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Connecticut special education rolls near 100,000 as
schools face staffing, cost strains

Connecticut is serving more special education students than ever before - a
rise that has rippled across the state’s education system and into
classrooms, budgets and families.

And the increase only tells part of the story, special education experts say.

As more students require services, schools are strained by staffing
shortages, disparities in resources and rising costs - leaving families to
navigate an often complicated, uneven process that experts say may not
serve all students equally.

Together, those pressures are testing a special education system stretched
to support nearly 100,000 students.

Connecticut had around 68,500 special education students in 2006-07 and
around 95,000 in 2025-26, even as total public school enrollment fell from
578,500 to slightly below 498,000 in that same time frame.

About 19% of students were classified as having special education status in
the 2025-26 school year, compared to less than 12% in 2006-07, according
to statewide data.

This steady growth is part of a broader national trend, yet it's more
pronounced here. The proportion of students receiving special education in
Connecticut has outpaced the national rate nearly every year since 2014,
according to federal data.

What's behind the rise?

Explaining why this is happening is not easy.
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“I don’t think anyone has a clear explanation for the growth that we’ve
seen,” said Patrice McCarthy, executive director of the Connecticut
Association of Boards of Education.

Instead, experts paint a more complicated picture - shaped by better
identification, evolving evaluation practices and a broader understanding
of disabilities.

One of the biggest, they say, is that students who might once have been
overlooked are now being identified.

“I can say, as a psychologist, as a provider, what we are diagnosing now and
what we were diagnosing 20 years ago are very different,” said Mark
Palmieri, a licensed psychologist and behavior analyst and co-executive
director of The Center for Children with Special Needs. “It's a more diverse
array of students with complex needs that we as a community are much
more sensitive to.”

The Center for Children with Special Needs is a Connecticut clinic that
specializes in the diagnosis, evaluation and treatment of children and adults
with autism and related neurodevelopmental disorders.

Since 2011, the percentage of Connecticut students with "specific learning
disabilities" such as dyslexia, a language-based learning disability, has
increased even while the national percentage decreased, data shows. And
as of 2024, Connecticut had the 7th highest proportion of students with
autism, and the 9th highest proportion of students identified as having
“other health impairments” such as ADHD, epilepsy, heart conditions and
Tourette syndrome (a neurodevelopmental disorder that may cause
sudden involuntary movements or vocal sounds).

However, experts cautioned that higher identification does not necessarily
mean disabilities themselves are becoming more common.

In Palmieri’s eyes, we've made a clear shift in our knowledge, sensitivity
and sophistication of understanding what developmental and learning
delays look like.


https://www.ccsnct.org/about-us/

“Students who would never have been identified in the past are now
reaching identification,” Palmieri said. “... Those kids were all there, but was
anyone looking and saying, ‘What's going on for you that's making you have
real difficulty getting through this class?”

Aimee Turner, president of the Connecticut Council of Administrators of
Special Education (ConnCASE), agrees that advancements in research and
science played a role. “I think we're just having a deeper understanding of
the brain and of how students learn and the impact of some of the
processing pieces, so that definitely impacts a piece of it.”

Teachers, parents, pediatricians and other professionals working with
children seem increasingly better able to tell when a child may need testing
or extra support, they said.

That feeds into the special education identification process in Connecticut,
which begins with a request for an evaluation. The referral can be made by
a parent or school personnel, or other professionals given parental
permission, such as doctors and social workers.

As awareness has increased and stigma around disabilities has decreased,
Palmieri said more families are requesting evaluations and extra support
earlier.

He and other experts said autism is one of the clearest examples of how
changing definitions, research and greater understanding can affect
identification rates.

“I think there's a broader definition of what autism is, and I think that it
was always a spectrum, but I think that spectrum has grown, and I think
that widening of the spectrum has definitely impacted the number of
individuals receiving supports for that,” Turner said.

Palmieri said the autism identification trend is visible beyond K-12 schools
in Connecticut. “We also see older folks who are in their 30s and 40s calling
us, saying, ‘1 know you all diagnosed a lot of folks with autism .... I'm



worried that's me, and that nobody noticed that while [ was in school, but
['m noticing it now,” he said.

And as the clinical definitions and knowledge about disabilities like autism
and dyslexia have advanced over the years, so have the evaluations for
students in schools, Turner said.

“We're just more adept at evaluation and diagnosing students,” she said. “I
think there are many more evaluations that hit into real nuanced areas of

students, in the past we may have seen something just as a weakness, and

now we really can dig deep into why there's a deficit.”

Uneven access to services

While special education rates overall have been on the rise, several experts
said they weren’t necessarily worried that children were being
overidentified.

In fact, Jane Hampton-Smith, co-executive director of the CT Parent
Advocacy Center, which offers information and support to families of
children with disabilities or chronic illness, said the issues that the
organization continues to deal with usually have to do with a lack of
identification.

“There's always been parents who are saying, ‘they're not willing to identify
my child,”” she said. “We're talking to parents who say their kids should be
made eligible, but they weren't.”

In addition, Palmieri said he does see differences between what schools
might be identifying in their evaluations for IEPs and for extra supports,
and what outside evaluations find.

Under the Individuals with Disabilities Education Act (IDEA), students with
disabilities are entitled to a free appropriate public education tailored to
their unique needs through an individualized education program, or IEP.
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Those IEPs are created after an evaluation process used by the Planning
and Placement Team — which is comprised of the parents, teachers, school
district representatives, related services personnel, and if appropriate, the
student — to determine whether or not a child is eligible for special
education services. If parents disagree with an evaluation done by the
school district, they have the right to an independent educational
evaluation of their child conducted by a qualified examiner outside the
school district.

And disparities in funding, staffing levels and training could mean
disparities in the district's ability to evaluate students and in families’
experiences receiving services, experts and advocates said.

“What a school team is prepared and experienced providing for an
assessment is just different than a provider who's able to look a little more
carefully,” Palmieri said.

Palmieri said gaps in identification and services can vary dramatically
between communities.

“Some communities have a great deal more experience and specialization
in one area, and so they do a great job finding something that the
community next door is struggling with,” he said.

And not all students may actually receive the same level of support and
quality of services across Connecticut, those who work with families in the
special education identification and placement process said.

“There are definitely parents whose kids are getting what they need, and
they're satisfied,” Hampton-Smith said. “But there are parents who call us
and assert that their child is not receiving the services as written in the
IEP.”

Parents also have other options to challenge the special education system
to resolve disputes, such as through mediation (during which a mediator
from the state Department of Education will get involved to help guide



communication between the parent and district), filing a complaint with
the state Bureau of Special Education or asking for a due process hearing.

A strained system

The challenge in getting students with special needs the services they need
is very real, for both families and school districts, Palmieri said.

“Oftentimes we have families that say, ‘Well, the school said, yeah, they
understand, but they just don't have the resources to do that. What do we
do now?”” he said. “And that's a very difficult situation .... Boy, is it nearly
the number one stressor that we hear about from school teams and families
alike.”

Districts are legally required to provide special education services to
qualifying children with disabilities in their districts, and strict guidelines
ensure they are educated in the least restrictive environment, said
ConnCASE executive director Yvette Goorevitch. The least restrictive
environment refers to the legal standard in which a student with a
disability must be educated alongside their nondisabled peers to the
maximum extent appropriate.

For example, a student with a disability should be learning in the same
school and classroom as other students, as long as they can still make
meaningful educational progress.

At the same time, Turner said the support districts provide can vary
depending on the student, the disability, their age, the district’s size,
availability of staff and more. “So there's a lot of factors in that I think
districts try as much as possible to maintain what they can,” she said.

When districts do not have the resources, staff or programming to educate
students with intensive needs inside their home district, the student will be
sent to another school or specialized program. And those outplacements, as
they are called, have proven to be a major budget strain on districts
statewide, with many school officials sounding the alarm about their
financial struggles.
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In the latest budget season, school leaders, educators, students and local
officials consistently rallied for more funding at the state level, citing rising
district costs — for which special education can be a key driver. In some
districts, officials have estimated that special education costs account for a
third of their districts' budgets.

“Funding and resourcing our schools is a terrible challenge, and [ don't
know one school team who [ work with isn't struggling with lack of staff,
lack of resources, lack of time to achieve everything that they need,”
Palmieri said.

For many Connecticut school districts, special education costs are a major
financial pressure - as student needs and costs rise faster than funding,
leaving districts to sort out budget deficits.

“The cost to educate a child with a very complex, challenging, significant
disability is very high,” Goorevitch said. “When a child, for example, moves
into a district with a very intense program, it can cause a small district to
have to go back and ask for a major revision of hundreds of thousands of
dollars in their budget.”

And Connecticut schools continue to be short of special education staff,
statewide data shows, with burnout and hiring challenges making it
difficult for districts to fill key roles.

“Working in schools is difficult. Working in special education is very
difficult. The burnout rate of our teachers right now is extremely high,”
Turner said. “Special education teachers is something that every state
really struggles with.”

Students with intense needs, such as those who may need their own
paraprofessional, can feel the shortage more than most, McCarthy said.

And although Connecticut’s special education system meets federal
requirements, an independent report commissioned by the state
Department of Education and released earlier this year found that the state
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is falling short when it comes to complaint response time, delivering
consistent services and addressing staff shortages.

The state Department of Education has since announced steps it is taking to
address concerns in the review, including adding staff and training,
and resolving complaints faster.

And last year, state lawmakers passed a sweeping special education reform
law that bolsters state oversight of providers and costs, boosts funding for
districts, and adds new reporting and accountability requirements.

But even as Connecticut acts, new challenges have arisen at the federal
level.

The Trump administration’s efforts to dismantle the U.S. Department of
Education escalated this month as it moved special education programs
over to the Department of Health and Human Services, and the

enforcement of civil rights laws in education to the Justice Department.

Education advocates in Connecticut and nationally fear this could hurt an
already strained system, as advocates say HHS does not have the expertise
needed to administer IDEA and could disrupt the services for the country's
most vulnerable students.

In addition to overseeing IDEA compliance, the Office of Special Education
and Rehabilitative Services manages major grant programs that support
students with disabilities. The Office for Civil Rights investigates complaints
of discrimination in schools -- including complaints filed on behalf of
students with disabilities.

“It's going to create a lot of disruption and confusion for districts and for
parents,” McCarthy said. “I mean, in Connecticut, districts are going to
remain committed to meeting the needs of students, but it's only going to
serve to weaken the coordination with education services for these
students with the greatest needs.”
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