference would be more significant than the cost of a quarterly newsletter. 

5b. Communicate the state’s special education priorities and promote its work to 
improve outcomes for students with an IEP through state websites and other 
public mechanisms (e.g., at public meetings, through webinars, when presenting 
to stakeholder groups). Amplify parent and student voices and experiences in 
outreach and communications. 

To increase transparency, the state could develop a communication and outreach plan 
that addresses how the state will consistently communicate its special education 
priorities. The outreach to promote the state’s priorities could include distributing LEA 
success stories and resources created by the state’s technical assistance projects. The 
state should consider how to engage students with an IEP, their parents and families, 
and special educators and service providers in its outreach and promotion strategies 
whenever possible. When sharing resources, the state could invite students with an IEP 
and their parents to participate by sharing their own experience in special education, 
through video clips or short vignettes. 

The state should communicate its priorities and best practices for students with an IEP 
to special education and general education leaders, teachers, and other service 
providers and coordinating communications about state priorities across programs. 

Timeline and resources for implementation: 

Immediate (2022–23) and ongoing; minimal one-time and ongoing resources 
might be needed. 

Resources might be needed to develop accessible materials for communicating 
state priorities to various audiences. 

Stakeholder Input on the Potential Benefits and Drawbacks of 
Recommendations 4 and 5 

Nearly all stakeholders agreed with these recommendations and their related strategies.  

All stakeholders expressed overwhelming support for eliminating potentially duplicative 
improvement plans and planning processes in favor of an LCAP that better integrates 
special education data and priorities. Some of the benefits of streamlining accountability 
processes identified by stakeholders include: 

• Increased joint ownership and commitment to meet the needs of all students; 

• A greater sense of community and belonging for all families; 
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• Potential inclusion of child find in the LCAP, resulting in improved systems for 
timely identification of students who need an IEP; 

• Motivation for LEAs to define “core instruction” or “first best instruction”; and 

• Acknowledgment that the current systems are not closing achievement gaps for 
students with an IEP. 

All stakeholders, especially parents, were in favor of requiring representation of parents 
of students with an IEP on each LCAP parent advisory committee. Parents expressed a 
strong desire to be included in the broader school community, even if their child 
attended a program outside of the school. Parents reported that inclusion in the school 
community increased their hope that there could be the appropriate accommodations 
and modifications to enable their child to also participate. One parent recommended 
that proportional participation of students with disabilities also be required on each 
District English Learner Advisory Committee (DELAC). Some parents expressed 
concerns about discontinuing CACs because they are seen as such a valuable source 
of parent training and the CAC is how those parents have been receiving information 
about special education. 

Parents and education professionals alike expressed a significant interest in receiving 
additional communication from the state, in better understanding the state’s priorities for 
special education, and in increasing transparency related to monitoring and special 
education data. 

Section 6. Conclusion 
The purpose of the California Special Education Governance and Accountability study 
was, as directed by Senate Bill 74, Budget Act of 2020, to examine the state’s current 
governance and accountability structures for students with an IEP and to provide 
recommendations for improvement with the end goal of improving outcomes for 
students with an IEP. The question of how to leverage the state accountability system 
toward improved outcomes is not new; this report echoes previous recommendations, 
including by the 2015 Statewide Special Education Task Force, that have called for the 
state to move to one overall education system designed to serve all students, including 
those with an IEP. 

Established by the research as the strongest predictor of improved outcomes, the study 
closely examined the how the state’s governance and accountability structures were 
geared to increase the delivery of special education services and supports in the least 
restrictive environment, which for most, but not all, students with an IEP is the general 
education setting. This study built on the body of research about special education with 
an analysis of significant amounts of statewide data across five years, a careful review 
of policy and law to identify opportunities for clarification, and stakeholder engagement 
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to better understand the current governance and accountability systems and the 
potential benefits and drawbacks of the recommended changes. 

Using those methods, the study explored the separate but overlapping special 
education and general education governance and accountability structures, how those 
structures align with the state’s priorities, and the potential effect of those separate 
structures on students with an IEP, especially those who not only have an IEP, but who 
also receive or need supports due to learning English or experiencing socioeconomic 
disadvantage. As directed by the state, the study identified challenges and opportunities 
for improvement related to: equitable resource distribution, including to small LEAs; 
transparent decision-making; authentic stakeholder engagement and input in local 
decision-making; and alignment of state and federal accountability, compliance, and 
support systems. Although this study identified several challenges that require policy 
changes, the success of many of the strategies will depend on strengthened 
relationships and common priorities across general and special education at all levels, 
continuing and enhancing the work started through the LCFF and its surrounding 
accountability structures to better serve all students. The high-performing LEAs profiled 
in this report credited their success to strategies including adopting inclusive mindsets, 
investing in staff, using timely student-level data to provide individualized support, and 
forging strong connections with their families and communities. Those LEAs, consistent 
with the research, also recognized the dependence of increased provision of services in 
general education settings on sufficient and qualified personnel, in which the state has 
invested significant resources. 

Because improved student outcomes and increased provision of services in general 
education occurs in LEAs of different sizes with different governance types, and due to 
the disparity in outcomes by race, this study’s recommendations are focused on 
breaking down and removing any unnecessary barriers to improvement in the state’s 
governance and accountability structures and building the capacity of local systems to 
increase inclusive practices, including through inclusive preschool programs. The state, 
intermediary agencies, and LEAs all have opportunities to improve the equity, 
alignment, and transparency of their governance and accountability structures. 

Adopting the recommendations will require thoughtful transitions and significant 
resources. Strategies include changes for the state, intermediary, and local level, with 
the state taking on additional responsibility for the equitable and transparent distribution 
of funding and supports; intermediary agencies aligning supports to build LEA capacity 
through one unified support structure, rather than two separate structures; and LEAs, 
with their elected boards, taking responsibility for overseeing special education funding 
and improving coordination of improvement planning to adequately serve all students, 
including those with an IEP. The recommended strategies also aim to provide parents 
and families with more consistent supports and to better engage them in local decision-
making that is not limited to special education. 

This study also recommends strategies for collecting additional data and improving 
access to current data to enable the state, as well as LEAs and other stakeholders, to 
engage in continuous improvement of special education governance and accountability. 
Additional data about the effectiveness of current supports will help inform the state’s 



 

 144 

continued investments in the Statewide System of Supports and inform the 
development of state resources. More easily accessible special education data will 
enable better coordinated improvement planning and increased engagement of families 
and other stakeholders in local decision-making. 

California faces many challenges related to students with an IEP, including persistent 
gaps in academic achievement and some of the highest rates in the country of students 
that are not participating in general education settings. In response, the state has 
invested significant resources in special education. This study presents multiple 
opportunities for the state to leverage those resources toward improving equity, 
transparency, and alignment, and increasing engagement in local decision-making.  
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Appendix A: Detailed Methods 
As described in the report, the study included the following methods: 

• Review and analysis of applicable and related federal and state laws, 
regulations, policies, procedures, and guidance to explore their relative influence 
on student outcomes and, specifically for California law and policies, to identify 
areas of duplication, misalignment with federal law, and inconsistency with the 
state’s priorities. 

• Comprehensive analyses of statewide data to identify and explore trends and 
opportunities, leading to more in-depth analysis of a subset of LEAs, to 
understand factors that might influence student outcomes and to identify areas 
for further examination. 

• Interviews with key stakeholders to better understand local context, develop 
profiles of high-performing LEAs, and understand the implications of current 
structures and policy as well as the potential benefits and drawbacks of changes 
to current structures and policies. 

• Review of other state, regional, district, and school practices, research literature, 
and available data, to understand other structures and policies that might 
influence student outcomes and identify potential areas for improvement in 
California. 

Policy Review 
The research team conducted an in-depth review and analysis of primary source 
material, including federal and California laws, regulations, policies, procedures, and 
guidance related to general and special education governance and accountability. 
Specifically, these included: 

• California Education Code, Titles 1 and 2 

• California Code of Regulations (CAL. CODE REGS., tit. 5, Chapter 3) 

• California Department of Education (CDE) policies and guidance (Special 
Education Division, Fiscal & Administrative Services Division, School Fiscal 
Services Division, Local Agency Systems Support Office) 

o Board rules related to special education 

o Manuals issued by the CDE 

• California’s Every Student Succeeds Act (ESSA) plan 
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• Individual with Disabilities Act (IDEA) statute (20 U.S.C. §1400 et seq.) 

• IDEA regulations (34 CFR Part 300) 

• Other federal statutes and regulations 

o Elementary and Secondary Education Act as reauthorized by ESSA 

o ESSA regulations 

o Americans with Disabilities Act 

o Charter School Expansion Act 

o Education Department General Administrative Regulations (EDGAR) 

o Uniform Grant Guidance issued by the Office of Management and Budget 

o Non-regulatory U.S. Department of Education guidance 

o “Dear Colleague” letters related to governance, resource allocation, and 
other topics 

The research team examined this primary source material to determine the required 
roles and responsibilities at each organizational level (local, intermediary, and state) for 
ensuring students’ access to a free and appropriate public education (FAPE) in the least 
restrictive environment (LRE), as required by IDEA. The research team produced a 
description of the current governance and accountability structures at the state, 
intermediary, and local levels as the basis for further study and analysis to be able to 
understand and make findings about areas of state policy that have been unclear and/or 
are potential barriers to improved outcomes for students with an IEP. 

The team completed additional reviews of federal and state special education statutes 
and policies to explore potential discrepancies between state and federal law, 
specifically determining if and how California law and special education systems are 
aligned and/or consistent with the federal accountability systems prescribed in IDEA. 
The team identified areas for potential change by looking for where state law goes 
beyond federal law and for areas of duplication between California’s general and special 
education accountability systems. The team also completed an analysis of state and 
federal laws related to the legal roles and responsibilities of charter schools. 

In addition to reviewing the primary policy materials — that is, statutes and regulations 
— the team reviewed secondary sources of guidance to assess how structures and 
priorities are established and implemented in California at the state, intermediary, and 
local levels. The secondary source materials included non-regulatory guidance from the 
U.S. Department of Education’s Office of Special Education Programs, CDE policy 
guidance and procedures, and guidance and procedures developed by and for other 
state, regional, and local agencies. Although non-regulatory guidance is nonbinding, 
reviewing it provides perspectives on how policies created in federal and state statutes 
are interpreted and implemented within lower-level education systems. Formal and 
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informal guidance often provide interpretation of policies that may be influenced more 
by local priorities than by the original intent of the policymakers, leading to practice that 
may not align to policy. 

Exhibit A-1 illustrates how laws (statute or code), policies (regulations and rules), 
guidance, and local decision-making might be informed by one another. This study 
examined the influence of each level of governance on inclusive practices and student 
outcomes. 

Exhibit A-1. How levels of governing authority inform one another. 

 

An accessible, plain text version of exhibit A-1 is provided in appendix D. 

Statewide Data Analyses 
The research team sought to identify trends and improvement opportunities through 
analyses of statewide special education data, including data related to the delivery of 
special education services and supports to students with an IEP in a general education 
setting and data on these students’ outcomes. As described in greater detail below, to 
identify LEAs with best practices and those with areas of concern, the research team 
investigated statewide data to assess patterns and opportunities across the state, then 
identified a subset of LEAs, representing the various LEA governance structures in 
California, to study in greater depth. 
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Investigation of Statewide Data 
Data sources included the California Longitudinal Pupil Achievement Data System 
(CALPADS), the California Student Management Information System (CASEMIS), the 
California Assessment of Student Performance and Progress (CAASPP), public data 
from California regarding staff tenure, and public data from the National Center for 
Education Statistics (NCES), the U.S. Census Bureau, and the U.S. Department of 
Education. These data represented school year (SY) 2016–17 through SY 2018–19 (for 
student-level data, provided by the CDE) and SY 2016–17 through SY 2019–20 (for 
publicly available data).23 In investigating the statewide data, the team sought evidence 
of patterns of improved outcomes and explored whether various governance and 
accountability indicators were related to those patterns. The performance indicators 
examined by the research team are presented in exhibit A-2. 

Exhibit A-2. Statewide data sources used for study analyses. 

Indicators Data Sources  

  

 
 

  
 

 
 

 

 

Performance 
Measures

Student-level factors from CALPADS and 
CASEMIS; proficiency data from CAASPP

Least Restrictive 
Environment

Placement data from CASEMIS; comparison data 
from other states and from the U.S. Department of 
Education and NCES

Disproportionality Special education eligibility, discipline, and 
placement data from CALPADS and CASEMIS

Staff Tenure Public personnel data files from the CDE and 
CALPADS

Special Education 
Networks

LEA of residence and LEA of service for each 
service for each student from CASEMIS and 
CALPADS; Geographic Information Systems data 
from the U.S. Census Bureau

The research team examined the first four indicators (performance measures, LRE, 
disproportionality, and staff tenure) through descriptive statistics, trends, correlations, 
and regression models. These methods provide information on how specific variables of 
interest related to governance and accountability (e.g., LEA characteristics, practices, 
and policies) may affect student performance, staff turnover, and disproportionality. For 
potential areas of best practice and areas of concern, the research team used multiple 
years of statewide data to conduct trend analyses and examine relationships between 
data and indicators of governance and accountability, including looking at data across 

 
23 CASEMIS also had student-level data for SY 2014–15 and SY 2015–16. 
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and within LEAs and SELPAs by type, size, location, and composition based on wealth, 
race, and distance from the nearest metropolis. 

The team also explored the ways in which California LEAs connect and receive services 
from one another, through formal and informal networks, to ensure that they can all 
provide the full continuum of special education services and supports as needed. 
Formal connections are those established by law, specifically, the requirements that 
certain LEAs participate in a multi-LEA SELPA or a COE. Informal connections are 
those that are not imposed but are voluntarily established among LEAs themselves, 
generally to provide more efficient and effective services to students. Both types are 
common in California. This investigation yielded insight into whether certain conditions 
or structures — such as the presence of regional agencies — were associated with the 
formation of service connections across LEAs. 

Using CASEMIS services-related data, the team completed various network analyses 
(for example, measuring how many other LEAs each LEA is connected to) in order to:  

• Quantify the degree to which LEAs are connected across the state; 

• Identify the LEAs that are core to a network (i.e., LEAs that connect to many 
other LEAs); 

• Find LEAs on the periphery of each network (i.e., LEAs that do not have many 
connections) and identify conditions that help support their connections; and 

• Identify the types of LEA providing the most connections, especially to LEAs on 
the periphery. 

By illustrating how LEAs currently leverage networks of other LEAs to provide services 
to students with an IEP, these network analyses provide additional insights into related 
recommendations, such as those related to the relationship between LEAs and 
intermediary agencies. Additional details about the technical nature of these analyses 
are provided in appendix B. 

Identification of LEAs for Further Study 
To further explore governance and accountability structures and practices that may 
have contributed to high performance in some LEAs and to illustrate the potential 
implications of the study’s recommendations for LEAs with different governance 
structures, the team used the statewide data to identify 31 LEAs that were 
representative of California on multiple indicators, including geographically and by LEA 
and SELPA type, to be studied in more depth. Selection was completed in two steps. 
First, the team stratified California LEAs by type (charter, school district, and other24), 
size, and governance structure, including an LEA’s relation to intermediary agencies 

 
24 “Other” LEAs referred to county-run LEAs (e.g., county-run juvenile court and 
community schools) and state-run special schools (e.g., California’s Schools for the 
Deaf). The research team generally excluded these from the analysis given that their 
contexts and populations are not representative of most California LEAs. 
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(i.e., whether it belonged to a single- or multi-LEA SELPA and whether its COE served 
as its SELPA’s administrative unit). Then, LEAs within each stratum were selected 
based on evidence of high performance (using various performance indicators, many of 
which were specific to students with an IEP). Some lower-performing LEAs were also 
analyzed for comparison purposes. 

To ensure that all regions and environments of California were represented, the 
research team used three strata for all analyses: 

• California County Superintendents Educational Services Association (CCSESA) 
Regions25 

• Charter and non-charter LEAs 

• Single-LEA and multi-LEA SELPAs 

This means that each analysis to find high- and low-performing districts was conducted 
within each stratum, ensuring representation of all parts of California and different types 
of LEAs. 

Performance Measures. The team used measures representing three general aspects 
of district performance, with each measure either already directly used by the state 
accountability system or related to one that is used by the accountability system and 
that is widely accepted as a valid measure of performance: 

1) Academic performance and growth;  

2) Disproportionality rates (with low disproportionately as the desired outcome); 
and 

3) Age of identification of students with an IEP (with early identification as the 
desired outcome). 

This analysis enabled the research team to identify districts that are doing relatively well 
or poorly on clear, concrete measures of performance. Appendix B discusses the 
technical analysis in greater detail. Because several characteristics influence student 
performance and disproportionality, the team used an approach that helped identify 
districts that were performing well (or poorly) relative to what would be statistically 
expected given their LEA environment. This means that, given the LEA environment 
(i.e., the proportion of students who are English learners and/or economically 
disadvantaged, the type of district, and the size of the school), the team identified 

 
25 The research team combined Los Angeles with the neighboring Region 8 because 
most of the Los Angeles region consisted of the Los Angeles Unified School District, so 
combining it with a neighboring region created a more representative stratum. Region 8 
includes Kern, San Luis Obispo, Santa Barbara, and Ventura counties. 
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districts that had high performance or low disproportionality beyond what is expected for 
their situation.26 

Interviews with and Surveys of Key Stakeholders 
The research team developed survey, focus group, and interview protocols to gather 
information on the implementation and influence of existing governance and 
accountability mechanisms in LEAs that had been identified as high- and low-
performing. Qualitative data collected from selected high-performing LEAs and their 
regional agencies (SELPAs and COEs) were used to produce the LEA profiles included 
in the report. 

The research team first administered the survey to a stratified sample of 31 LEAs and 
the SELPAs and COEs connected to those LEAs. The sample reflected the various 
geographic circumstances, governance infrastructures, and levels of performance 
across the state. Survey respondents included 1,576 education professionals and 1,244 
parents, totaling nearly 3,000 responses from 31 LEAs. As illustrated in exhibit A-3, the 
research team, in partnership with the CDE, used survey results and available data to 
select a subset of 5 of the 31 surveyed LEAs to participate in interviews and focus 
groups. 

 
26 Technically, the team used linear regression, with the various measures of district 
performance as the dependent variable predicted by the listed school environment 
variables. From these regressions, the districts with large positive residuals were 
identified as performing well compared with expected and those with large negative 
residuals as performing poorly compared with expected. This approach was used for 
each measure that had enough data and variability available for it to be beneficial. 



Exhibit A-3. Survey and LEA Profile process and purpose.

Identify and 
select ~30 

LEAs

Survey
selected 
LEAs and 

their
intermediary

partners

Pick a
subset of -5 

LEAs for 
further 

exploration

Hold focus
groups and
interviews 

with subset 
of LEAs and 

their 
regional
partners

Combine all 
data to 

produce ~5 
LEA case 
studies■L___________ A■L___________ A■L___________ A

• Illustrate the role of governance and accountability systems in high 
performing LEAs.

• Test assumptions about what contributes to high performance.
• Understand policy in practice.

An accessible, plain text version of exhibit A-3 is provided in appendix D.

LEA representatives included district and school administrators, teachers and other 
school staff, and parents. In total, 65 stakeholders, representing 4 of the 5 LEAs, 
participated in focus groups, and 8 stakeholders from COEs and SELPAs, representing 
all 5 LEAs, participated in interviews. The survey, interviews, and focus groups 
conducted with local and regional stakeholders helped the research team explore 
horizontal alignment and the implication of best practices and potential 
recommendations for changes to the current system. To ensure the recommendations 
also reflected vertical alignment and agreement, the research team administered a 
similar survey to state-level stakeholders.

In addition, to better understand the implications of the identified challenges and 
potential benefits and drawbacks of the proposed recommendations, the research team 
held a series of engagements with stakeholders over three months. The research team 
conducted 42 virtual engagements with stakeholders representing a wide variety of 
perspectives and organizations across California’s education system, including 
education agencies at each level of the system, professional associations and 
constituencies, and regional parent focus groups across the state.

Literature Review
The research team reviewed existing research literature on effective practices for 
advancing access to the LRE and improving outcomes for students with an IEP, as well 
as the other key priorities identified for this study: equitable distribution of funding and 
supports, including to small LEAs; transparency in decision-making and distribution of 
funds; family and community involvement in local decision-making; and alignment of 
governance and accountability systems.
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A set of keywords and search terms were used to gather literature from 2002 to the start 
of the study on improving outcomes for students with an IEP; on serving students with 
an IEP in the LRE; on maintaining a workforce of effective educators; on state and 
district structures for general and special education accountability; and on the use of 
intermediary agencies for special education. The research team first assessed literature 
specific to California, then expanded to include other states and federal systems, using 
the following databases: Google Scholar, ERIC, SAGE, Boston Consultancy Group, and 
Research Gate. A relevance screening of the title, abstract, and year of publication was 
conducted, and secondary screening prioritized papers and studies that contributed to 
the research team’s understanding of the topic, fit within the study’s framework, and 
raised new areas for exploration or confirmed emerging patterns. 

In addition to reviewing California law, data, and practices, the research team reviewed 
publicly available information from 10 other states to examine how those states 
leveraged governance and accountability to improve student outcomes for special 
education and general education students. The states are Illinois, Kansas, 
Massachusetts, Michigan, New York, Ohio, Pennsylvania, Texas, Virginia, and 
Washington, all selected based on one or more factors, including size (large states), 
student outcomes (higher-than-average outcomes), and established regional support 
systems. The sample includes states with infrastructure and size similar to California 
and some states with student data that reflects much higher levels of both inclusion in 
general education and academic outcomes. 

The team examined national data on student outcomes; scanned state websites and 
publicly available documentation of governance and accountability systems; and 
reviewed other states’ laws, regulations, policies, procedures, and guidance. The review 
focused on the priorities identified in the study’s framework. Given the prominent role of 
educational service agencies (ESAs) — that is, SELPAs — in California’s special 
education system, the research team also reviewed publicly available information on 
how other U.S. states use ESAs for special education and other purposes.  
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Appendix B: Technical Appendix 
This appendix outlines the data sources and methodology employed throughout this 
report, including the data sources and methodology used to select districts for surveys 
and in-depth LEA profiles. This appendix also includes additional detail on the data 
analyses that produced the data findings. 

Data Sources 
Data sources used throughout the report to support and provide insights into the 
recommendations are shown in the following table. 

Exhibit B-1. Study data sources and years. 

Source Years 

Statewide Data Years 

CASEMIS 2014–15 through 2018–19 

CALPADS 2016–17 through 2018–19 

CAASPP 2016–17 through 2018–19 

Disproportionality Data 2018–19 

Public Data Years 

Staff Credential and Tenure Data 2012–13 through 2019–20 

Geographic Information Systems Data 2020 

U.S. Department of Education IDEA Data  2019–20 

U.S. Census Bureau Data 2020–21 

Data Collected as Part of Study Years 

Survey Responses 2021 

Focus Group Transcripts 2021 

 

The statewide data sources are administrative data provided by the California 
Department of Education (CDE). These data are collected as part of state and federal 
requirements, and they include information on every student in California — 
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demographics, assessment performance, and services received. These were the core 
data used for both the local education agency (LEA) selection process and the data 
analyses. The public data supplemented the statewide data by providing location, size, 
and general demographics of the region. Finally, as part of this study, a survey was sent 
to education professionals and parents of students in the 31 selected LEAs (described 
next). Data from survey responses and focus group transcripts from the LEAs in the 
LEA profiles were used for this study. 

Measures 
Several measures of student and school performance, inclusion, and equity were used. 
Many were drawn from the statewide data, as these were central to the data activities of 
the study, but several came from the other data sources, listed previously. The various 
measures are listed below. 

Student Performance and Growth. Student assessment data for mathematics 
and English language arts were used to assess student performance. Where 
applicable, the score for the alternative assessment was used. Growth was 
measured via the Normalized Curve Equivalent (NCE) score. The NCE is 
constructed by assessing how a student is performing relative to how they were 
expected to perform based on their performance in the previous year. It directly 
answers the question “How did the student perform relative to students that 
performed the same as them the previous year?” This approach is particularly 
helpful to compare assessment scores across years, grade levels, and test 
subjects. This measure relies on normalized (or, equivalently, standardized) test 
scores, following Reback (2008), and yields gain score measures of student 
performance that are not biased by typical patterns of reversion to the mean. The 
equation below shows how the NCE is calculated: 

NCEigt =
Sigt − E(Sigt | Sig−1,t−1) 

√E(Sigt2  | Sig−1,t−1) − E(Sigt | Sig−1,t−1)
2 

 ×  21.06 + 50 

where the student is denoted with i, grade is g, and time is t. Sigt is the student’s 
current score. In all, it can be read as the difference between the observed score 
and their expected score based on their score from the previous year divided by 
the variability in expected scores. The last piece (21.06 + 50) monotonically 
transforms it from a conditional z-score to the NCE metric, commonly interpreted 
as if it were a percentile rank. An NCE score of 50 indicates that (on average) the 
students performed exactly as expected given their prior test performance, and 
an NCE score of 90 indicates that (on average) they performed as well as or 
better than 90 percent of their peers. Previous work with student populations in 
the United States has used this same approach (Willis et al. 2019). Notably, this 
approach relies on the assumption of normally distributed scores within cohorts. 
Given the vast size of California, it is not surprising that this assumption is 
generally met. Cohorts smaller than 20 were removed, as these can be too 
heavily influenced by outliers and strange distributions. Lastly, impossible 
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trajectories across the three years were considered administrative error and were 
removed from the calculation of NCE scores per school. 

Disproportionality. Disproportionality is the observed overrepresentation of 
racial or ethnic groups in special education and in disciplinary action. State and 
federal requirements include the need to calculate this each year. Herein, 
disproportionality was measured using the risk ratios (i.e., probability for specified 
racial group divided by the probability for all students), as provided by the state. 
The team used the measures for the most commonly available disproportionality 
measures — for African American/Black and Hispanic/Latinx students. 

Least Restrictive Environment. The Individuals with Disabilities Education Act 
(IDEA) requires that students receive a free and appropriate public education 
(FAPE) in the least restrictive environment (LRE). This is generally defined as the 
amount of time spent in the regular classroom, ranging from 0 to 100 percent of 
the student’s time. California, like other states, is required to measure this for 
each student with an IEP. 

Staff Tenure. Data regarding the credentials and experience of each educational 
professional in California are provided publicly by the CDE. These data include 
important information on how long each teacher and administrator has worked in 
their current LEA, what their current full-time equivalent (FTE) assignments are, 
and what their credentials are. 

• LEA Networks. Network data are those that show connections between entities, 
in this case, LEAs. California collects the LEA of residence and the LEA of 
service for every service received by every student with an IEP. These data show 
when and where students are receiving services in their own LEA and when their 
LEA is coordinating with another LEA to provide services to that student. Seeing 
these connections enabled the research team to understand the network of LEAs 
across the state, including LEAs that are core to the network and those on the 
periphery of the network. This is discussed in more depth in the Data Analysis 
section. 

LEA Selection 
Framework 
The aim of this aspect of the study was to provide a purposeful sample of LEAs across 
California. As such, the selected districts are designed to provide a subset of LEAs that, 
together, represent the state and a range of student outcomes. Surveys were given to 
these LEAs to obtain deeper insights that would help the research team understand the 
nuances of the governance and accountability structures within those LEAs as well as 
how they then connect to statewide structures. This means this aspect was vital for the 
next steps in the study. 
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Stratifications 
To ensure that all regions and environments of California were represented, the 
research team used three strata for all analyses: 

1) CCSESA Regions (with Los Angeles combined with the neighboring Region 8)27; 

2)  Charter and non-charter LEAs; and

3) Membership in a single- or multi-LEA SELPA. 

This means that each of the analyses to find high- and low-performing LEAs was 
conducted within each stratum, thereby ensuring representation of all parts of California. 
This provided a large number of LEAs28 that were selected for every measure of 
performance. As such, the initially selected LEAs were further filtered to obtain the 31 
LEAs that were explored in greater detail. 

Performance Measures 
The team used measures representing three general areas of LEA performance: high 
and stable performance and growth for student outcomes; low disproportionality; and 
early identification of students with disabilities. The specific measures were identified by 
the fact that they were either already used by the state accountability system or they 
were related to currently used measures and are widely accepted as valid measures of 
performance. 

Exhibit B-2 highlights the measures in each area. In two of the three areas, there are 
measures denoted as “compared with expected.” Because several other characteristics 
influence these outcomes, the team used an approach that helped identify LEAs that 
were performing well (or poorly) relative to what was statistically expected given their 
school environment. This means, given the school environment (specifically, the 
proportion of students that were English learners and/or economically disadvantaged 
and the type and size of LEA), the team identified LEAs that had high performance or 
low disproportionality beyond what was expected for their situation. This was done 
using linear regression, with the various measures of LEA performance as the 
dependent variable predicted by the listed school environment variables. From these 
regressions, the LEAs with large positive residuals were identified as performing well 
compared with expected performance and those with large negative residuals were 
identified as performing poorly compared with expected performance. This approach 

 
27 Region 8 includes Kern, San Luis Obispo, Santa Barbara, and Ventura counties. 
28 There are 11 CCSESA regions (10 here because of the combination of Los Angeles 
with Region 8), two strata for charter or non-charter status, and two strata for single- or 
multi-LEA SELPA membership. As such, there is a possibility of 10*2*2 = 40 LEAs that 
could be selected for each measure. If one includes the high and low performers, there 
is potential of 80 LEAs selected for each measure. As such, the subsequent filtering of 
LEAs is important. 
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was used for each measure for which there were enough data and variability available 
for this approach to be beneficial. 

Exhibit B-2. Performance measures, school years used, and data sources. 

Measure   

   

 
  

 
  

 
  

 
  

 
  

   

 
  

 
  

 
  

   

School Years 
Used Data Sources

High and Stable Performance and Growth School Years 
Used Data Sources

Proficiency Level 2016–17 through 
2018–19

CASEMIS, 
CAASPP, 
CALPADS

Proficiency Level Compared with Expected 2016–17 through 
2018–19

CASEMIS, 
CAASPP, 
CALPADS

Gap in Growth on Statewide Assessments 2016–17 through 
2018–19

CASEMIS, 
CAASPP, 
CALPADS

Gap in Growth Compared with Expected 2016–17 through 
2018–19

CASEMIS, 
CAASPP, 
CALPADS

Stability in Growth within School Year 2016–17 through 
2018–19

CASEMIS, 
CAASPP, 
CALPADS

Low Disproportionality School Years 
Used Data Sources

Overall Disproportionality 2017–18 through 
2018–19

Disproportionality 
Data from the CDE

Disproportionality Compared with Expected 2017–18 through 
2018–19

Disproportionality 
Data from the CDE

Disproportionality in Discipline 2017–18 through 
2018–19

Disproportionality 
Data from the CDE

Early Identification School Years 
Used Data Sources

Average Age for Students Identified in Speech 
Language Impairment 

2014–15 through 
2018–19 CASEMIS 

Average Age for Students Identified in Specific 
Learning Disability  

2014–15 through 
2018–19 CASEMIS 

Average Age for Students Identified in Specific 
Learning Disability and Classified as English 
Learners  

2014–15 through 
2018–19 CASEMIS 
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Together, these measures helped identify LEAs that are doing well or poorly on 
actionable, interpretable measures of performance. The following sections highlight 
each area in more detail. 

Stable Performance and Growth 
Three measures, with their corresponding “compared with expected,” were used here. 
The first is the average percent of students with an IEP that are at or above the state-
defined proficiency levels in both English language arts and mathematics. For each 
proficiency measure, the team specifically sought schools whose growth was either high 
or low from SY 2016–17 through SY 2018–19. 

The student growth measures relied on the NCE scores for the students within the 
schools. NCE scores are a measure of student growth. The measure is constructed by 
assessing how a student is performing relative to how they were expected to perform 
based on their performance in the previous year. It directly answers the question “How 
did the student perform relative to students that performed the same as them the 
previous year?” This approach is particularly helpful to compare assessment scores 
across years, grade levels, and test subjects. This measure relies on normalized (or, 
equivalently, standardized) test scores and yields gain score measures of student 
performance that are not biased by typical patterns of reversion to the mean. The gap in 
growth measure, then, assesses the gap between the average NCE scores for students 
with an IEP and the average NCE scores for students without an IEP. 

The stability measures within the school year were based on the interquartile range of 
the NCE scores (75th percentile minus the 25th percentile) in the school for students with 
an IEP in the given year. This measures how consistently the school could achieve high 
performance for all students with an IEP. 

Low Disproportionality 
Disproportionality, herein, is the observed overrepresentation of racial or ethnic groups 
in special education or the overrepresentation of students with an IEP in disciplinary 
action. The specific measures that were used were provided by the state. The team 
used the most commonly available disproportionality measures to look at 
disproportionality for African American/Black and Hispanic/Latinx students. This area 
also included “compared with expected” versions of both. 

Early Identification 
The indicators for early identification in this study are the average age of identification 
for the categories of Specific Learning Disability and Speech/Language Impairment. In 
addition to these disability categories, students with Specific Learning Disability who are 
also English learners is a group that is potentially important to identify early. For each of 
these groups, it is beneficial to provide services early enough for students to achieve 
performance and progress similar to their peers instead of waiting until the gap 
becomes prohibitively large. Thus, LEAs that show a pattern of relatively early 
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identification for these disability categories are likely to have relatively positive 
outcomes for these students. 

Consistency 
In each area of performance, the research team identified LEAs that were consistently 
in the top (or bottom) relative to other LEAs. This was to avoid being misled by 
anomalous years during which an LEA performed particularly well or poorly due to 
chance occurrences rather than its standard practice. This approach helped ensure that 
the team found LEAs that were more likely to reflect something important about 
governance and accountability and how those structures are tied to consistent 
performance. 

Survey Response 
A survey designed by the research team with feedback from key stakeholders was sent 
to 31 LEAs that were selected to represent California LEAs in terms of demographics, 
size, geographic location, and governance structure (e.g., LEA type, SELPA type). Of 
these, both higher-performing and lower-performing LEAs were included in the sample 
to understand a range of perceptions and experiences. The survey was sent to 
administrators, instructional staff, and parents/families in each LEA. It included 
questions on the following topics: 

• Background information; 

• Perceptions regarding governance and accountability structures; 

• Familiarity with accountability structures; 

• Experiences using student data for decision-making and communication about 
priorities; and 

• Open-ended questions to allow survey participants to voice opinions. 
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Exhibit B-3. Responses of education professionals about their experiences with 
special education. 

 
An accessible, plain text version of exhibit B-3 is provided in appendix D. Source. Data 
from responses to survey administered by research team. 

A total of 1,576 educational professionals responded to the survey. Of these, 87 percent 
had a bachelor’s degree or higher, 45 percent were teachers, and 68 percent were 
white (17 percent were Hispanic/Latinx). The majority spoke English at home, but 
professionals that spoke Spanish, Chinese, German, American Sign Language, and 
Russian, among other languages, were represented. About a quarter (24 percent) had 
not attended an IEP meeting; 48 percent had attended 11 or more. As a group, 
administrators were more likely than other respondents to have attended an IEP 
meeting, with 89 percent stating they had attended at least one; among teachers and 
service providers, 70 percent reported having attended at least one. These 
professionals have interacted with California’s special education system in several 
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roles, as presented in exhibit B-3. Not surprisingly, several of these professionals were 
also parents of students with an IEP and/or were students with an IEP themselves. 

A total of 1,244 parents responded to the survey. Most respondents had at least some 
college experience (88 percent), identified as white (51 percent), were 35–54 years old 
(78 percent), and spoke English in the home (80 percent). Spanish versions of the 
survey were also available (10 percent of respondents used that version). More than 
20 percent speak either Spanish or a mix of Spanish and English in the home. On 
average, respondents’ children were 11 years old, with most children being between 
ages 8 and 14. Most respondents had interacted with special education in California 
only as a parent, but some had also been teachers (both special education and general 
education), service providers, students, or administrators. Eighty percent of parent 
respondents had attended one to three IEP meetings, but nearly 10 percent had not 
attended any. 

Parents in the sample represented nearly all parts of California geographically, as 
shown in the map, with a higher proportion of responses coming from the San Francisco 
Bay Area than other areas. 
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Exhibit B-4. Parents’ responses about the formal roles they have had when 
interacting with the special education system. 

 

An accessible, plain text version of exhibit B-4 is provided in appendix D. Source. Data 
from responses to survey administered by research team. 
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Exhibit B-5. Location of parents that responded to survey. 

 
Source. Data from responses to survey administered by research team. 

Data Analyses 
To provide insights into the potential benefits and drawbacks of the recommendations, 
the research team conducted several analyses of the statewide data, combined with the 
public and survey data. These analyses focused on three areas: 

• Relationships between LEA staff tenure and LEA performance; 

• Patterns in use of the LRE; and 
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• Network analyses regarding service connections between LEAs.

Staff Tenure 
Linear regression models were used to understand the relationship between staff tenure 
within their LEA — by role (such as teacher, administrator, pupil services) and by 
student performance. Because of major confounding variables within LEA 
characteristics (e.g., poverty), the research controlled for such characteristics in all 
regression models. These analyses are presented below. 

Exhibit B-6 shows the years of service within the LEA for staff by role and overall years 
of service of staff in California. Exhibit B-6 shows a series of three bar graphs, 
organized by staff role, with administration on the left, teacher in the middle, and pupil 
services on the right. Each bar graph shows the number of staff in that role who have 
served in their LEA for a given number of years, ranging from zero to 60 years. The 
three graphs show similar patterns, with the greatest number of staff having served only 
a few years in their LEA and few staff having served more than 20 years in their LEA. 

For all roles, the study included only those with an full-time equivalency of greater than 
80 percent. As shown in exhibit B-6, many LEA staff members were relatively new to 
their current LEA, but there are also many with 10-plus years of service within their LEA. 

Exhibit B-6. The years in the current LEA for staff by role. 

An accessible, plain text version of exhibit B-6 is provided in appendix D. Source. Public 
staff files provided by the CDE for 2018–19. 

Results from the regression models are shown in the following three tables. Exhibit B-7 
lists the results for administrators, exhibit B-8 presents the results for teachers, and 
exhibit B-9 presents the results for pupil services staff. Each table’s header lists the 
outcome variables used for the regression model. Each table presents the relationship 



166 

between the length of tenure for staff in that specific table (administrators, teachers, or 
pupil services) and the outcome variables. 

Results indicate that for administrators, the number of years in their LEA significantly 
predicted both proficiency and growth for all students, after accounting for all control 
variables. For teachers, their tenure in the LEA predicted proficiency for all students, 
graduation rate for all students, and graduation rate for students with an IEP. Lastly, the 
tenure of pupil services staff in the LEA predicted proficiency and growth for all students 
and proficiency and growth for students with an IEP. Notably, the effect sizes are 
relatively small compared with other factors (e.g., economically disadvantaged), but the 
influence from the tenure in the LEA was consistent. 

Exhibit B-7. Regression model results for administrators. 

Proficiency 

 

 

 

 

 

       

 
0 0 0 0 0 0 

 
      

       

       

 
      

       

 
      

 

      

 0 0 0 0 0 0 

Proficiency 
(Students 
with an 
IEP)

Growth Growth 
(Students 
with an 
IEP)

Graduation 
Rate

Graduation 
Rate 
(Students 
with an 
IEP)

Years in LEA 0.01*** 0 0.08*** 0.01 0.02 0.07

Control 
Variables

Economically 
Disadvantaged

-0.50*** -0.35*** -11.23*** -11.36*** -3.5 -3.93

English Learner 0.01 0.02 2.53* 3.25 5.52 3.16

Student with IEP -0.33*** -0.11* -18.98*** -14.76*** -13.95* -21.60***

Distance to 
Metropolitan Area

0 0.00* 0 0 0 0

Fair Market Rent 0 0 0 0 0 0

Herfindahl-
Hirschman Index

-0.37 -0.38* -10.18 15.99 13.23 18.66

Percent with 
Bachelor’s 
Degree

0.00*** 0.00* 0.04** 0.02 0.07 -0.06

LEA Type

Charter Reference Reference Reference Reference Reference Reference 

COE -0.24* -0.11 -3.76 3.27 -62.98*** -50.24*** 
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Proficiency Proficiency 
(Students 
with an 
IEP) 

Growth Growth 
(Students 
with an 
IEP) 

Graduation 
Rate 

Graduation 
Rate 
(Students 
with an 
IEP) 

Elementary 0.06*** 0.03*** 1.59*** 0.6 9.21*** 7.91*** 

High -0.02 -0.03* -2.51*** -2.52** 13.46*** 12.25*** 

Unified 0.03** 0.01 0.11 -0.26 13.04*** 11.38*** 

Constant 0.63*** 0.33*** 55.40*** 50.49*** 80.65*** 69.30*** 

R2 0.73 0.53 0.55 0.26 0.22 0.18 

Num. obs. 862 862 862 862 862 858 

*** p < 0.001; ** p < 0.01; * p < 0.05 
Source. Public staff files provided by the CDE for SY 2018–19. 

Exhibit B-8. Regression model results for teachers. 

Proficiency 
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Proficiency 
(Students 
with an 
IEP)

Growth Growth 
(Students 
with an 
IEP)

Graduation 
Rate

Graduation 
Rate 
(Students 
with an 
IEP)

Years in LEA 0.01*** 0 0.05 0.03 0.57*** 0.41***

Control 
Variables

Economically 
Disadvantaged

-0.45*** -0.32*** -9.18*** -8.77*** -2.87 -3.02

English Learner -0.05 -0.01 0.08 -0.29 5.18 2.65

Student with IEP -0.40*** -0.16*** -20.26*** -16.24*** -15.49** -20.63***

Distance to 
Metropolitan Area

0 0 0 0 0 0

Fair Market Rent 0 0 0 0 0 0

Herfindahl-
Hirschman Index

-0.49* -0.32 -14.17 17.41 4.74 2.04 
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Proficiency Proficiency 
(Students 
with an 
IEP) 

Growth Growth 
(Students 
with an 
IEP) 

Graduation 
Rate 

Graduation 
Rate 
(Students 
with an 
IEP) 

Percent with 
Bachelor’s 
Degree 

0.01** 0.01** 0.04* 0.04 0.06 -0.06 

LEA Type 0 0 0 0 0 0 

Charter Reference Reference Reference Reference Reference Reference 

COE -0.24* -0.1 -3.42 4.39 -63.12*** -50.45*** 

Elementary 0.04*** 0.03*** 1.56*** 0.58 8.62*** 7.69*** 

High -0.03 -0.03* -2.68*** -2.85** 12.13*** 11.43*** 

Unified 0.02* 0.01 0.13 -0.33 11.00*** 10.00*** 

Constant 0.60*** 0.32*** 54.84*** 49.31*** 76.67*** 66.44*** 

R2 0.69 0.47 0.5 0.21 0.23 0.18 

Num. obs. 929 929 929 929 929 925 

*** p < 0.001; ** p < 0.01; * p < 0.05 
Source. Public staff files provided by the CDE for SY 2018–19. 

Exhibit B-9. Regression model results for pupil services staff. 

Proficiency Proficiency 
(Students 
with an 
IEP) 

Growth Growth 
(Students 
with an 
IEP) 

Graduation 
Rate 

Graduation 
Rate 
(Students 
with an 
IEP) 

Years in LEA 0.01*** 0.01* 0.10*** 0.08* 0.18 0.18 

Control 
Variables 

0 0 0 0 0 0 

 
Economically 
Disadvantaged

-0.50*** -0.33*** -10.33*** -8.95*** -4.52 -5.88* 

English Learner 0 0.01 1.13 -0.81 7.2 4.81 
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Proficiency Proficiency 
(Students 
with an 
IEP) 

Growth Growth 
(Students 
with an 
IEP) 

Graduation 
Rate 

Graduation 
Rate 
(Students 
with an 
IEP) 

Student with IEP -0.29*** -0.13*** -19.62*** -14.93*** -18.47** -23.53*** 

Distance to 
Metropolitan Area 

0 0.01* 0 0 0 0 

Fair Market Rent 0 0 0 0 0 0 

Herfindahl-
Hirschman Index 

-0.57** -0.25 -12.23 19.95 28.12 32.59 

 

Percent with 
Bachelor’s 
Degree

0.01** 0 0.04* 0.02 0.07 -0.06 

LEA Type 0 0 0 0 0 0 

Charter Reference Reference Reference Reference Reference Reference 

COE -0.27** -0.11 -3.87 4.13 -63.22*** -50.98*** 

Elementary 0.07*** 0.03*** 1.65*** 0.33 9.20*** 8.14*** 

High -0.02 -0.03** -2.88*** -3.05*** 13.86*** 12.42*** 

Unified 0.03*** 0.01 0.02 -0.52 13.47*** 12.07*** 

Constant 0.64*** 0.32*** 55.43*** 49.37*** 79.87*** 69.13*** 

R2 0.74 0.61 0.58 0.34 0.24 0.21 

Num. obs. 714 714 714 714 714 711 

*** p < 0.001; ** p < 0.01; * p < 0.05 
Source. Public staff files provided by the CDE for SY 2018–19. 

Least Restrictive Environment 
For this study, the assessment of student time spent in the LRE included two main 
analyses: comparisons across U.S. states and territories and patterns within California. 
The cross-state analysis used data collected by the U.S. Department of Education for 
every state. Identification rates and the measures of the percentage of time spent in the 
LRE were compared with descriptive statistics. Within California, the analysis looked at 
relationships between student performance and LRE time, using detailed information 
collected in CASEMIS as well as performance data from CAASPP. The study also 
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assessed whether earlier identification was related to LRE time. These analyses are 
presented below. 

Across states, California was close to average for the rate of special education 
identification, but near the bottom on the proportion of time students with an IEP spent 
in a general education setting (the LRE). Exhibit B-10 shows these patterns across 
states (as also described in the main report) for (a) percentages of enrollment consisting 
of students with an IEP, (b) percentages of students with an IEP who spent at least 
80 percent of the day in a general education setting, (c) percentages of students with an 
IEP who were in a general education setting 40 to 79 percent of the day, and 
(d) percentages of students with an IEP who were in a general education setting for less 
than 40 percent of the day. 
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Exhibit B-10. Comparison of enrollment and LRE data across states. 

 

An accessible, plain text version of exhibit B-10 is provided in appendix D. Source. 
National Child Count Data from the U.S. Department of Education for 2018–19. 
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The average percentage of time students with an IEP spent in a general education 
setting varied by disability category. Exhibit B-11 shows how California in general 
compared with other U.S. states and territories (panel a) and how it compared for 
students within the Autism category (panel b), the Emotional Disturbance category 
(panel c), and the Intellectual Disability category (panel d). 

Exhibit B-11 depicts four bar graphs, each of which has US states and territories listed 
along the y-axis. Each graph has the percentage of students with an IEP who are in a 
general education classroom for 80 percent or more of the day along the x-axis. The 
one graph on the left shows this percentage as an average for students across all 
disability categories. Across states and territories, the percentage ranges from about 45 
percent to 100 percent. 

The three graphs on the right (from top to bottom) show these percentages specifically 
for students within the disability categories of Autism, Emotional Disturbance, and 
Intellectual Disability. Across states and territories, the percentage for Autism ranges 
from less than 1 percent to nearly 12.5 percent. For Emotional Disturbance, it ranges 
from about 0 percent to about 13 percent. For Intellectual Disability, it ranges from about 
0 percent to nearly 17.5 percent. 

In each bar graph, California is represented by a bold black bar. In the graph for Autism, 
California has a higher percentage of students in a general education classroom for 80 
percent or more of the day, compared to other states and territories. In each of the other 
three graphs, California has one of the lowest percentages compared to other states 
and territories. 

It is worth noting that although the overall percentage of California students with an IEP 
who spend at least 80 percent of their school day in a general education setting is low 
compared with other states and territories, the state’s percentage of students in the 
Autism category in the LRE is higher than in most states. This is not the case for those 
in the categories of Emotional Disturbance and Intellectual Disability. 

Notably, California had the highest proportion of students that are English learners in 
the United States (National Center for Education Statistics [NCES] 2021) and had a 
relatively high proportion of students who are economically disadvantaged (NCES n.d.). 
Both rates can be indicators for the school environment and for challenges; however, 
there is no evidence that suggests students with an IEP who are English learners or are 
economically disadvantaged should require more restrictive placements. This suggests 
that other factors may be driving decisions about students’ placements. 
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Exhibit B-11. Comparison of percent of students in general education 
settings at least 80 percent of the school day across states and territories 
in the United States. 

 

 
An accessible, plain text version of exhibit B-11 is provided in appendix D. Source. 
National Child Count Data from the U.S. Department of Education for 2018–19.
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The research team assessed whether LRE time tended to change by grade in California 
for students in K–12. There were changes in the average LRE time by grade, as shown 
in exhibit B-12 based on disability category.29 

Exhibit B-12 is a series of 13 line graphs, each specific to a different disability category. 
In each graph, the x-axis shows the grade level, ranging from kindergarten to 12th 
grade, and the y-axis shows the average percentage of time that students within that 
disability category spend in the general education setting. 

The 13 disability categories represented are: in the top row (left to right), Autism, Deaf 
Blindness, Deafness, and Emotional Disturbance; in the second row (left to right), 
Hearing Impairment, Intellectual Disability, Multiple Disability, and Orthopedic 
Impairment; in the third row (left to right); Other Health Impairment, Specific Learning 
Disability, Speech/Language Impairment, and Traumatic Brain Injury; and in the fourth 
row, Visual Disability. 

Each line graph contains three lines connecting data points with different symbols, each 
representing a different year of data. Data points for 2015 are represented with circles, 
data points for 2016 are represented with triangles, and data points for 2017 are 
represented with squares. 

The figure shows the pattern of time spent in a general education setting for each 
disability category over four years. Several patterns are present: 

• Each of the most common disability categories, such as Autism, 
Speech/Language Impairment, and Specific Learning Disability, shows an 
increase in the amount of time spent in a general education setting over grades.

• Some disability categories, including Autism, show an increasing amount of time 
spent in a general education setting over grades, until grade 12. For several 
categories, the percentage of time in a general education setting in grade 12 was 
much lower than in grade 11.

• Other disability categories, such as Speech/Language Impairment, show 
decreasing amounts of time spent in a general education setting over grades. 
This is likely because students who remain in those categories over time (rather 
than exiting) may have more severe disabilities than the average student in their 
category in earlier grades.

• Generally, the more costly, lower-incidence categories, such as Multiple 
Disability and Traumatic Brain Injury, have less consistent patterns over time.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

 

 
29 Medical disability is not shown due to low numbers by grade. Also note that the scales 
for each category differ to show the pattern for each disability category.
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Exhibit B-12. Average percentage of time spent in a general education setting, by 
year and disability category. 

 

An accessible, plain text version of exhibit B-12 is provided in appendix D. Source. Data from 
CASEMIS for 2014–15 through 2017–18.
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It is important to note that the number of students within each category changes across grades. For 
example, there are many students with Speech/Language Impairment in the elementary grades, 
but very few in the high school grades, as the services provided to students in the 
Speech/Language Impairment category often enable them to exit special education. 

The research team also assessed whether LRE time differed by SELPA type (that is, by single-LEA 
versus multi-LEA) for students in K–12.30 There were very few meaningful differences (that is, 
differences of 5 percentage points or more), with multi-LEA SELPAs having higher LRE time for the 
Deaf-Blindness, Visual Disability, and Traumatic Brain Injury categories and single-LEA SELPAs 
having higher LRE time for the Deafness category. LRE rates were otherwise similar across 
SELPA types. Thus, there were no clear, overall patterns by SELPA type. 

Exhibit B-13. Comparison of LRE by SELPA type. 

 
 

Disability Category Single-
LEA

Multi-
LEA 

   

   

   

   

   

   

   

   

   

   

 
  

   

   

Autism 48.3 49.5

Deaf-Blindness 18.8 27.0

Deafness 42.3 33.5

Emotional Disturbance 46.5 47.1

Hearing Impairment 76.0 75.3

Intellectual Disability 28.8 29.0

Multiple Disability 20.8 17.4

Orthopedic Disability 44.9 48.2

Other Health Impairment 71.7 70.8

Specific Learning Disability 75.7 73.9

Speech/Language 
Impairment

87.8 85.1

Traumatic Brain Injury 45.5 53.4

Visual Disability 60.8 66.0

Source. Data from CASEMIS for 2017–18. 

 
30 Again, medical disability category is not shown due to low numbers. 
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The research team assessed whether LRE differs on average between the types of LEAs in 
California. Charter LEAs, on average, have the highest LRE time, followed by elementary school 
districts, then unified school districts, then high school districts. 

Exhibit B-14. Comparison of LRE by LEA type. 

 

  

  

  

  

LEA Type Average 
LRE

Charter 52.7

Elementary 50.4

High 46.7

Unified 48.8

 

Source. Data from CASEMIS for 2017–18. 

Age of Identification and LRE 

The ages of identification across all students with an IEP are shown in exhibit B-15, for each 
disability category and by race/ethnicity. Exhibit B-15 shows 14 difference plots, each with data for 
students with an IEP associated with a different disability category. Along the y-axis, each graph 
lists the following racial/ethnic groups (from top to bottom): White, Pacific-Islander, Native 
American, Multiple, Hispanic, Filipino, Asian, and African American. 

The x-axis lists age of initial identification, ranging from 2.5 to 12.5 years. Each graph has a vertical 
line showing the average age of identification across all racial/ethnic groups. The individual data 
points show the difference between the age of identification for students within each racial/ethnic 
group compared to the average across all groups. 

The youngest average age of identification was for the disability categories of Deaf Blindness, 
Deafness, Medical Disability, Multiple Disability, and Orthopedic Impairment, each under age 5. 
The oldest average age of identification was for Emotional Disturbance, which was just over age 
10. Most racial/ethnic groups’ ages of identification were close to the average, but students from 
some racial/ethnic groups were identified at notably older ages than average, particularly in the 
categories of Deaf-Blindness, Deafness, Emotional Disturbance, and Traumatic Brain Injury. 

Students in most disability categories were identified when they were younger than 5, on average, 
but students in several other categories, including Emotional Disturbance, Specific Learning 
Disability, and Other Health Impairment, tended to be identified at a later age. A few students in 
Speech/Language Impairment were identified as late as age 14. 
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Exhibit B-15. Comparison of the age of initial identification for an IEP by disability 
category and race/ethnicity. 

 

 
An accessible, plain text version of exhibit B-15 is provided in appendix D. Source. Data from 
CASEMIS for 2018–19.
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As shown in exhibit B-16, when looking at the patterns over time, it becomes clear that students 
with an IEP who were identified earlier (that is, younger than the median age per disability 
category) tended to experience a greater increase the amount of time spent in a general education 
setting (LRE) each year compared with those identified at an older age. 

Exhibit B-16. Change in LRE time for students identified when younger than the 
median age for their disability category compared with change in LRE time for those 
who were identified when older than the median age for their disability category. 

 Identification

  

Annual percentage 
change in time 
spent in LRE 
(2016–15)

Annual percentage 
change in time 
spent in LRE 
(2017–16)

At earlier 
age 

1.8% 2.3% 

At later age 0.3% 0.5% 

Source. Data from CASEMIS for 2018–19. 

The research team analyzed this pattern by disability category and found that this trend was more 
evident in some disabilities categories than in others, but the pattern held for all. Those identified 
earlier tended to spend an increased amount of time in a general education setting over the grades 
compared with those identified later. This makes it clear that earlier identification is beneficial and 
can lead to students spending more time in a general education setting. 

Network Analyses 
There are a multitude of connections across California’s LEAs; for the purpose of this study, 
“connections” are defined as LEAs that coordinate with other LEAs to provide or receive services 
for some of their students with an IEP.31 California’s LEAs are connected formally (via SELPAs and 
COEs) and informally (i.e., by LEAs that are not in the same SELPA or COE but that work together 
to provide lower-cost services for students with an IEP). Using the data from CASEMIS (i.e., LEA 
of residence and LEA of service), the research team was able to quantify the degree to which each 
LEA connected with others to provide or receive special education services. Several network 
analysis methods were used and are described throughout this section. All LEAs with available 
data on services for students with an IEP were included in the analyses. The network was tested 
with and without nonpublic school/agency entities, and the network showed essentially no change 
between when they were and weren’t included, meaning that all measures of the network were 
effectively identical. These analyses are presented below. 

First, the statewide network, consisting of both formal and informal connections, is visualized in 
exhibit B-17. The network charts every connection to provide or receive services made in the five-

 
31 In addition, for the purpose of this analysis, LEAs include COEs.  



 

 180 

year period covered by the social network analyses; every LEA is represented in the diagram and 
every connection between two entities is represented. 

Each circle represents an LEA, and the relative size of the circle corresponds to that LEA’s total 
number of connections with other entities; the more entities with which the LEA has connections, 
the larger the circle. Each line represents the connections that occurred between two entities 
(whether in-, out-, or both) at some point in the five years of data represented in this diagram. 
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Exhibit B-17. Network of connections between LEAs for providing services for 
students with an IEP. 

 

 

 

Source. Data from CASEMIS for 2014/15 to 2018–19.

The network diagram in exhibit B-17 shows that some California LEAs, including some that are 
central to the network, appear to provide connections to LEAs that would otherwise not be 
connected to any other LEA. On the other end of the spectrum are those LEAs that are fairly 
disconnected from other LEAs.
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Within the analysis of the number and distribution of connections across the network are several 
analyses that can provide insight into the network as a whole. First is reciprocity: the probability 
that if LEA A is reaches out to LEA B, then B is also reaching out to A. Analysis shows that the 
probability of that happening in the network shown here is 33 percent. Next is transitivity: the 
probability that adjacent nodes of a network are connected, such that if A is connected to B, and B 
is connected to C, A is also connected to C. Analysis shows that the probability of that happening 
is 24 percent. Finally, of all the possible connections that could be made from each LEA to every 
other LEA, analysis shows that only about 1 percent had been made. 

There are a few central — that is, highly connected and dense — communities shown in this figure 
(those LEAs in the center of the network). These are groupings of LEAs that work together to a 
large degree, and they are often in close geographic proximity to one another. For example, one 
central community shown in exhibit B-18, which is an enlargement of one part of exhibit B-17, the 
network) includes Los Angeles Unified School District and Long Beach Unified School District, 
along with smaller LEAs such as Etiwanda Elementary. It is important to note, however, that there 
are entities that connect their own community of LEAs to other communities of LEAs. These 
include the Los Angeles COE, ABC Unified School District, the California School for the Deaf, and 
the Orange COE.  

Exhibit B-18. Closer view of the interconnected cluster of LEA communities that 
coordinate with one another to provide services for students with an IEP. 

 

Source. Data from CASEMIS for 2014–15 through 2018–19. 

There are a number of measures to quantify and distinguish between the LEAs that are considered 
central and those that are on the periphery. The first is the degree of connection, that is, a count of 
the connections. In exhibit B-19, In-Connections are the number of connections from other LEAs to 
the named LEA; Out-Connections are the number of connections from the named LEA to others; 
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and Total Connections shows the total number of connections, both in and out. Exhibit B-19 shows 
the top 25 LEAs for each measure. 

Exhibit B-19. The 25 LEAs with the greatest number of in-connections, out-
connections, and total connections. 

Rank  

 

LEA Name In-
Conne
ctions

LEA Name 

 

Out-
Conne
ctions

LEA Name 

 

Total 
Conne
ctions

1 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CA School for the 
Deaf Fremont 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

184 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Los Angeles 
Unified 

72 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Los Angeles COE 
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2 Los Angeles COE 177 ABC Unified 48 CA School for the 
Deaf Fremont

184

3 Orange COE 132 San Jose Unified 41 Orange COE 137

4 CA School for the 
Deaf Riverside

117 Chino Valley 
Unified 

36 CA School for the 
Deaf Riverside

118

5 CA School for the 
Blind Fremont

113 San Diego Unified 34 CA School for the 
Blind Fremont

113

6 Sacramento COE 91 Moreno Valley 
Unified 

34 ABC Unified 107

7 Contra Costa 
COE

90 Corona Norco 
Unified 

34 Sacramento COE 96

8 Alameda COE 86 Ontario Montclair 34 Contra Costa COE 95

9 San Diego COE 80 San Bernardino 
City Unified 

33 Alameda COE 88

10 Fresno COE 76 San Juan Unified 32 Fresno COE 83

11 San Mateo COE 68 San Francisco 
Unified 

32 San Diego COE 83

12 ABC Unified 59 Santa Clara Unified 32 San Jose Unified 77

13 Tulare COE 59 Sacramento City 
Unified 

31 San Mateo COE 73

14 Sonoma COE 58 Pasadena Unified 31 San Bernardino 
COE

73
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Rank LEA Name In-
Conne
ctions 

LEA Name Out-
Conne
ctions 

LEA Name Total 
Conne
ctions 

15     
  

      
 

       

       

       

       

       

       

       

       

     
  

San Bernardino 
COE

58 Pomona Unified 31 Los Angeles 
Unified

72

16 Merced COE 57 Bakersfield City 
Elementary

31 Santa Ana Unified 69

17 Santa Clara COE 56 Oakland Unified 30 Santa Clara COE 67

18 Riverside COE 53 Riverside Unified 30 Pasadena Unified 67

19 Kern County COE 48 Fresno Unified 29 Sonoma COE 67

20 Santa Cruz COE 46 Long Beach Unified 29 Pomona Unified 65

21 Santa Ana Unified 46 Rialto Unified 29 Merced COE 63

22 Humboldt COE 44 Compton Unified 28 Kern COE 62

23 Stanislaus COE 43 Bonita Unified 28 Tulare COE 61

24 Oro Grande 42 Fontana Unified 27 Ontario Montclair 59

25 Walnut Valley 
Unified

38 Stockton Unified 26 Victor Valley Union 
High

57

Source. Data from CASEMIS for SY 2014–15 through SY 2018–19. 

Some of these central LEAs are only a few “degrees of separation” away from every LEA in the 
network (similar to the concept of how random individuals might have “six degrees of separation” 
from one another — but these central LEAs have fewer than six degrees of separation). For 
example, the Los Angeles COE has no more than five degrees of separation to connect to every 
LEA in the network; Orange has no more than four. Siskiyou COE has six. It is because of these 
central entities (often COEs) that most LEAs do not have many degrees of separation from any 
other LEA in the state. However, there are also LEAs that are more on the periphery of the 
network. These are often connected to the network through only a single COE or LEA. These LEAs 
should be seen as possibly needing additional supports to stay connected in the network. 

The connections for four of the five LEAs chosen for LEA profiles and their COEs are shown in 
exhibit B-20. Exhibit B-20 shows nine diagrams of special education service connections between 
California LEAs, with each LEA represented as a small dot. Light grey lines connecting the dots 
represent the connections between LEAs. In the exhibit, the specified LEA is highlighted as a large 
square with all thicker lines showing its connections. 

Each of the diagrams is identical except that each pinpoints a particular LEA, identified in the title 
of below the diagram. The identified LEA is represented by a blue square in the diagram, and blue 
lines extending from that square represent the service connections between that LEA and other 
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LEAs. Most of the identified LEAs have central locations in the network, but one, Plaza Elementary, 
is located on the far periphery. Two others, Glenn COE and Tulare COE, are located near the 
periphery but have service connections to several other LEAs that are further on the periphery, and 
which have no connections other than to the COE. 
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Exhibit B-20. The context for some of the LEAs profiled in the study in California’s 
special education network. 

 

 
An accessible, plain text version of exhibit B-20 is provided in appendix D. Source. Data from 
CASEMIS for SY 2014–15 through SY 2018–19.
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Change in Network Over Time (by Year) 

Seeing how a network changes over time — in this case, from year to year — is important for 
understanding how adaptable the network is, how quickly a connection is made or lost, and 
whether the central LEAs remain central each year. A multiyear analysis shows that California’s 
network of LEAs remained very similar across the study years. Exhibit B-21 shows that the clusters 
of connections within the network were similar from year to year. The exhibit consists of three 
similar network maps that look similar to the full network map in Exhibit B-17. The first network is 
for SY 2016-17, the second for SY 2017-18, and the third for SY 2018-19. The years have very 
minor differences, mostly with the dots around the edges of the network. 

In this exhibit, the darker lines are the new connections while the lighter lines are connections that 
were already established. The connections that had the most meaningful change from year to year 
were among the small LEAs on the periphery of the network. This is to be expected because in 
small LEAs, just a few students move or graduate and existing connections may therefore no 
longer be needed for the coming year. For the central LEAs, their connections are similar (and still 
central) each year. 

Exhibit B-21. Network of connections between LEAs for providing services for 
students with an IEP, by year. 

 

Source. Data from CASEMIS for SY 2016–17 to SY 2018–19. 

The combined results of the network analyses provide some important takeaways regarding how 
LEAs were working together: 

1) Being in a large area allows easier connection to other districts. 

2) Several LEAs were on the outside of the network, with few connections to other LEAs. Such 
LEAs, which were mostly small, rural LEAs, can easily lose connections to other LEAs 
across years. However, in general, these LEAs were connected to the network through a 
COE that then was able to keep them attached to the network. 
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3) The network is dense, despite the vast geographic distance between entities. This suggests 
that, assuming COEs are maintained, any changes to the system would not likely affect 
connections between LEAs to a meaningful degree. This is because COEs tend to be the 
strongest connectors; if COEs remain in the system, most of the connections should remain 
throughout the network. One example that highlights the COEs’ influence is that Plaza, a 
small, rural elementary school district, is connected directly only to its COE, Glenn COE. 
However, because Glenn COE, in turn, is connected to 11 additional LEAs, Plaza has 
secondary connections to 11 units (plus its direct connection to Glenn COE). The 
exponential growth in connections through COEs seen in this rural example is even greater 
in urban areas. 

4) For an intervention or policy change to work, those LEAs that are most central in the 
network could serve as key sites for initial implementation, as these LEAs are then likely to 
spread these changes to many other LEAs. These central LEAs would include Los Angeles 
COE, ABC Unified, and so on. 

Questions remain about how these connections are made, including who has brokered the 
relationship (for example, the SELPA, the COE, or the LEA on its own?), how new connections are 
made, and whether the LEA realizes benefit from the extended connections of their own direct 
connections. 

High-Performing LEA Profiles and Qualitative Data Analyses 
Qualitative data gleaned from the survey, focus groups, and interviews with representatives and 
stakeholders from selected high-performing LEAs and their regional agencies (SELPAs and COEs) 
were used to produce the five LEA profiles included in the report (see section 4). 

LEA representatives included district and school administrators, teachers and other school staff, 
and parents. In total, 65 stakeholders representing four out of the five LEAs themselves 
participated in focus groups, and eight stakeholders from COEs and SELPAs representing all five 
LEAs participated in interviews. (One LEA, Plaza, had no district-level stakeholders available to 
participate.) The survey, interviews, and focus groups conducted with local and regional 
stakeholders helped the research team explore the necessary conditions for implementing best 
practices for serving students with an IEP and how potential recommendations for changes to the 
current system might promote such practices. 

The research team reviewed the qualitative data and identified common themes and strategies 
highlighted by participants. Transcript analysis software confirmed these findings from the 
qualitative data. As displayed in exhibit B-22, the transcript analyses found the most common 
words used throughout the focus group conversations for the four LEAs that were able to 
participate.32 In each conversation, focus group participants consistently focused on students. 
When the enabling conditions came up, it was often because they are important for supporting 
students. After “students,” common words from the conversation analyses included “district,” 
“education,” “school,” “teachers,” “support,” and “data.” The frequent use of these terms helped 
illustrate where the administrators, teachers, and families were centering their focus. 

 
32 Plaza is not shown because no district stakeholders were able to participate in focus groups. 
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Exhibit B-22. Most common words from conversations with administrators, teachers, 
and families from high-performing LEAs featured in LEA Profiles. 

 

 
An accessible, plain text version of exhibit B-22 is provided in appendix D. Source. Data from 
responses to the survey administered by the research team.
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Further, LEA administrators, teachers, and families all expressed trust, anticipation, joy, and other 
positive sentiments about their LEA’s practice and policies throughout the focus groups. 
Administrators were particularly positive, but across administrators, teachers, and families, 
discussions regarding practices and policies were generally optimistic. This is not to say that 
participants never discussed fears, disappointments, or other negative views; challenges were 
discussed throughout, but participants consistently expressed trust that their LEA could meet these 
challenges. 

Exhibit B-23. Most common sentiments expressed throughout the conversations 
with administrators, teachers, and families from high-performing LEAs. 

 

An accessible, plain text version of exhibit B-23 is provided in appendix D. Source. Data from 
responses to the survey administered by the research team.  



 

 

  

     

 

 

 

  

 

 

 

 
 

 

 

  

 

Appendix C: State Scan of Educational 
Service Agencies  

  

      
  

  

        

  

      

  
  

      

    

  

  

      

    

Exhibit C-1. States and their educational service agencies (ESAs).

State ESA Label ESA Type Special
Education 
Responsibilities

Mandatory 
Participation

Alabama NA AL law does 
not establish 
any system 
of ESAs.

NA NA

Alaska Special 
Education 
Service 
Agencies (AS 
14.30.60033)

State-
created 
network of 
service units

Yes No

Arizona Education 
Service 
Agencies (AZ 15 
30134)    

Regional 
Education 
Centers

State-
created 
networks of 
service units

Cooperative

No

No

Yes

No

Arkansas Education 
Service 
Cooperative (AR 
6-13-100235)

State-
created 
networks of 
service units

Yes No

33  

  
  

http://www.legis.state.ak.us/basis/folioproxy.asp?url=http://wwwjnu01.legis.state.ak.us/cgi-
bin/folioisa.dll/stattx10/query=14!2E30!2E630/doc/%7b@6620%7d?prev
34 https://www.azleg.gov/viewdocument/?docName=https://www.azleg.gov/ars/15/00301.htm 
35 https://law.justia.com/codes/arkansas/2017/title-6/subtitle-2/chapter-13/subchapter-10/section-6-
13-1002/
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http://www.legis.state.ak.us/basis/folioproxy.asp?url=http://wwwjnu01.legis.state.ak.us/cgi-bin/folioisa.dll/stattx10/query=14!2E30!2E630/doc/%7b@6620%7d?prev
http://www.legis.state.ak.us/basis/folioproxy.asp?url=http://wwwjnu01.legis.state.ak.us/cgi-bin/folioisa.dll/stattx10/query=14!2E30!2E630/doc/%7b@6620%7d?prev
https://www.azleg.gov/viewdocument/?docName=https://www.azleg.gov/ars/15/00301.htm
https://law.justia.com/codes/arkansas/2017/title-6/subtitle-2/chapter-13/subchapter-10/section-6-13-1002/
https://law.justia.com/codes/arkansas/2017/title-6/subtitle-2/chapter-13/subchapter-10/section-6-13-1002/


 

 

    

 
 

      

    

  

  

        

  

        

  

        

  

        

  

 

 

 
    

  

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 
 

 
 

 

State ESA Label ESA Type Special
Education 
Responsibilities 

Mandatory 
Participation 

California County 
Educational 
Agencies (CA 
EDC 100036)    

Special 
Education Local 
Plan Areas (CA 
EDU 56195.137)

State-
created 
networks of 
service units

Cooperative

Yes

Yes

Yes

Yes

Colorado Board of 
Cooperative 
Education 
Services (CO 
22-5-10338)

Cooperative Yes No

Connecticut Regional 
Educational 
Service Centers 
(CT 10-66a39)

Cooperative Yes No

Delaware NA DE law does 
not establish 
any system 
of ESAs.

NA NA

Florida Regional 
Consortium 
Service 
Organizations 
(FL 1001.45140)

Cooperative Yes No

36https://leginfo.legislature.ca.gov/faces/codes_displayText.xhtml?lawCode=EDC&division=1.&title 
=1.&part=2.&chapter=1.&article=1
37https://leginfo.legislature.ca.gov/faces/codes_displayText.xhtml?lawCode=EDC&division=4.&title 
=2.&part=30.&chapter=2.5.&article=1
38https://law.justia.com/codes/colorado/2016/title-22/general-and-administrative/article-5/section-
22-5-103/
39 https://www.cga.ct.gov/current/pub/chap_164.htm
40http://www.leg.state.fl.us/Statutes/index.cfm?App_mode=Display_Statute&Search_String=&URL 
=1000-1099/1001/Sections/1001.451.html
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https://leginfo.legislature.ca.gov/faces/codes_displayText.xhtml?lawCode=EDC&division=1.&title=1.&part=2.&chapter=1.&article=1
https://leginfo.legislature.ca.gov/faces/codes_displayText.xhtml?lawCode=EDC&division=1.&title=1.&part=2.&chapter=1.&article=1
https://leginfo.legislature.ca.gov/faces/codes_displayText.xhtml?lawCode=EDC&division=4.&title=2.&part=30.&chapter=2.5.&article=1
https://leginfo.legislature.ca.gov/faces/codes_displayText.xhtml?lawCode=EDC&division=4.&title=2.&part=30.&chapter=2.5.&article=1
https://law.justia.com/codes/colorado/2016/title-22/general-and-administrative/article-5/section-22-5-103/
https://law.justia.com/codes/colorado/2016/title-22/general-and-administrative/article-5/section-22-5-103/
https://www.cga.ct.gov/current/pub/chap_164.htm
http://www.leg.state.fl.us/Statutes/index.cfm?App_mode=Display_Statute&Search_String=&URL=1000-1099/1001/Sections/1001.451.html
http://www.leg.state.fl.us/Statutes/index.cfm?App_mode=Display_Statute&Search_String=&URL=1000-1099/1001/Sections/1001.451.html


 

 

    

 
 

 
 

  

 

 

 

 

  
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 

State ESA Label ESA Type Special
Education 
Responsibilities 

Mandatory 
Participation 

Georgia      

  
  

        

  

        

  

      

    

  

  

      

    

      

  
  

  
  

 
    
    
    

Regional 
Educational 
Service Agency 
(GA Rule 160-5-
1-.1341)

State-
created 
network 
service units

Yes Yes

Hawaii NA HI law does 
not establish 
any system 
of ESAs.

NA NA

Idaho NA ID law does 
not establish 
any system 
of ESAs.

NA NA

Illinois Regional Offices 
of Education (IL 
105 3-0.0142)    

Special 
Education 
Cooperatives (IL 
105 10-22.3143)

Regional 
educational 
agency

Cooperative

No

Yes

Yes

No

Indiana Educational 
Service Center 
(IN 20-20-1-244)

Regional 
educational 
agency

Yes No

Iowa Area Education 
Agencies (IA 
273.245)

State-
created 
networks of 
service units

Yes Yes

41 https://rules.sos.state.ga.us/GAC/160-5-1-.13?urlRedirected=yes&data=admin&lookingfor=160-
5-1-.13
42https://ilga.gov/legislation/ilcs/ilcs4.asp?DocName=010500050HArt%2E+3&ActID=1005&Chapter 
ID=17&SeqStart=37700000&SeqEnd=44600000
43 https://ilga.gov/legislation/ilcs/fulltext.asp?DocName=010500050K10-22.31
44 https://law.justia.com/codes/indiana/2015/title-20/article-20/chapter-1
45 https://www.legis.iowa.gov/publications/search/document?fq=name:273&fq=dtid:84&current=true

193 

https://rules.sos.state.ga.us/GAC/160-5-1-.13?urlRedirected=yes&data=admin&lookingfor=160-5-1-.13
https://rules.sos.state.ga.us/GAC/160-5-1-.13?urlRedirected=yes&data=admin&lookingfor=160-5-1-.13
https://ilga.gov/legislation/ilcs/ilcs4.asp?DocName=010500050HArt%2E+3&ActID=1005&ChapterID=17&SeqStart=37700000&SeqEnd=44600000
https://ilga.gov/legislation/ilcs/ilcs4.asp?DocName=010500050HArt%2E+3&ActID=1005&ChapterID=17&SeqStart=37700000&SeqEnd=44600000
https://ilga.gov/legislation/ilcs/fulltext.asp?DocName=010500050K10-22.31
https://law.justia.com/codes/indiana/2015/title-20/article-20/chapter-1
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State ESA Label ESA Type Special
Education 
Responsibilities 

Mandatory 
Participation 

Kansas        

  

        

  

        

  

        

  

        

  

        

  

 
    
  

  
    
    
    

Interlocal 
Cooperation 
Agreement (KS 
72-823046)

Cooperative Yes No

Kentucky Interlocal 
Agency 
(Educational 
Cooperative) 
(KY 65.23047)

Cooperative Yes No

Louisiana NA LA law does 
not establish 
any system 
of ESAs.48

NA NA

Maine Education 
Service Centers 
(ME 380149)

Cooperative Yes No

Maryland Cooperative 
Administration of 
Programs (MD 
Educ Code 4-
12350)

Cooperative Yes No

Massachusetts Education 
Collaboratives 
(MA 4E51)

Cooperative Yes No

46http://www.kslegislature.org/li_2012/b2011_12/statute/072_000_0000_chapter/072_082_0000_ar 
ticle/072_082_0030_section/072_082_0030_k/
47 https://apps.legislature.ky.gov/law/statutes/statute.aspx?id=50373
48 Louisiana laws identify regional institutes, area schools, and branch schools for the purpose of 
providing postsecondary vocational-technical facilities only (LA 1999, 
https://law.justia.com/codes/louisiana/2006/143/80135.html)
49 http://www.mainelegislature.org/legis/bills/getPDF.asp?paper=HP0969&item=3&snum=129
50 https://law.justia.com/codes/maryland/2013/article-ged/section-4-123/
51 https://malegislature.gov/Laws/GeneralLaws/PartI/TitleVII/Chapter40/section4e
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State ESA Label ESA Type Special
Education 
Responsibilities 

Mandatory 
Participation 

Michigan      

  

  

        

  

        

  

        

  

        

  

  

 
    
    
  

  
  

  

Intermediate 
School Districts 
(also commonly 
called Regional 
Education 
Service 
Agencies) (MI 
380.601a52)

Regional 
educational 
agency

Yes Yes

Minnesota Service 
Cooperative (MN 
123A.2153)

Cooperative Yes No

Missouri NA MO law does 
not establish 
any system 
of ESAs.

NA NA

Mississippi Regional 
Education 
Service Agency 
(MS EDUC 37-7-
34554)

Cooperative Yes No

Montana Special 
Education 
Cooperatives 
(MO EDUC 20-
7-45155)

Cooperative Yes No56

52 https://casetext.com/statute/michigan-compiled-laws/chapter-380-the-revised-school-
code/chapter-act-451-revised-school-code/article-1-general-provisions/part-7-intermediate-school-
districts/section-380601a-intermediate-school-district-powers
53 https://www.revisor.mn.gov/statutes/cite/123A.21
54 https://codes.findlaw.com/ms/title-37-education/ms-code-sect-37-7-345.html
55 https://leg.mt.gov/bills/mca/title_0200/chapter_0070/part_0040/section_0510/0200-0070-0040-
0510.html
56 A school district that receives less than $7500 in IDEA funding must apply for IDEA funds jointly 
with a special education cooperative (Rule 10.16.3181, 
https://regulations.justia.com/states/montana/).
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State ESA Label ESA Type Special
Education 
Responsibilities 

Mandatory 
Participation 

Nebraska      

    

        

  

        

  

        

  

        

  

        

  

        

  

    
    
    
    

Educational 
Service Units 
(NE EDUC 79-
120457)

State-
created 
networks of 
service units

Yes Yes

Nevada NA NV law does 
not establish 
any system 
of ESAs.

NA NA

New Hampshire NA NH law does 
not establish 
any system 
of ESAs.

NA NA

New Jersey Educational 
Services 
Commission (NJ 
EDUC 18A 6-
5158)

Cooperative Yes No

New Mexico Regional 
Education 
Cooperative (NM 
EDUC 22-2B-
359)

Cooperative Yes No

New York Board of 
Cooperative 
Education 
Services (NY 
EDN 195060)

Cooperative Yes No

North Carolina Regional 
Education 
Service Alliance

Cooperative Yes No

57 https://nebraskalegislature.gov/laws/statutes.php?statute=79-1204
58 https://codes.findlaw.com/nj/title-18a-education/nj-st-sect-18a-6-51.html
59 https://law.justia.com/codes/new-mexico/2006/nmrc/jd_22-2b-3-9ee9.html
60 https://www.nysenate.gov/legislation/laws/EDN/1950
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State ESA Label ESA Type Special
Education 
Responsibilities 

Mandatory 
Participation 

North Dakota Regional 
Education 
Associations 
(ND EDUC 15.1-
09.161)

Cooperative Yes No

Ohio Educational 
Service Centers 
(OH EDUC 
3312.0162)

Regional 
educational 
agency

Yes No

Oklahoma NA OK law does 
not establish 
any system 
of ESAs.63

NA NA

Oregon Education 
Service District 
(OR EDUC 
334.00364)

Regional 
educational 
agency

Yes No

Pennsylvania Intermediate 
Units (PA EDUC 
901-A65)

Regional 
educational 
agency

Yes Yes

Rhode Island Educational 
Collaboratives 
(RI EDUC 16-
3.1-1066)67

Cooperative Yes No

South Carolina NA SC law does 
not establish 
any system 
of ESAs.

NA NA

61 https://www.legis.nd.gov/cencode/t15-1c09-1.pdf
62 https://codes.ohio.gov/ohio-revised-code/section-3312.01
63 Oklahoma laws do allow for interlocal cooperative agreements among school districts (OK Stat 
70-5-117b, https://law.justia.com/codes/oklahoma/2014/title-70/section-70-5-117b/).
64 https://oregon.public.law/statutes/ors_chapter_334
65https://www.legis.state.pa.us/cfdocs/legis/LI/uconsCheck.cfm?txtType=HTM&yr=1949&sessInd=0 
&smthLwInd=0&act=14&chpt=9A&sctn=1&subsctn=0
66 http://webserver.rilin.state.ri.us/Statutes/TITLE16/16-3.1/16-3.1-10.HTM
67 Each of the three Rhode Island Educational Collaboratives are established entities in statute.
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State ESA Label ESA Type Special
Education 
Responsibilities 

Mandatory 
Participation 

South Dakota NA SD law does 
not establish 
any system 
of ESAs.68

NA NA

Tennessee NA TN law does 
not establish 
any system 
of ESAs.

NA NA

Texas Regional 
Education 
Service Centers 
(TX Educ 
8.00169)

State-
created 
networks of 
service units

Yes No

Utah Regional Service 
Centers (UT 
Rule R277-
70670)

Cooperative Yes No

Vermont NA VT law does 
not establish 
any system 
of ESAs.

NA NA

Virginia NA VA law does 
not establish 
any system 
of ESAs.

NA NA

Washington Education 
Service Districts 
(WA 28A.31071)

State-
created 
networks of 
service units

Yes No

68 Laws that established ESAs in South Dakota were repealed in 2016 following the Review of 
Educational Cooperatives and Education Service Agencies
(https://doe.sd.gov/legislature/documents/16-ESACoop.pdf).
69 https://statutes.capitol.texas.gov/Docs/ED/htm/ED.8.htm
70 https://casetext.com/regulation/utah-administrative-code/education/title-r277-administration/rule-
r277-706-public-education-regional-service-centers
71 https://app.leg.wa.gov/rcw/default.aspx?cite=28A.310
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State ESA Label ESA Type Special
Education 
Responsibilities 

Mandatory 
Participation 

West Virginia        

  

      

  
  

        

  

 

  
  

  

NA WV law does 
not establish 
any system 
of ESAs.72

NA NA

Wisconsin Cooperative 
Educational 
Service 
Agencies (WI 
116.0173)

State-
created 
networks of 
service units

Yes No

Wyoming Board of 
Cooperative 
Education 
Services (WY 
Boards of 
Cooperative 
Educational 
Services Ac74t)

Cooperative Yes No

Source. Keane 2001; Moran and Sullivan 2015; Association of Educational Service Agencies n.d.; 
and individual state department of education websites.

72  

  
  

West Virginia law dissolved regional education service agencies in 2018 (WV EDUC 18-2-26, 
https://code.wvlegislature.gov/18-2-26/).
73 https://docs.legis.wisconsin.gov/statutes/statutes/116.pdf
74 https://law.justia.com/codes/wyoming/2010/Title21/chapter20.html
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Appendix D: Accessible, Plain Text 
Versions of Complex Exhibits 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

This appendix provides accessible, plain text versions of the exhibits in this report for 
which a long description was not feasible to include within the main body of the report. 
Links are provided from each applicable exhibit to this appendix and from this appendix 
back to each applicable exhibit.

Executive Summary Exhibits
Exhibit ES-1. Proficiency rates for students with an IEP who also are 
multilingual (English learners) and/or economically disadvantaged 
relative to the overall proficiency for students without an IEP.
Exhibit ES-1 is a vertical dot plot showing the proficiency rates for students with an IEP 
who also are multilingual and/or economically disadvantaged relative to the overall 
proficiency for students without an IEP.

The x-axis represents the race/ethnicity. The y-axis represents the proficiency, ranging 
from 0.0 percent to 40.0 percent. A dotted horizontal line is shown representing the 
overall proficiency for Students without an IEP at just above 40.0 percent.

Proficiency rates for each subgroup of students with an IEP are:

African American and economically disadvantaged = 1.7 percent; African American and 
multilingual = 1.9 percent; African American, multilingual, and economically 
disadvantaged = 2.1 percent; African American and neither multilingual nor 
economically disadvantaged = 5.0 percent.

Hispanic/Latinx and economically disadvantaged = 4.7 percent; Hispanic/Latinx and 
multilingual = 2.4 percent; Hispanic/Latinx, multilingual, and economically 
disadvantaged = 1.30 percent; Hispanic/Latinx  and neither multilingual nor 
economically disadvantaged = 11.0 percent.

Other race/ethnicity and economically disadvantaged = 12.4 percent; other 
race/ethnicity and multilingual = 14.0 percent; other race/ethnicity, multilingual, and 
economically disadvantaged = between 5.5 percent; other race/ethnicity and neither 
multilingual nor economically disadvantaged = 30.7 percent.

White and economically disadvantaged = 7.6 percent; white and multilingual = 12.5 
percent; white, multilingual, and economically disadvantaged = 2.6 percent; white and 
neither multilingual nor economically disadvantaged = 21.7 percent.
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Return to exhibit ES-1 within the body of the report. 

Exhibit ES-3. Percentage of students with an IEP in more restrictive 
settings (i.e., who spent less than 40 percent of the school day in 
general education settings), by disability category and race/ethnicity. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Exhibit ES-3 is a horizontal dot plot showing the percentage of students with an IEP in 
more restrictive settings by disability category and race/ethnicity.

The x-axis represents the percentage of students spending less than 40 percent of the 
day in a general education setting. The y-axis represents the disability category. The 
plot also includes arrow leading from 0 percent to 100 percent along the x-axis labeled 
“More Students in More Restrictive Settings.”

Starting from the bottom of the plot, where the lowest percentage of students are in the 
more restrictive setting, the data, by disability category, are:

Speech/Language Impairment: white = 7.1 percent in general education settings for less 
than 40 percent of the school day, Hispanic/Latinx = 10.2 percent, African American and 
other = 10.2 percent.

Specific Learning Disability: white = 9.8 percent, other = 12.6 percent, Hispanic/Latinx = 
12.7 percent, African American = 16.2 percent.

Hearing Impairment: white = 12.1 percent, other = 13.4 percent, Hispanic/Latinx = 20.6 
percent, African American = 22.6 percent.

Other Health Impairment: white = 16.8 percent, Hispanic/Latinx = 19.0 percent, other = 
20.4 percent, African American = 23.8 percent.

Visual Disability: white = 26.2 percent, African American = 29.7 percent, other = 32.7 
percent, Hispanic/Latinx = 32.9 percent.

Traumatic Brain Injury: white = 38.1 percent, other = 42.3 percent, African American = 
46.6 percent, Hispanic/Latinx = 47.0 percent.

Autism: white = 42.5 percent, other = 50.4 percent, Hispanic/Latinx = 50.9 percent, 
African American = 58.7 percent.

Emotional Disturbance: white = 47.3 percent, other = 49.5 percent, Hispanic/Latinx = 
52.6 percent, African American = 61.4 percent.

Orthopedic Impairment: white = 48.5 percent, other = 51.2 percent, Hispanic/Latinx = 
56.3 percent, African American = 62.1 percent.

Deafness: white = 54.1 percent, other = 60.2 percent, Hispanic/Latinx = 64.5 percent, 
African American = 73.4 percent.

Intellectual Disability: white = 69.9 percent, Hispanic/Latinx = 77.2 percent, other = 77.3 
percent, African American = 78.2 percent.
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Deaf Blindness: white = 68.5 percent, Hispanic/Latinx = 76.3 percent, other = 88.2 
percent, African American = 100 percent. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Multiple Disability: white = 83.5 percent, other = 89.5 percent, African American = 91.0 
percent, Hispanic/Latinx = 91.5 percent.

Return to exhibit ES-3 within the body of the report. 

Section 1 Exhibits
Exhibit 1. Graduation rates and statewide assessment proficiency 
rates (English language arts and math) for students with an IEP 
compared with students without an IEP.
Exhibit 1 displays two vertical dot plots showing the graduation rates and statewide 
assessment proficiency rates for students with an IEP compared with students without 
an IEP.

The x-axes represent the year, ranging from 2016-17 to 2018-19. The y-axes represent 
the gap in student outcomes, ranging from 20 to 80.

The first dot plot represents the graduation rate, or percent of students graduating with a 
regular high school diploma and is detailed as follows: 

2016-17: students with an IEP = 65.1 percent; students without an IEP = 80.6 percent; 
gap = 15.5 percent.

2017-18: students with an IEP = 65.1 percent; students without an IEP = 80.0 percent; 
gap = 14.9 percent.

2018-19: students with an IEP = 65.8 percent; students without an IEP = 80.4 percent; 
gap = 14.6 percent.

The second dot plot represents proficiency on both the ELA and math assessments as 
measured by the CAASPP and the CAA and is detailed as follows: 

2016-17: students with an IEP = 14.7 percent; students without an IEP = 39.1 percent; 
gap = 24.4 percent.

2017-18: students with an IEP = 15.8 percent; students without an IEP = 40.1 percent; 
gap = 24.3 percent.

2018-19: students with an IEP = 16.1 percent; students without an IEP = 40.8 percent; 
gap = 24.7 percent.

Return to exhibit 1 within the body of the report. 
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Exhibit 2. Proficiency rates for students with an IEP who also are 
multilingual and/or economically disadvantaged relative to the overall 
proficiency for students without an IEP. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

 

 

Exhibit 2 is a vertical dot plot showing the proficiency rates for students with an IEP who 
also are multilingual and/or economically disadvantaged relative to the overall 
proficiency for students without an IEP.

X-axis represents the race/ethnicity. Y-axis represents the proficiency, ranging from 0.0 
percent to 40.0 percent. A dotted horizontal line is shown representing the overall 
proficiency for Students without an IEP at just above 40.0 percent.

Proficiency rates for each subgroup of students with an IEP are:

African American and economically disadvantaged = 1.7 percent; African American and 
multilingual = 1.9 percent; African American, multilingual, and economically 
disadvantaged = 2.1 percent; African American and neither multilingual nor 
economically disadvantaged = 5.0 percent.

Hispanic/Latinx and economically disadvantaged = 4.7 percent; Hispanic/Latinx and 
multilingual = 2.4 percent; Hispanic/Latinx, multilingual, and economically 
disadvantaged = 1.30 percent; Hispanic/Latinx  and neither multilingual nor 
economically disadvantaged = 11.0 percent.

Other race/ethnicity and economically disadvantaged = 12.4 percent; other 
race/ethnicity and multilingual = 14.0 percent; other race/ethnicity, multilingual, and 
economically disadvantaged = between 5.5 percent; other race/ethnicity and neither 
multilingual nor economically disadvantaged = 30.7 percent.

White and economically disadvantaged = 7.6 percent; white and multilingual = 12.5 
percent; white, multilingual, and economically disadvantaged = 2.6 percent; white and 
neither multilingual nor economically disadvantaged = 21.7 percent.

Return to exhibit 2 within the body of the report. 

Exhibit 4. Comparison across states of (a) percentage of total 
students enrolled who have an IEP and (b) percentage of students 
with an IEP who spend less than 40 percent of the day in general 
education settings.
Two maps showing a comparison across states of IEP students, indicating the following:

Panel A, Identification Rates

Panel a is a map showing the percentage of enrolled students with IEPs, or 
identification rates for SY 2018–19, and indicates the following:
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Five states ranging from 8 to 9.9 percent and shown in beige: Texas = 8.7 percent, 
Hawaii = 9.2 percent, Idaho = 9.6 percent, Colorado = 9.7 percent, and Maryland = 9.8 
percent. 

 

 

 

  

 

 

 

 

 

Sixteen states ranging from 10 to 11.9 percent and shown in orange: Nevada = 10.3 
percent, Louisiana = 10.6 percent, California = 10.8 percent, Arizona = 10.9 percent, 
Utah = 10.9 percent, Michigan = 11.0 percent, Georgia = 11.1 percent, Alabama = 11.2 
percent, Tennessee = 11.2 percent, Iowa = 11.4 percent, North Carolina = 11.4 percent, 
North Dakota, = 11.5 percent, Virginia = 11.5 percent, Washington = 11.5 percent, 
Montana = 11.6 percent, and Missouri = 11.7 percent.

Nineteen states ranging from 12 to 13.9 percent and shown in pink: Arkansas = 12.0 
percent, Illinois = 12.1 percent, South Carolina = 12.1 percent, Florida = 12.2 percent, 
Kansas = 12.2 percent, Oregon = 12.4 percent, District of Columbia = 12.5 percent, 
Alaska = 12.6 percent, Connecticut = 12.6 percent, Mississippi = 12.6 percent, Kentucky 
= 12.7 percent, Wyoming = 12.8 percent, Minnesota = 13.0 percent, South Dakota, = 
13.0 percent Nebraska = 13.2 percent, Ohio = 13.2 percent, Rhode Island = 13.7 
percent, Vermont = 13.7 percent, and New Jersey = 13.9 percent.

Nine states ranging from 14 to 15.9 percent and shown in light purple: New Mexico = 
14.0 percent, Indiana = 14.2 percent, New Hampshire = 14.3 percent, Delaware. = 14.8 
percent, Oklahoma = 14.9 percent, New York = 15.1 percent, Massachusetts = 15.2 
percent, West Virginia = 15.2 percent, and Pennsylvania = 15.9 percent.

One state at more than 16 percent and shown in dark purple: Maine = 16.4 percent.

Data were not available for two states, shown in white: Puerto Rico and Wisconsin.

Panel B, Inclusion in General Education Settings Less Than 40 Percent of 
the School Day

Panel b is a map showing the percent in general education settings less than 40 percent 
of the school day in SY 2018–19, indicating the following:

One state ranging from 0 to 4.9 percent and shown in beige: Vermont = 4.9 percent.

Twenty states ranging from 5 to 9.9 percent and shown in orange: Colorado = 5.8 
percent, South Dakota = 5.8 percent, Wyoming = 5.9 percent, North Dakota = 6.2 
percent, Connecticut = 6.7 percent, Nebraska = 6.7 percent, Alabama = 7.4 percent, 
Kansas = 7.4 percent, West Virginia, = 7.8 percent, Iowa = 8.0 percent, Oklahoma = 8.4 
percent, Kentucky = 8.7 percent, Missouri = 8.9 percent, Alaska = 9.2 percent, Idaho = 
9.2 percent, Indiana = 9.2 percent, New Hampshire = 9.5 percent, Puerto Rico = 9.8 
percent, Virginia = 9.8 percent, Oregon = 9.9 percent, and Pennsylvania = 9.9 percent.

Eighteen states ranging from 10 to 14.9 percent and shown in pink: and Utah = 10.0 
percent, Minnesota = 10.6 percent, Maine = 10.8 percent, Montana = 11.0 percent, 
Tennessee = 11.7 percent, Michigan = 11.8 percent, Mississippi = 12.6 percent, Ohio = 
13.0 percent, Washington = 13.0 percent, Arkansas = 13.1 percent, Maryland = 13.1 
percent, Rhode Island = 13.4 percent, Florida = 14.0 percent, Illinois = 14.2 percent, 
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Massachusetts = 14.3 percent, North Carolina = 14.3 percent, Arizona = 14.4 percent, 
and Louisiana = 14.8 percent. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Nine states ranging from 15 to 19.9 percent and shown in light purple: Texas = 15.1 
percent, Delaware = 15.4 percent, South Carolina = 15.5 percent, Nevada = 15.9 
percent, New Jersey = 16.4 percent, Georgia = 16.6 percent, District of Columbia = 17.2 
percent, Hawaii = 17.5 percent, and New Mexico = 17.9 percent.

Two states at 20 percent or more and shown in dark purple: California = 20.3 percent, 
New York = 21.3 percent.

Data were not available for one state, shown in white: Wisconsin.

Return to exhibit 4 within the body of the report. 

Section 2 Exhibits
Exhibit 6. Summary of the methods used to inform the results and 
recommendations of the report.
Exhibit 6 is a flowchart showing the summary for the methods used to inform the results 
and recommendations of the report.

The following methods are shown at the top: Policy Review, Statewide Data Analysis, 
Survey, Focus Groups and Interviews, and Literature Review. Five arrows leading from 
those methods at the top of the flowchart to “Draft Results and Recommendations.” 
Then, an arrow leads from “Draft Results and Recommendations” to “Broad Stakeholder 
Input,” from which the final arrow leads to “Final Results and Recommendations.”

Return to exhibit 6 within the body of the report. 

Section 3 Exhibits
Exhibit 10. Relationship between percentage of time spent in general 
education setting and academic growth as measured by the CAASPP 
and CAA.
Exhibit 1- is a vertical dot plot showing the relationship between the percentage of time 
spent in general education settings and academic growth as measured by the CAASPP 
and CAA.

The x-axis represents the time spent in a general education setting and the y-axis 
represents the academic growth, ranging from 40.0 to 50.0. A dotted horizontal line 
represents the average academic growth across all students at an academic growth 
level of 50.0.

For students who spent less than 40 percent of the day in a general education setting, 
academic growth was 39.
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For students who spent 40 to 79 percent of the day in a general education setting, 
academic growth was 39.5. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

For students who spent 80 percent or more of the day in a general education setting, 
academic growth was 44.

Return to exhibit 10 within the body of the report. 

Exhibit 11. Relationship between academic growth (y-axes) and 
percentage of time spent in general education (x-axes), by disability 
category.
Exhibit 11 consists of 13 dot plots showing the relationship between academic growth 
and the percentage of time spent in general education by disability category.

The x-axes represent the percentage of the school day spent in general education 
settings. The y-axes represent the academic growth, ranging from 30 to 70, with the 
average academic growth across all students at an academic growth level of 50.0.

Autism: Less than 40 percent in general education = 43.0; 40 to 79 percent in general 
education= 43.0; 80 percent or more in general education= 49.5.

Deaf Blindness: Less than 40 percent in general education = 31.0; 40 to 79 percent in 
general education= 53.0; 80 percent or more in general education= 72.0.

Deafness: Less than 40 percent in general education = 40.0; 40 to 79 percent in general 
education= 40.5; 80 percent or more in general education= 49.0.

Emotional Disturbance: Less than 40 percent in general education = 35.0; 40 to 79 
percent in general education= 40.0; 80 percent or more in general education= 45.0.

Hearing Impairment: Less than 40 percent in general education = 39.0; 40 to 79 percent 
in general education= 40.5; 80 percent or more in general education= 49.0.

Intellectual Disability: Less than 40 percent in general education = 47.0; 40 to 79 
percent in general education= 45.0; 80 percent or more in general education= 39.0.

Multiple Disability: Less than 40 percent in general education = 40.0; 40 to 79 percent in 
general education= 42.0; 80 percent or more in general education= 47.0.

Orthopedic Impairment: Less than 40 percent in general education = 41.0; 40 to 79 
percent in general education= 41.0; 80 percent or more in general education= 49.0.

Other Health Impairment: Less than 40 percent in general education = 38.0; 40 to 79 
percent in general education= 39.5; 80 percent or more in general education= 42.0.

Specific Learning Disability: Less than 40 percent in general education = 37.5; 40 to 79 
percent in general education= 40.0; 80 percent or more in general education= 43.0.

Speech/Language Impairment: Less than 40 percent in general education = 43.0; 40 to 
79 percent in general education= 43.0; 80 percent or more in general education= 49.5.
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Traumatic Brain Injury: Less than 40 percent in general education = 40.0; 40 to 79 
percent in general education= 39.0; 80 percent or more in general education= 41.5. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Visual Disability: Less than 40 percent in general education = 39.8; 40 to 79 percent in 
general education= 40.0; 80 percent or more in general education= 49.0.

Return to exhibit 11 within the body of the report. 

Exhibit 12. Percentage of students with an IEP in more restrictive 
settings (i.e., who spent less than 40 percent of the school day in 
general education settings), by disability category and race/ethnicity.
Exhibit 12 is a horizontal dot plot showing the percentage of students with an IEP in 
more restrictive settings by disability category and race/ethnicity.

The x-axis represents the percentage of students spending less than 40 percent of the 
day in a general education setting. The y-axis represents the disability category. The 
plot also includes arrow leading from 0 percent to 100 percent along the x-axis labeled 
“More Students in More Restrictive Settings.”

Starting from the bottom of the plot, where the lowest percentage of students are in the 
more restrictive setting, the data, by disability category, are:

Speech/Language Impairment: white = 7.1 percent in general education settings for less 
than 40 percent of the school day, Hispanic/Latinx = 10.2 percent, African American and 
other = 10.2 percent.

Specific Learning Disability: white = 9.8 percent, other = 12.6 percent, Hispanic/Latinx = 
12.7 percent, African American = 16.2 percent.

Hearing Impairment: white = 12.1 percent, other = 13.4 percent, Hispanic/Latinx = 20.6 
percent, African American = 22.6 percent.

Other Health Impairment: white = 16.8 percent, Hispanic/Latinx = 19.0 percent, other = 
20.4 percent, African American = 23.8 percent.

Visual Disability: white = 26.2 percent, African American = 29.7 percent, other = 32.7 
percent, Hispanic/Latinx = 32.9 percent.

Traumatic Brain Injury: white = 38.1 percent, other = 42.3 percent, African American = 
46.6 percent, Hispanic/Latinx = 47.0 percent.

Autism: white = 42.5 percent, other = 50.4 percent, Hispanic/Latinx = 50.9 percent, 
African American = 58.7 percent.

Emotional Disturbance: white = 47.3 percent, other = 49.5 percent, Hispanic/Latinx = 
52.6 percent, African American = 61.4 percent.

Orthopedic Impairment: white = 48.5 percent, other = 51.2 percent, Hispanic/Latinx = 
56.3 percent, African American = 62.1 percent.
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Deafness: white = 54.1 percent, other = 60.2 percent, Hispanic/Latinx = 64.5 percent, 
African American = 73.4 percent. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Intellectual Disability: white = 69.9 percent, Hispanic/Latinx = 77.2 percent, other = 77.3 
percent, African American = 78.2 percent.

Deaf Blindness: white = 68.5 percent, Hispanic/Latinx = 76.3 percent, other = 88.2 
percent, African American = 100 percent.

Multiple Disability: white = 83.5 percent, other = 89.5 percent, African American = 91.0 
percent, Hispanic/Latinx = 91.5 percent.

Return to exhibit 12 within the body of the report. 

Exhibit 13. Proportion of special education and related services 
provided to students aged 3–5 in regular early childhood settings.
Exhibit 13 is a vertical bar graph showing the proportion of special education and 
related services provided to students aged 3-5 in regular early childhood settings, with a 
total n-size of nearly 116,000 students aged 3-5..

The x-axis represents the percentage of special education services received in regular 
early childhood settings, ranging from 0 to 100. The y-axis represents the count of 
students, ranging from 0 to 30,000.

The corresponding data line is shown starting at nearly 36,000 an less than 10 percent, 
decreasing to a count just above 15,000 students between a percentage of 10 and a 
percentage of 29, decreasing to a count of just above 2000 students between a 
percentage of 60 and a percentage of 79, and increasing to finish at a count above 52 
thousand at more than 90 percent.

Return to exhibit 13 within the body of the report. 

Exhibit 18. Relationship between LEA size and the number of the 
LEA’s in- and out-connections.
Two scatter plots showing the relationship between the size of California LEAs and the 
number of each LEA’s in-and out-connections.

In Connections Plot

The x-axis represents LEA size by enrollment, ranging from 50 to 400,000. The y-axis 
represents the number of In Connections, or how many times an LEA provided services 
for a student for whom it was not the district of residence, ranging from 0 to 150.

Enrollment between 0 and 50 = in connections ranging from 0 to levels above 0.

Enrollment between 50 and 1000 = in connections ranging from 0 to levels between 0 
and 50.
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Enrollment between 1000 and 25,000 = in connections ranging from 0 to levels above 
150. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 

Enrollment between 25,000 and 400,000 = in connections ranging from 0 to levels 
below 50.

Also shown is a trendline starting at a number of in connections and enrollment just 
above 0, increasing to a number of in connections between 0 and 50 at an enrollment of 
25,000, and decreasing to finish at a slightly lower level of in connections at an 
enrollment above 400,000.

Out Connections Plot

The x-axis represents LEA enrollment, ranging from 50 to 400,000. The y-axis 
represents the number of Out Connections, or how many times an LEA received 
services for a student from another LEA, ranging from 0 to 60.

Enrollment between 0 and 50 = out connections ranging from 0 to levels between 0 and 
20

Enrollment between 50 and 1000 = out connections ranging between 0 and levels just 
below 20

Enrollment between 1000 and 25,000 = out connections ranging between 0 and levels 
between 0 and 40.

Enrollment between 25,000 and 400,000 = out connections ranging between levels 
above 0 and levels above 60

Also shown is a trendline starting a number of out connections and enrollment of 
approximately 0, increasing to a number of out connections between 0 and 20 at an 
enrollment above 1000, and increasing to finish at a number of out connections above 
60 and enrollment of approximately 400,000.

Return to exhibit 18 within the body of the report. 

Appendix A Exhibits
Exhibit A-1. How levels of governing authority inform one another.
Exhibit A-1 is a diagram showing how levels of governing authority inform one another 
in terms of a pyramid indicating the following elements starting from the bottom:

1) 

 

 

Guidance: Agency may explain how regulations are interpreted, but these documents 
generally are not binding.

2) Regulation: Statues may be implemented by regulations, which are legally 
enforceable.

3) Statute: Congress provides authority to agencies.
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Return to exhibit A-1 within the body of the report. 

Exhibit A-3. Survey and LEA Profile process and purpose. 
 

 

 

 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Exhibit A-3 is a flowchart showing the survey and LEA profile process and purpose.

First, there is an arrow leading from “Identify and select ~30 LEAs” to “Survey selected 
LEAs and their intermediary partners.” From that box, there is another arrow leading to 
“Pick a subset of around 5 LEAs for further exploration,” then to “Hold focus groups and 
interviews with subset of LEAs and their regional partners.”

From “Hold focus groups and interviews with subset of LEAs and their regional partners 
”there is an arrow leading to “Combine all data to produce LEA case studies,” then the 
arrow points to the purpose of the surveys and LEA profiles: 1) to illustrate the role of 
governance and accountability systems in high performing LEAs, 2) to test assumptions 
about practice that contributes to high performance, and 3) to understand policy in 
practice.

Return to exhibit A-3 within the body of the report. 

Appendix B Exhibits
Exhibit B-3. Responses of education professionals about their 
experiences with special education.
Exhibit B-3 is a horizontal bar graph showing the responses of education professionals 
about their experience with special education.

The x-axis represents the count or education professionals, ranging from 0 to 600. The 
y-axis represents the type of education professional. The counts of education 
professionals that have experience with special education in the following roles are:

As a service provider = 674

As a special education teacher = 617

As a general education teacher = 519

As a parent = 481

As an administrator = 399

As staff = 209

As a student = 188

As an elected governing board member = 39

Return to exhibit B-3 within the body of the report. 
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Exhibit B-4. Parents’ responses about the formal roles they have had 
when interacting with the special education system. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Exhibit B-4 is a horizontal bar graph showing parents’ responses about the formal roles 
they have had when interacting with the special education system.

The x-axis represents the count, ranging from 0 to 1250. They y-axis represents the 
type of education professional. The counts of parents that have experience with special 
education in the following roles are:

As a parent = 1192

As a special education teacher = 105

As a general education teacher = 95

As a service provider = 92

As a student = 66

As an administrator = 58

As staff = 52

As an elected member of the governing board = 15

Return to exhibit B-4 within the body of the report. 

Exhibit B-5. Location of parents that responded to survey.
Exhibit B-5 is a map of California showing the location of parents that responded to the 
survey, indicating the following in terms of the number of parent responses per ZIP code 
tabulation area:

1 to 49 parent responses: Shown in green and located throughout the map.

50 to 99 parent responses: Shown in light blue and located in the central area of the 
map east of the Bay Area.

100 to 299 parent responses: Shown in blue and located in the southeastern area of the 
map east of Los Angeles and north of San Diego and Imperial Counties.

More than 300 parent responses: Shown in dark blue and located only east of the Bay 
Area.

Return to exhibit B-5 within the body of the report. 

Exhibit B-6. The years in the current LEA for staff by role.
Exhibit B-6 consists of three vertical bar graphs showing the years in the current LEA for 
staff by role.
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Administration Graph 

 

 

 

 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The corresponding data line is shown starting at a count above 4000 at 0 years, 
decreasing to a count below 2000 between 0 and 20 years, increasing to a count above 
2000 shortly after, decreasing to a count below 2000 at 20 years, decreasing to a count 
between 0 and 2000 after 20 years, and decreasing to finish at a count just above 0 
between 40 and 60 years.

Teacher Graph

The x-axis represents the years in current LEA, ranging from 0 to 60. The y-axis 
represents the count of staff, ranging from 0 to 60,000.

The corresponding data line is shown starting at a count above 60,000 at 0 years, 
decreasing to a count between 20,000 and 40,000 shortly after, increasing to a count 
above 20,000 at 20 years, decreasing to a count between 0 and 20,000 between 20 and 
40 years, and decreasing to finish at a count just above 0 between 40 and 60 years.

Pupil Services

The x-axis represents the years in current LEA, ranging from 0 to 60. The y-axis 
represents the count of staff, ranging from 0 to 9000.

The corresponding data line is shown starting above 9000, decreasing to a count below 
3000 shortly after, increasing to a level below 3000 shortly before 20 years, decreasing 
to a level between 0 and 3000 at 20 years, decreasing to a level above 0 between 20 
and 40 years, and decreasing to finish at a level just above 0 between 40 and 60 years.

Return to exhibit B-6 within the body of the report. 

Exhibit B-10. Comparison of enrollment and LRE data across states.
Four maps showing a comparison of enrollment and LRE data across states, indicating 
the following:

Panel A, Identification Rates

Panel a is a map showing the percentage of enrolled students with IEPs, or 
identification rates for SY 2018–19, and indicates the following:

Five states ranging from 8 to 9.9 percent and shown in beige: Texas = 8.7 percent, 
Hawaii = 9.2 percent, Idaho = 9.6 percent, Colorado = 9.7 percent, and Maryland = 9.8 
percent.

Sixteen states ranging from 10 to 11.9 percent and shown in orange: Nevada = 10.3 
percent, Louisiana = 10.6 percent, California = 10.8 percent, Arizona = 10.9 percent, 
Utah = 10.9 percent, Michigan = 11.0 percent, Georgia = 11.1 percent, Alabama = 11.2 
percent, Tennessee = 11.2 percent, Iowa = 11.4 percent, North Carolina = 11.4 percent, 
North Dakota, = 11.5 percent, Virginia = 11.5 percent, Washington = 11.5 percent, 
Montana = 11.6 percent, and Missouri = 11.7 percent.
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Nineteen states ranging from 12 to 13.9 percent and shown in pink: Arkansas = 12.0 
percent, Illinois = 12.1 percent, South Carolina = 12.1 percent, Florida = 12.2 percent, 
Kansas = 12.2 percent, Oregon = 12.4 percent, District of Columbia = 12.5 percent, 
Alaska = 12.6 percent, Connecticut = 12.6 percent, Mississippi = 12.6 percent, Kentucky 
= 12.7 percent, Wyoming = 12.8 percent, Minnesota = 13.0 percent, South Dakota, = 
13.0 percent Nebraska = 13.2 percent, Ohio = 13.2 percent, Rhode Island = 13.7 
percent, Vermont = 13.7 percent, and New Jersey = 13.9 percent. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Nine states ranging from 14 to 15.9 percent and shown in light purple: New Mexico = 
14.0 percent, Indiana = 14.2 percent, New Hampshire = 14.3 percent, Delaware. = 14.8 
percent, Oklahoma = 14.9 percent, New York = 15.1 percent, Massachusetts = 15.2 
percent, West Virginia = 15.2 percent, and Pennsylvania = 15.9 percent.

One state at more than 16 percent and shown in dark purple: Maine = 16.4 percent.

Data were not available for two states, shown in white: Puerto Rico and Wisconsin.

Panel B, Included in General Education Settings 80 Percent or More of the 
School Day

Panel b is a map of the United States showing the percent in general education settings 
80 percent or more of the school day, indicating the following in terms of the percentage 
of all students with IEPs:

Two states at less than 49.9 percent and shown in beige: Hawaii = 44.7 percent, and 
New Mexico = 49.7 percent.

Seven states ranging from 50 to 59.9 percent and shown in orange: New Jersey = 51.2 
percent, Montana = 52.2 percent, Arkansas = 55.9 percent, Illinois = 57.3 percent, 
Washington = 57.4 percent, Maine = 57.7 percent, and California = 59.0 percent.

Eighteen states ranging from 60 to 69.9 percent and shown in pink: Missouri = 60.3 
percent, Louisiana = 62.5 percent, Nevada  = 62.7 percent, District of Columbia = 
62.8 percent, South Carolina = 63.7 percent, Idaho = 63.9 percent, Georgia = 64.2 
percent, Pennsylvania = 64.8 percent, Minnesota = 65.0 percent, West Virginia = 65.3 
percent, New York = 65.8 percent, Utah = 66.9 percent, Alaska = 66.9 percent, 
Delaware = 68.4 percent, Arizona = 68.9 percent, North Carolina = 69.0 percent, 
Oklahoma = 69.7 percent, and Ohio = 69.8 percent.

Twenty states ranging from 70 to 79.9 percent and shown in light purple: Texas = 70.3 
percent, Massachusetts = 70.3 percent, Virginia = 71.3 percent, Kansas = 71.8 percent, 
Wyoming = 72.5 percent, Mississippi = 72.6 percent, Michigan = 72.6 percent, Iowa = 
72.7 percent, Tennessee = 72.8 percent, Connecticut = 73.1 percent, Puerto Rico = 
73.3 percent, New Hampshire = 73.7 percent, South Dakota = 74.8 percent, Rhode 
Island = 75.0 percent, Kentucky = 75.4 percent, North Dakota = 75.8 percent, Oregon = 
76.0 percent, Maryland = 76.4 percent, Colorado = 77.7 percent, Florida = 78.9 percent.

Four states at 80 percent or more and shown in dark purple: Indiana = 80.1 percent, 
Nebraska = 82.8 percent, Vermont = 84.1 percent, and Alabama = 86.1 percent.
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Data were not available for one state, shown in white: Wisconsin. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Panel C, Included in General Education Settings 40 to 79 Percent of the 
School Day

Panel c is a map of the United States showing the percent in general education settings 
40 to 79 percent of the day, indicating the following in terms of the percentage of all 
students with IEPs:

Two states below 9.9 percent and shown in beige: Alabama = 6.5 percent, and Florida = 
7.1 percent.

Twenty-five states ranging from 10 to 19.9 percent and shown in: Maryland = 10.4 
percent, Nebraska = 10.5 percent, Indiana = 10.6 percent, Vermont = 11.0 percent, 
Rhode Island = 11.6 percent, New York = 12.9 percent, Oregon = 14.1 percent, Texas = 
14.7 percent, Mississippi = 14.8 percent, Massachusetts = 15.4 percent, Tennessee = 
15.5 percent, Michigan = 15.7 percent, Kentucky = 15.9 percent, Delaware = 16.2 
percent, Colorado = 16.4 percent, Arizona = 16.7 percent, North Carolina = 16.7 
percent, New Hampshire = 16.8 percent, Puerto Rico = 17.0 percent, Ohio = 17.1 
percent, North Dakota = 17.9 percent, Virginia = 18.9 percent, Georgia = 19.2 percent, 
Iowa = 19.3 percent, and South Dakota = 19.5 percent,

Seventeen states ranging from 20 to 29.9 percent and shown in pink: District of 
Columbia = 20.0 percent, Connecticut = 20.2 percent, California = 20.7 percent, South 
Carolina = 20.8 percent, Kansas = 20.8 percent, Nevada = 21.4 percent, Wyoming = 
21.6 percent, Oklahoma = 21.9 percent, Louisiana = 22.7 percent, Utah = 23.1 percent, 
Alaska = 23.9 percent, Minnesota = 24.4 percent, Pennsylvania = 25.3 percent, Idaho = 
26.9 percent, West Virginia = 26.9 percent, Illinois = 28.5 percent, and Washington = 
29.6 percent.

Seven states ranging from 30 to 39.9 percent and shown in light purple: Missouri = 30.8 
percent, Arkansas = 31.0 percent, Maine = 31.5 percent, New Mexico = 32.3 percent, 
New Jersey = 32.5 percent, Montana = 36.8 percent and Hawaii = 37.8 percent.

Data were not available for one state, shown in white: Wisconsin.

Panel D, Included in General Education Settings Less Than 40 Percent of 
the School Day

Panel d is a map showing the percent in general education settings less than 40 percent 
of the school day in SY 2018–19, indicating the following:

One state ranging from 0 to 4.9 percent and shown in beige: Vermont = 4.9 percent.

Twenty states ranging from 5 to 9.9 percent and shown in orange: Colorado = 5.8 
percent, South Dakota = 5.8 percent, Wyoming = 5.9 percent, North Dakota = 6.2 
percent, Connecticut = 6.7 percent, Nebraska = 6.7 percent, Alabama = 7.4 percent, 
Kansas = 7.4 percent, West Virginia, = 7.8 percent, Iowa = 8.0 percent, Oklahoma = 8.4 
percent, Kentucky = 8.7 percent, Missouri = 8.9 percent, Alaska = 9.2 percent, Idaho = 
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9.2 percent, Indiana = 9.2 percent, New Hampshire = 9.5 percent, Puerto Rico = 9.8 
percent, Virginia = 9.8 percent, Oregon = 9.9 percent, and Pennsylvania = 9.9 percent. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Eighteen states ranging from 10 to 14.9 percent and shown in pink: and Utah = 10.0 
percent, Minnesota = 10.6 percent, Maine = 10.8 percent, Montana = 11.0 percent, 
Tennessee = 11.7 percent, Michigan = 11.8 percent, Mississippi = 12.6 percent, Ohio = 
13.0 percent, Washington = 13.0 percent, Arkansas = 13.1 percent, Maryland = 13.1 
percent, Rhode Island = 13.4 percent, Florida = 14.0 percent, Illinois = 14.2 percent, 
Massachusetts = 14.3 percent, North Carolina = 14.3 percent, Arizona = 14.4 percent, 
and Louisiana = 14.8 percent.

Nine states ranging from 15 to 19.9 percent and shown in light purple: Texas = 15.1 
percent, Delaware = 15.4 percent, South Carolina = 15.5 percent, Nevada = 15.9 
percent, New Jersey = 16.4 percent, Georgia = 16.6 percent, District of Columbia = 17.2 
percent, Hawaii = 17.5 percent, and New Mexico = 17.9 percent.

Two states at 20 percent or more and shown in dark purple: California = 20.3 percent, 
New York = 21.3 percent.

Data were not available for one state, shown in white: Wisconsin.

Return to exhibit B-10 within the body of the report. 

Exhibit B-11. Comparison of percent of students in general education 
settings at least 80 percent of the school day across states and 
territories in the United States.
Four horizontal bar graphs showing a comparison of the percent of students in general 
education settings at least 80 percent of the school day across states and territories in 
the United States, all together and for three disability categories.

Panel A, Percent of All Students with an IEP in General Education at Least 
80 Percent of the School Day

Panel a is a horizontal bar graph showing the average percentage of students with an 
IEP who were in general education for at least 80 percent of the school day for all 
disability categories in SY 2018–2019.

The x-axis represents the percentage of students inside a regular classroom for 80 
percent or more of the day, ranging from 0 percent to 100 percent. The y-axis 
represents the state in order of decreasing magnitude. Each state’s percentage is as 
follows:

Alabama = 86.1 percent

Vermont = 84.1 percent

Nebraska = 82.8 percent

Indiana = 80.1 percent
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Florida = 78.9 percent 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Colorado = 77.7 percent

Maryland = 76.4 percent

Oregon = 76.0 percent

North Dakota = 75.8 percent

Kentucky = 75.4 percent

Rhode Island = 75 percent

South Dakota = 74.8 percent

New Hampshire = 73.7 percent

Puerto Rico = 73.3 percent

Connecticut = 73.1 percent

Tennessee = 72.8 percent

Iowa = 72.7 percent

Michigan = 72.6 percent

Mississippi = 72.6 percent

Wyoming = 72.5 percent

Kansas = 71.8 percent

Virginia = 71.3 percent

Massachusetts = 70.3 percent

Texas = 70.3 percent

Ohio = 69.8 percent

Oklahoma = 69.7 percent

North Carolina = 69.0 percent

Arizona = 68.9 percent

Delaware = 68.4 percent

Alaska = 66.9 percent

Utah = 66.9 percent

New York = 65.8 percent
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West Virginia = 65.3 percent 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Minnesota = 65.0 percent

Pennsylvania = 64.8 percent

Georgia = 64.2 percent

Idaho = 63.9 percent

South Carolina = 63.7 percent

District of Columbia = 62.8 percent

Nevada = 62.7 percent

Louisiana = 62.5 percent

Missouri = 60.3 percent

California = 59.0 percent

Maine = 57.7 percent

Washington = 57.4 percent

Illinois = 57.3 percent

Arkansas = 55.9 percent

Montana = 52.2 percent

New Jersey = 51.2 percent

New Mexico = 49.7 percent

Hawaii = 44.7 percent

Panel B, Percent of Students in the Autism Category in General Education 
at Least 80 Percent of the School Day

Panel b is a horizontal bar graph showing the same comparison for the Autism disability 
category.

The x-axis represents the percentage of students with autism inside a regular classroom 
for at least 80 percent of the day, ranging from 0.0 percent to 12.5 percent. The y-axis 
represents the state or territory described in the first graph in order of decreasing 
magnitude.

The corresponding data line is shown starting below 12.5 percent, quickly decreasing to 
a level between 7.5 percent and 10 percent, and steadily decreasing to finish at a level 
between 0.0 percent and 2.5 percent.
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California is highlighted near the top of the graph at 8.4 percent. 

Panel C, Percent of Students in the Emotional Disturbance Category in 
General Education at Least 80 Percent of the School Day 

Panel c is a horizontal bar graph showing the same comparison for the Emotional 
Disturbance category. 

The x-axis represents the percentage of students experiencing emotional disturbances 
inside a regular classroom for at least 80 percent of the day, ranging from 0 percent to 
10 percent. The y-axis represents the state or territory described in the first graph in 
order of decreasing magnitude. 

The corresponding data line is shown starting between 10 percent and 15 percent, 
quickly decreasing to a level between 5 percent and 10 percent, and steadily 
decreasing to finish at a level just above 0 percent. 

California is highlighted near the bottom of the graph at 2.2 percent. 

Panel A, Percent of Students in the Intellectual Disability Category in 
General Education at Least 80 Percent of the School Day 

Panel d is a horizontal bar graph showing the same comparison for the Intellectual 
Disability category. 

The x-axis represents the percentage of students experiencing emotional disturbances 
inside a regular classroom for at least 80 percent of the day, ranging from 0 percent to 
15 percent. The y-axis represents the state or territory described in the first graph in 
order of decreasing magnitude. 

The corresponding data line is shown starting between 15 percent and 20 percent, 
quickly decreasing to a level below 10 percent, decreasing to a level between 5 percent 
and 10 percent, and steadily decreasing to finish at a level above 0 percent.  

California is highlighted near the bottom of the graph at 0.7 percent. 

Return to exhibit B-11 within the body of the report. 

Exhibit B-12. Average percentage of time spent in a general education 
setting, by year and disability category. 
Exhibit B-12 consists of 13 line graphs showing the average percentage of time spent in 
a general education setting, by disability category and across the grade span, for three 
years (SYs 2015–16, 2016–17, and 2017–18. 

The x-axes represent grades, marked every three years from 3 to 12. The y-axes 
represent the average percent of time spent in a regular classroom. 
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Autism 

The Autism line graph shows average percentages, by grade, for students in the Autism 
category. The y-axis ranges from 42.5 percent to 52.5 percent. 

Across the three years, the lowest percentage of time spent in a general education 
setting was an average of 45.0 percent for 1st graders in SY 2016–17 and the highest 
was an average of 52.2 percent for 9th graders in SY 2017–18. 

The 2015 data line is shown starting at approximately 45.0 percent before grade 3, 
increasing to a level of approximately 50 percent between grades 6 and 9, increasing to 
a level above 50 percent after grade 9, and decreasing to finish at a level just below 
42.5 percent in grade 12. 

The 2016 data line is shown starting at approximately 45.0 percent before grade 3, 
increasing to a level below 52.5 percent between grades 6 and 9, decreasing to a level 
above 50 percent before grade 12, increasing to a level below 52.5 percent shortly after, 
and decreasing to finish at a level just below 42.5 percent in grade 12. 

The 2017 data line is shown starting between 45.0 percent and 47.5 percent before 
grade 3, increasing to a level of approximately 50.0 percent between grades 6 and 9, 
increasing to a level below 52.5 percent by grade 9, decreasing to a level between 50.0 
percent and 52.5 percent between grades 9 and 12, and decreasing to finish at a level 
above 42.5 percent in grade 12. 

Deaf Blindness 

The Deaf Blindness line graph shows average percentages, by grade, for students in 
the Deaf Blindness category. The y-axis, representing the average percent in terms of 
time spent in a regular classroom, ranges from 10.0 percent to 40.0 percent. 

Across the three years, the lowest percentage of time spent in a general education 
setting was an average of 6.79 percent for 3rd graders in SY 2017–18 and the highest 
was an average of 39.6 percent for 9th graders in SY 2015–16. 

The 2015 data line is shown starting below 30.0 percent before grade 3, decreasing to a 
level below 20.0 percent by grade 3, increasing to a level between 30.0 percent and 
40.0 percent between grades 6 and 9, increasing to a level of approximately 4.0 percent 
by grade 9, and decreasing to finish at a level above 20.0 percent in grade 12. 

The 2016 data line is shown starting below 20.0 percent before grade 3, decreasing to a 
level below 10.0 percent shortly after, increasing to a level above 20.0 percent between 
grades 3 and 6, increasing to a level below 40.0 percent by grade 6, decreasing to a 
level below 20.0 percent between grades 6 and 9, increasing to a level between 30.0 
percent and 40.0 percent before grade 9, increasing to a level below 40.0 percent 
between grades 9 and 12, and decreasing to finish at a level between 20.0 percent and 
30.0 percent in grade 12.  

The 2017 data line is shown starting below 30.0 percent before grade 3, decreasing to a 
level below 10.0 percent by grade 3, increasing to a level below 20.0 percent between 
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grades 2 and 6, increasing to a level below 40.0 percent between grades 6 and 9, 
decreasing to a level below 20.0 percent shortly after, increasing to a level of 
approximately 30.0 percent by grade 9, and increasing to finish at a level below 40.0 
percent in grade 12. 

Deafness 

The Deafness line graph shows average percentages, by grade, for students in the 
Deafness category. The y-axis, representing the average percent in terms of time spent 
in a regular classroom, ranges from 32.0 percent to 40.0 percent. 

Across the three years, the lowest percentage of time spent in a general education 
setting was an average of 30.0 percent for 12th graders in SY 2015–16 and the highest 
was an average of 42.0 percent for 8th graders in SY 2016–17. 

The 2015 data line is shown starting above 40.0 percent before grade 3, decreasing to 
a level above 32.0 percent by grade 3, increasing to a level just above 36.0 percent 
between grades 3 and 6, decreasing to a level of approximately 32.0 percent by grade 
6, increasing to a level just above 36.0 between grades 6 and 9, decreasing to a level 
below 32.0 percent between grades 9 and 12, and increasing to finish at a level above 
32.0 percent in grade 12. 

The 2016 data line is shown starting between 36.0 percent and 40.0 percent before 
grade 3, increasing to a level above 40.0 percent shortly after, decreasing to a level 
between 32.0 percent and 36.0 percent between grades 3 and 6, increasing to a level 
just above 36.0 percent by grade 6, decreasing to a level between 32.0 percent and 
36.0 percent by grade 9, and decreasing to finish at a level below 32.0 percent in grade 
12. 

The 2017 data line is shown starting at approximately 32.0 percent before grade 3, 
increasing to a level above 40.0 percent by grade 3, decreasing to a level just above 
36.0 percent between grades and 6, decreasing to a level below 36.0 percent by grade 
6, increasing to a level above 40.0 percent between grades 6 and 9, decreasing to a 
level between 32.0 percent and 36.0 percent by grade 9, increasing to a level of 
approximately 36.0 percent between grades 9 and 12, and decreasing to finish at a 
level of 32.0 percent and 36.0 percent in grade 12. 

Emotional Disturbance 

The Emotional Disturbance line graph shows average percentages, by grade, for 
students in the Emotional Disturbance category. The y-axis, representing the average 
percent in terms of time spent in a regular classroom, ranges from 35.0 percent to 47.5 
percent. 

Across the three years, the lowest percentage of time spent in a general education 
setting was an average of 35.2 percent for 3rd graders in SY 2015–16 and the highest 
was an average of 45.4 percent for both 10th and 11th graders in SY 2017–18. 
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The 2015 data line is shown starting at approximately 42.5 percent before grade 3, 
decreasing to a level just above 35.0 percent by grade 3, increasing to a level below 
40.0 percent between grades 9 and 12, increasing to a level of approximately 42.5 
percent shortly after, and decreasing to finish at a level below 42.5 percent in grade 12. 

The 2016 data line is shown starting at approximately 42.5 percent before grade 3, 
decreasing to a level below 37.5 percent by grade 3, increasing to a level between 37.5 
percent and 40.0 percent shortly after, increasing to a level of approximately 42.5 
percent by grade 9, and increasing to finish at a level between 42.5 percent and 45.0 
percent in grade 12. 

The 2017 data line is shown starting below 47.5 percent before grade 3, decreasing to a 
level below 40.0 percent between grades 3 and 6, increasing to a level above 40.0 
percent shortly after, decreasing to a level of approximately 40.0 percent between 
grades 6 and 9, increasing to a level of just above 45.0 percent between grades 9 and 
12, and decreasing to finish at a level of approximately 45.0 percent in grade 12. 

Hearing Impairment 

The Hearing Impairment line graph shows average percentages, by grade, for students 
in the Hearing Impairment category. The y-axis, representing the average percent in 
terms of time spent in a regular classroom, ranges from 70.0 percent to 77.5 percent. 

Across the three years, the lowest percentage of time spent in a general education 
setting was an average of 69.7 percent for 1st graders in SY 2015–16 and the highest 
was an average of 78.6 percent for 9th graders in SY 2017–18. 

The 2015 data line is shown starting just below 70.0 percent before grade 3, increasing 
to a level above 72.5 percent shortly after, decreasing to a level below 72.5 percent 
before grade 6, increasing to a level of approximately 77.5 percent between grades 6 
and 9, decreasing to a level below 75.0 percent between grades 9 and 12, increasing to 
a level between 75.0 percent and 77.5 percent shortly after, and decreasing to finish at 
a level above 70.0 percent in grade 12. 

The 2016 data line is shown starting between 70.0 percent and 72.5 percent before 
grade 3, increasing to a level below 75.0 percent shortly after, decreasing to a level 
between 72.5 percent and 75.0 percent between grades 3 and 6, increasing to a level 
above 77.5 percent between grades 6 and 9, and decreasing to finish between 70.0 
percent and 72.5 percent in grade 12. 

The 2017 data line is shown starting just above 70.0 percent before grade 3, increasing 
to a level above 75.0 percent after grade 3, increasing to a level above 77.5 percent 
between grades 3 and 6, decreasing to a level above 75.0 percent between grades 6 
and 9, increasing to a level above 77.5 percent by grade 9, and decreasing to finish at a 
level between 70.0 percent and 72.5 percent in grade 12. 

Intellectual Disability 
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The Intellectual Disability line graph shows average percentages, by grade, for students 
in the Intellectual Disability category. The y-axis, representing the average percent in 
terms of time spent in a regular classroom, ranges from 24.0 percent to 32.0 percent. 

Across the three years, the lowest percentage of time spent in a general education 
setting was an average of 23.9 percent for 5th graders in SY 2015–16 and the highest 
was an average of 31.6 percent for 11th graders in SY 2017–18. 

The 2015 data line is shown starting just above 26.0 percent before grade 3, decreasing 
to a level of approximately 24.0 percent before grade 6, increasing to a level of 
approximately 30.0 percent by grade 9, and decreasing to finish at a level just below 
28.0 percent in grade 12. 

The 2016 data line is shown starting between 26.0 percent and 28.0 percent before 
grade 3, decreasing to a level of approximately 26.0 percent by grade 6, increasing to a 
level above 30.0 percent by grade 9, and decreasing to finish at a level just above 26.0 
percent in grade 12. 

The 2017 data line is shown starting above 28.0 percent before grade 3, decreasing to 
a level above 26.0 percent by grade 6, increasing to a level below 32.0 percent by 
grade 9, and decreasing to finish at a level just above 28.0 percent in grade 12. 

Multiple Disability 

The Multiple Disability line graph shows average percentages, by grade, for students in 
the Multiple Disability category. The y-axis, representing the average percent in terms of 
time spent in a regular classroom, ranges from 16.0 percent to 20.0 percent. 

Across the three years, the lowest percentage of time spent in a general education 
setting was an average of 15.1 percent for 2nd graders in SY 2015–16 and the highest 
was an average of 19.6 percent for 6th graders in SY 2017–18. 

The 2015 data line is shown starting at approximately 16.0 percent before grade 3, 
increasing to a level below 18.0 percent after grade 6, decreasing to a level below 16.0 
percent before grade 9, increasing to a level below 18.0 percent by grade 9,  

The 2016 data line is shown starting below 18.0 percent before grade 3, decreasing to a 
level below 16.0 percent before grade 6, increasing to a level just above 18.0 percent by 
grade 6, decreasing to a level below 18.0 percent between grades 6 and 9, increasing 
to a level above 18.0 percent after grade 9, decreasing to a level above 16.0 percent 
before grade 12, and increasing to finish at a level between 16.0 percent and 18.0 
percent in grade 12. 

The 2017 data line is shown starting between 16.0 percent and 18.0 percent before 
grade 3, increasing to a level below 20.0 percent shortly after, decreasing to a level 
between 16.0 percent and 18.0 percent before grade 6, increasing to a level below 20.0 
percent by grade 6, decreasing to a level between 16.0 percent and 18.0 percent by 
grade 9, increasing to a level below 20.0 percent before grade 12, and decreasing to 
finish at a level between 18.0 percent and 20 percent in grade 12. 
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Orthopedic Impairment 

The Orthopedic Impairment line graph shows average percentages, by grade, for 
students in the Orthopedic Impairment category. The y-axis, representing the average 
percent in terms of time spent in a regular classroom, ranges from 35.0 percent to 55.0 
percent. 

Across the three years, the lowest percentage of time spent in a general education 
setting was an average of 32.9 percent for 12th graders in SY 2015–16 and the highest 
was an average of 54.3 percent for 1st graders in SY 2017–18. 

The 2015 data line is shown starting just below 50.0 percent before grade 3, decreasing 
to a level below 45.0 percent before grade 6, increasing to a level just below 50.0 
percent by grade 9, and decreasing to finish at a level below 35.0 percent in grade 12. 

The 2016 data line is shown starting just above 50.0 percent before grade 3, decreasing 
to a level above 45.0 percent by grade 6, decreasing to a level just above 45.0 percent 
before grade 9, increasing to a level of approximately 50.0 percent after grade 9, and 
decreasing to finish at a level of approximately 35.0 percent in grade 12. 

The 2017 data line is shown starting at approximately 55.0 percent before grade 3, 
decreasing to a level above 45.0 percent after grade 6, increasing to a level of 
approximately 50.0 percent before grade 9, decreasing to a level between 45.0 percent 
and 50.0 percent between grades 9 and 12, increasing to a level of approximately 50.0 
percent shortly after, and decreasing to finish at a level of approximately 35.0 percent in 
grade 12. 

Other Health Impairment 

The Other Health Impairment line graph shows average percentages, by grade, for 
students in the Other Health Impairment category. The y-axis, representing the average 
percent in terms of time spent in a regular classroom, ranges from 62.5 percent to 72.5 
percent. 

Across the three years, the lowest percentage of time spent in a general education 
setting was an average of 63.0 percent for 1st graders in SY 2015–16 and the highest 
was an average of 73.5 percent for 9th graders in SY 2017–18. 

The 2015 data line is shown starting just above 62.5 percent before grade 3, increasing 
to a level below 72.5 percent by grade 9, and decreasing to finish at a level just above 
70.0 percent in grade 12. 

The 2016 data line is shown starting between 62.5 percent and 65.0 percent, increasing 
to a level of approximately 72.5 percent by grade 9, and decreasing to finish at a level 
just above 70.0 percent in grade 12. 

The 2017 data line is shown starting below 65.0 percent before grade 3, increasing to a 
level of approximately 70.0 percent between grades 6 and 9, increasing to a level above 
72.5 percent by grade 9, and decreasing to finish at a level below 72.5 percent in grade 
12. 



 

 224 

Specific Learning Disability 

The Specific Learning Disability line graph shows average percentages, by grade, for 
students in the Specific Learning Disability category. The y-axis, representing the 
average percent in terms of time spent in a regular classroom, ranges from 72.0 percent 
to 76.0 percent. 

Across the three years, the lowest percentage of time spent in a general education 
setting was an average of 70.8 percent for 4th and 5th graders in SY 2015–16 and the 
highest was an average of 75.5 percent for 9th graders in SY 2017–18. 

The 2015 data line is shown starting just above 72.0 percent before grade 3, decreasing 
to a level of approximately 72.0 percent by grade 3, decreasing to a level below 72.0 
percent between grades 3 and 6, increasing to a level of approximately 74.0 percent by 
grade 9, decreasing to a level between 72.0 percent and 74.0 percent shortly after, and 
increasing to finish at approximately 74.0 percent in grade 12. 

The 2016 data line is shown starting above 72.0 percent before grade 3, increasing to a 
level between 72.0 percent and 74.0 percent shortly after, decreasing to a level of 
approximately 72.0 percent by grade 6, increasing to a level between 74.0 percent and 
76.0 percent by grade 9, decreasing to a level below 74.0 percent shortly after, and 
increasing to finish above 74.0 percent in grade 12. 

The 2017 data line is shown starting above 74.0 percent before grade 3, decreasing to 
a level between 72.0 percent and 74.0 percent between grades 3 and 6, increasing to a 
level below 76.0 percent by grade 9, decreasing to a level between 74.0 percent and 
76.0 percent shortly after, and increasing to finish at approximately 76.0 percent in 
grade 12. 

Speech/Language Impairment 

The Speech/Language Impairment line graph shows average percentages, by grade, 
for students in the Speech/Language Impairment category. The y-axis, representing the 
average percent in terms of time spent in a regular classroom, ranges from 76.0 percent 
to 88.0 percent. 

Across the three years, the lowest percentage of time spent in a general education 
setting was an average of 73.9 percent for 12th graders in SY 2015–16 and the highest 
was an average of 88.2 percent for 3rd graders in SY 2017–18. 

The 2015 data line is shown starting between 84.0 percent and 88.0 percent before 
grade 3, decreasing to a level of approximately 80.0 percent between grades 6 and 9, 
and decreasing to finish at a level below 76.0 percent in grade 12. 

The 2016 data line is shown starting below 88.0 percent before grade 3, decreasing to a 
level above 80.0 percent between grades 6 and 9, and decreasing to finish at a level 
above 76.0 percent in grade 12. 
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The 2017 data line is shown starting just below 88.0 percent before grade 3, decreasing 
to a level between 76.0 percent and 80.0 percent by grade 9, and decreasing to finish at 
approximately 76.0 percent in grade 12. 

Traumatic Brain Injury 

The Traumatic Brain Injury line graph shows average percentages, by grade, for 
students in the Traumatic Brain Injury category. The y-axis, representing the average 
percent in terms of time spent in a regular classroom, ranges from 40.0 percent to 60.0 
percent. 

Across the three years, the lowest percentage of time spent in a general education 
setting was an average of 38.6 percent for 1st graders in SY 2015–16 and the highest 
was an average of 60.5 percent for 8th graders in SY 2017–18. 

The 2015 data line is shown starting just below 40.0 percent before grade 3, increasing 
to a level between 50.0 percent and 55.0 percent by grade 3, decreasing to a level of 
approximately 40.0 percent before grade 6, increasing to a level just above 55.0 percent 
by grade 6, decreasing to a level below 50.0 percent by grade 9, increasing to a level 
between 55.0 percent and 60.0 percent between grades 9 and 12, and decreasing to 
finish at a level above 50.0 percent in grade 12. 

The 2016 data line is shown starting at approximately 45.0 percent before grade 3, 
increasing to a level below 50.0 percent between grades 3 and 6, decreasing to a level 
above 40.0 percent by grade 6, increasing to a level between 55.0 percent and 60.0 
percent between grades 6 and 9, decreasing to a level below 50.0 percent between 
grades 9 and 12, increasing to a level between 55.0 percent and 60.0 percent shortly 
after, and decreasing to finish at approximately 55.0 percent in grade 12. 

The 2017 data line is shown starting below 45.0 percent before grade 3, increasing to a 
level between 50.0 percent and 55.0 percent before grade 6, decreasing to a level 
above 40.0 percent by grade 6, increasing to a level just above 60.0 percent before 
grade 9, decreasing to a level below 50.0 percent before grade 12, and increasing to 
finish at a level just below 55.0 percent in grade 12. 

Visual Disability 

The Visual Disability line graph shows average percentages, by grade, for students in 
the Visual Disability category. The y-axis, representing the average percent in terms of 
time spent in a regular classroom, ranges from 55.0 percent to 70.0 percent. 

Across the three years, the lowest percentage of time spent in a general education 
setting was an average of 51.9 percent for 12th graders in SY 2015–16 and the highest 
was an average of 69.5 percent for 1st graders in SY 2015–16. 

The 2015 data line is shown starting just below 70.0 percent, decreasing to a level 
below 55.0 percent before grade 3, increasing to a level of approximately 65.0 percent 
between grades 3 and 6, decreasing to a level of approximately 60.0 percent before 



 

 226 

grade 9, increasing to a level just above 65.0 percent between grades 9 and 12, and 
decreasing to finish at a level below 55.0 percent in grade 12. 

The 2016 data line is shown starting between below 65.0 percent before grade 3, 
decreasing to a level above 55.0 percent by grade 3, increasing to a level just above 
65.0 percent before grade 6, decreasing to a level above 60.0 percent by grade 6, 
increasing to a level above 65.0 percent between grades 9 and 12, and decreasing to a 
level of approximately 55.0 percent in grade 12. 

The 2017 data line is shown starting between 60.0 percent and 65.0 percent before 
grade 3, increasing to a level below 70.0 percent by grade 3, decreasing to a level 
between 60.0 percent and 65.0 percent between grades 3 and 6, increasing to a level 
between 65.0 percent and 70.0 percent by grade 6, decreasing to a level between 60.0 
percent and 65.0 percent by grade 9, increasing to a level above 65.0 percent between 
grades 9 and 12, and decreasing to finish between 55.0 percent and 60.0 percent in 
grade 12. 

Return to exhibit B-12 within the body of the report. 

Exhibit B-15. Comparison of the age of initial identification for an IEP 
by disability category and race/ethnicity. 
Exhibit B-15 consists of 14 horizontal dot plots showing a comparison of the age and 
initial identification for an IEP by disability category and race/ethnicity In each of the 
plots, the x- axes represent the age of initial identification, ranging from 2.5 to 12.5 
years of age. The y-axes represent the race/ethnicity. 

Autism 

The dot plot for the Autism category shows a mean age of identification for the category 
of 5.19 years of age. 

The ages of identification for the Autism category by race are: Hispanic/Latinx = 5.04 
years, Multiple = 5.11 years, Asian = 5.16 years, Filipino = 5.20 years, African American 
= 5.24 years, Pacific Islander = 5.28 years, White = 5.46 years, and Native American = 
5.59 years. 

Deaf Blindness 

The dot plot for the Deaf Blindness category shows a mean age of identification for the 
category of 3.50 years of age. 

The ages of identification for the Deaf Blindness category by race are: White = 2.78 
years, Multiple = 3.07 years, Hispanic = 3.28 years, African American = 4.20 years, 
Asian = 6.33 years, and Filipino = 7.77 years. 

Deafness 

The dot plot for the Deafness category shows a mean age of identification for the 
category of 3.59 years of age. 



 

 227 

The ages of identification for the Deafness category by race are: Multiple = 3.14 years, 
White = 3.41 years, Hispanic = 3.42 years, African American = 4.31 years, Asian = 4.37 
years, Native American = 4.37 years, Filipino = 5.77 years, and Pacific Islander = 6.88 
years. 

Emotional Disturbance 

The dot plot for the Emotional Disturbance category shows a mean age of identification 
for the category of 10.20 years of age. 

The ages of identification for the Emotional Disturbance category by race are: African 
American = 9.51 years, Native American = 9.98 years, Multiple = 10.10 years, Pacific 
Islander = 10.10 years, Hispanic = 10.20 years, White = 10.20 years, Asian = 11.70 
years, and Filipino = 12.30 years. 

Hearing Impairment 

The dot plot for the Hearing Impairment category shows a mean age of identification for 
the category of 4.99 years of age. 

The ages of identification for the Hearing Impairment category by race are: Multiple = 
4.42 years, Asian  = 4.89 years, White = 4.95 years, Hispanic = 4.99 years, Native 
American = 5.22 years, Filipino = 5.24 years, African American = 5.80 years, and Pacific 
Islander = 5.98 years. 

Intellectual Disability 

The dot plot for the Intellectual Disability category shows a mean age of identification for 
the category of 5.13 years of age. 

The ages of identification for the Intellectual Disability category by race are: White 4.79 
years, Multiple = 4.81 years, Hispanic = 5.08 years, Native American = 5.52 years, 
African American = 5.70 years, Asian = 5.73 years, Filipino = 5.89 years, and Pacific 
Islander = 6.05 years. 

Medical Disability 

The dot plot for the Medical Disability category shows a mean age of identification for 
the category of 3.23 years of age. 

The ages of identification for the Medical Disability category by race are: Pacific Islander 
= 2.48 years, Hispanic = 3.06 years, Multiple = 3.28 years, White = 3.31 years, Filipino 
= 3.35 years, Native American = 3.58 years, Asian = 3.65 years, and African American 
= 3.81 years. 

Multiple Disability 

The dot plot for the Multiple Disability category shows a mean age of identification for 
the category of 3.96 years of age. 
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The ages of identification for the Multiple Disability category by race are: Hispanic = 
3.84 years, White = 3.84 years, Native American = 3.96 years, Multiple = 3.99 years, 
Asian = 4.34 years, African American = 4.40 years, Pacific Islander = 4.54 years, and 
Filipino = 5.00 years. 

Orthopedic Impairment 

The dot plot for the Orthopedic Impairment category shows a mean age of identification 
for the category of 4.38 years of age. 

The ages of identification for the Orthopedic Impairment category by race are: Native 
American = 3.58 years, White = 4.18 years, Multiple = 4.24 years, Hispanic = 4.34 
years, African American = 4.58 years, Filipino = 5.00 years, Pacific Islander = 5.12 
years, and Asian = 5.40 years. 

Other Health Impairment 

The dot plot for the Other Health Impairment category shows a mean age of 
identification for the category of 8.50 years of age. 

The ages of identification for the Other Health Impairment category by race are: Asian = 
7.93 years, Hispanic = 8.33 years, Filipino = 8.37 years, Pacific Islander = 8.47 years, 
Multiple = 8.60 years, White = 8.67 years, African American = 8.79 years, and Native 
American 9.11 years. 

Specific Learning Disability 

The dot plot for the Specific Learning Disability category shows a mean age of 
identification for the category of 8.85 years of age. 

The ages of identification for the Specific Learning Disability category by race are: 
Filipino = 8.66 years, Asian = 8.69 years, Hispanic = 8.80 years, Multiple = 8.82 years, 
White = 8.87 years, Native American = 9.00 years, Pacific Islander = 9.14 years, and 
African American = 9.22 years. 

Speech/Language Impairment 

The dot plot for the Speech/Language Impairment category shows a mean age of 
identification for the category of 5.78 years of age. 

The ages of identification for the Speech/Language Impairment category by race are: 
Hispanic = 5.53 years, Multiple = 5.82 years, African American = 5.91 years, White = 
5.91 years, Filipino = 5.98 years, Native American = 5.99 years, Asian = 6.05 years, and  
Pacific Islander = 6.18 years. 

Traumatic Brain Injury 

The dot plot for the Traumatic Brain Injury category shows a mean age of identification 
for the category of 7.59 years of age. 
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The ages of identification for the Traumatic Brain Injury category by race are: Multiple = 
7.02 years, Native American = 7.06 years, African American = 7.55 years, Hispanic = 
7.56 years, White = 7.66 years, Asian = 8.21 years, Filipino = 9.03 years, and Pacific 
Islander = 9.23 years. 

Visual Disability 

The dot plot for the Visual Disability category shows a mean age of identification for the 
category of 5.64 years of age. 

The ages of identification for the Visual Disability category by race are: White = 5.30 
years, Multiple = 5.37 years, Hispanic = 5.64 years, Pacific Islander = 5.65 years, Native 
American = 6.12 years, African American = 6.15 years, Asian = 6.26 years, and Filipino 
= 6.52 years. 

Return to exhibit B-15 within the body of the report. 

Exhibit B-20. The context for some of the LEAs profiled in the study in 
California’s special education network. 
Exhibit B-20 is a diagram showing the context for some of the LEAs profiled in the study 
in California’s special education network, indicating the following: 

- Pajaro Valley Unified: Shown in the central area of the network of connections. 

- Santa Cruz COE: Shown in the central area of the network of connections. 

- Etiwanda Elementary: Shown below the central area of the network of connections. 

- San Bernardino COE: Shown in the central area of the network of connections. 

- Alameda COE: Shown in the central area of the network of connections. 

- Plaza Elementary: Shown outside the central area of the network of connections. 

- Glenn COE: Shown outside the central area of the network of connections. 

- Visalia Unified: Shown in the central area of the network of connections. 

- Tulare COE: Shown outside the central area of the network of connections. 

Return to exhibit B-20 within the body of the report. 

Exhibit B-22. Most common words from conversations with 
administrators, teachers, and families from high-performing LEAs 
featured in LEA Profiles. 
Exhibit B-22 consists of four word clouds showing the most common words from 
conversations with administrators, teachers and families from high-performing LEAs 
features in LEA profiles, indicating the following: 
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- Bay Area Technology: The largest words in order of decreasing magnitude are as 
follows: students, school, kids, special, student teachers. 

- Visalia: The largest words in order of decreasing magnitude are as follows: students, 
education, teachers, special, support, school, district. 

- Etiwanda: The largest words in order of decreasing magnitude are as follows: 
students, teachers, support, district, data, school, lot, kids. 

- Pajaro: The largest words in order of decreasing magnitude are as follows: district, 
students, school, education, special, SELPA, teachers, lot. 

Return to exhibit B-22 within the body of the report. 

Exhibit B-23. Most common sentiments expressed throughout the 
conversations with administrators, teachers, and families from high-
performing LEAs. 
Exhibit B-23 is a line graph showing the most common sentiments expressed 
throughout the conversations with administrators, teachers, and families from high-
performing LEAs. 

The x-axis represents the percentage of all words, ranging from 0 to 40 percent and the 
y-axis lists each of the sentiments expressed. 

Trust: Families = 17.8 percent, Instructional Staff = 32.9 percent; Administrators = 34.8 
percent. 

Positive: Families = 8.4 percent; Instructional Staff = 28.3 percent; Administrators = 46.2 
percent. 

Anticipation: Families = 3.2 percent; Instructional Staff = 8.1 percent; Administrators = 
11.7 percent. 

Joy: Families = 2.0 percent; Instructional Staff = 12.3 percent; Administrators = 19.3 
percent. 

Surprise: Families = 1.5 percent; Instructional Staff = 0.9 percent; Administrators = 2.4 
percent. 

Negative: Families = 0.5 percent; Instructional Staff = 2.6 percent; Administrators = 2.5 
percent. 

Fear: Families = 0.4 percent; Instructional Staff = 1.4 percent; Administrators = 1.7 
percent. 

Sadness: Families = 0.3 percent; Instructional Staff = 1.2 percent; Administrators = 0.7 
percent. 

Anger: Families = 0.2 percent; Instructional Staff = 0.4 percent; Administrators = 1.6 
percent. 
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Disgust: Families = 0.1 percent; Instructional Staff = 0.1 percent; Administrators = 0.3 
percent. 

Return to exhibit B-23 within the body of the report. 
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Glossary 
To ensure understanding of key terms used in this report, readers may want to 
familiarize themselves with the following: 

Disproportionality. “Disproportionality is the overrepresentation of a specific race or 
ethnicity identified in one or more of four areas: identification of a disability in general; 
identification of a specific race or ethnicity in a specific disability category; discipline; 
and placement” (California Department of Education [CDE] 2021). As required by the 
Individuals with Disabilities Education Act (IDEA), California examines data for each 
local education agency (LEA) to identify overrepresentation, then conducts further 
questioning to determine whether the disproportionality was the result of inappropriate 
identification. 

Significant disproportionality. “Significant disproportionality is the identification 
of disproportionality for three consecutive years in the same indicator and 
category of disproportionality” (CDE 2021b). Each LEA identified as having 
significant disproportionality is required to reserve part of its federal IDEA funding 
to support students who do not have an individualized education program (IEP) 
but need additional support, particularly, but not exclusively, in the group that 
was overidentified. The CDE identified 109 LEAs as having significant 
disproportionality in July 2021 (CDE 2021b). 

Individualized education program (IEP). Each student found eligible for special 
education services has an annual IEP developed by a team that includes the student 
(when appropriate), their parents or guardians, their general and special education 
teachers and service providers, and an administrator representing the LEA. The IEP 
documents the student’s current levels of performance and educational goals and 
specifies the types and amounts of special education services the student receives. The 
services identified in an IEP are protected and must be provided to a student when 
agreed upon by the student’s IEP team. 

Least restrictive environment (LRE). IDEA requires that students with disabilities 
learn in the LRE and have access to a general education setting and curriculum to the 
“maximum extent that is appropriate,” as decided by the student’s IEP team (34 CFR 
§300.114). For purposes of this report, preschool LRE time is measured as 
the percentage of students aged 3–5 spending 50 percent or more of their school day in 
a general early childhood setting, and school-age LRE time is measured as the 
percentage of school-age students who are in general education for 80 percent or more 
of the school day. 

Local educational agency (LEA). For purposes of this study, an LEA is defined as the 
entity responsible for providing a free appropriate public education (FAPE) to students 
who are eligible for special education services under IDEA. For purposes of this study, 
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LEAs for special education include school districts, charter schools, and, in limited 
instances, COEs. 

Special education local plan area (SELPA). California requires each LEA to form or 
join a SELPA to develop a plan for delivering special education services. Each multi-
LEA SELPA is governed by a board that consists of the member districts’ 
superintendents or their representatives, as decided by the member districts and 
documented in the SELPA governance plan. 

State Special Schools. California funds and operates multiple special schools with 
specific purposes. The Schools for the Deaf (two, one serving Northern California and 
one serving Southern California) provide comprehensive educational programs to deaf 
and hard-of-hearing pupils, aged 3–22. The School for the Blind provides the same for 
students who are blind, as well as being a statewide resource for LEAs serving students 
who are blind. A separate Deaf Education special school provides technical assistance 
to LEAs operating programs for students who are deaf and hard of hearing. California 
also has Diagnostic Centers (one each in Northern, Central, and Southern California) 
that provide LEAs with assessment services for students who are not progressing, other 
assistance, and professional development. Special schools receive funding separately 
from LEAs and SELPAs and provide services at no cost to LEAs. 

Students with an IEP or students with disabilities. These are students who have 
been evaluated; have been found eligible for special education and related services, 
based on one of 13 federal categories or the additional category of Medical Disability 
established by California; and have an IEP describing their present levels of 
performance, annual goals, needed accommodations and modifications, and special 
education and related services. 

Student outcomes. This study examined multiple student outcome measures, 
including academic achievement, academic growth, and graduation rates as measured 
by a four-year cohort graduation rate. 

Academic achievement. Academic achievement is a student’s progress toward 
meeting agreed-upon grade-level standards, measured using standardized 
statewide assessments (e.g., California Assessment of Student Performance and 
Progress [CAASPP]), including alternate assessments for students who cannot 
participate in the regular assessment. Although academic achievement is not the 
only desired outcome, for all students, including students with disabilities, other 
outcomes, including social-emotional outcomes and those related to transferrable 
skills for future employment, are not commonly measured or reported. 

Academic growth. The research team used CAASPP databases for the 2016–
17, 2017–18, and 2018–19 school years to create a normalized curve equivalent, 
or NCE, score, a measure of student growth constructed by assessing how a 
student is performing relative to how they were expected to perform based on 
their prior-year performance, allowing the comparison of assessment scores 
across years, grade levels, and test subjects.  
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