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Vision Statement: 

To ensure Ohioans receive quality public education so their future is  

not limited by their disability. 

  

Mission Statement: 

The Ohio Coalition for the Education of Children with Disabilities is a  

collaboration of parents, professionals, and partners advocating for children  

with disabilities to receive the educational services, experiences, and supports  

they need to reach their fullest potential. 

  
Values Statements:  

We value:  

• the dignity of each individual. 

• the right of each child with a disability to be an authentic, included, and respected member of the community.  

• the development of each child with a disability in the areas of self-advocacy and self-determination.  

• the engagement of empowered families and dedicated professionals in the processes of developing and delivering 

high quality free and appropriate public education for children with disabilities, including child-find, transition, 

and 504/ADA. 

• the power of our collective voice in advocating for the resources needed for high quality education for children 

with disabilities.  

• the strength of our partnerships with families, professionals and organizations in ensuring positive outcomes for 

children with disabilities. 

• the impact of considering the needs of children with disabilities in all educational decision-making. 

• the impact and effectiveness of both quantitative and qualitative data. 

• the commitment to a culture of respect, diversity, integrity, and transparency for both those for whom and with 

whom we work. 

  

Ohio Coalition for the Education of Children with Disabilities 
125 Executive Drive, Suite 200   ● Marion, OH 43302-6302 

Toll Free 1-844-382-5452 
Web: www.ocecd.org 

http://www.ocecd.org/
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April 2025      
 
Dear Special Education Stakeholders, 
 
Welcome to the Ohio Coalition for the Education of Children with 
Disabilities’ (OCECD) 2024 Ohio Special Education Profile.   
 
This resource guide provides a profile of Ohio’s special education system and the 
educational needs and outcomes of students with disabilities.  Its central message is that, 
despite operational challenges and fiscal constraints, Ohio’s state and local investments in 
students with disabilities produce positive results for them, their families, and the broader 
community. 
 
In the 2023-2024 school year, there were 25,856 preschool students with disabilities 
enrolled in public preschool, which represented 40.8% of all enrolled public preschool 
students.  In the K-12 setting, there were 257,141 students with disabilities, representing 
16.1% of the overall student population in Ohio’s public schools.  This means that nearly 
one in six public school students has a documented disability and related Individualized 
Education Program (IEP), as required under state and federal law.  
 
This profile is a retrospective review of special education funding and related data for the 
2023-2024 academic year, and through calendar year 2024, with regard to relevant state 
policies.  Of particular note, in 2024, are a continued phase-in of the “fair school funding 
plan,” implementation of Science of Reading requirements, adoption of model policies, 
continued expansion of school choice options, and an updated review of the 2022 AIR 
Special Education Cost Study.  Academic performance is increasing for students with 
disabilities, but achievement disparities among subgroups remain similar to, or slightly 
wider than, pre-pandemic gaps and will continue to be an area of focus. 
 
As a state-level parent and professional education and support organization, OCECD is 
deeply committed to working with the Ohio legislature, the Office of the Governor, the Ohio 
Departments of Children and Youth (DCY) and Education and Workforce (DEW), and other 
relevant state agencies regarding special education policy and program issues. 
 
OCECD will continue to work hard to ensure that all Ohio children with special needs 
receive a Free and Appropriate Public Education (FAPE) in the least restrictive 
environment – an education that enables them to reach their highest potential.  Together, 
we can continue making a major difference for students with disabilities.  
  
 
Sincerely, 
 
 
Lisa Hickman, PhD 
Executive Director 
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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 
 
Introduction 
 
The scope and growing complexities of special education funding in Ohio are spelled out in 
the Ohio Coalition for the Education of Children with Disabilities’ (OCECD) 2024 Ohio 
Special Education Profile.  This executive summary targets the most significant dimensions 
of this story in an effort to provide special education stakeholders with a clear picture of 
the key elements of Ohio’s system of special education services and its funding design. 
 
Ohio’s special education system is shaped by both federal and state legal requirements, 
which include a mandate for the creation of a free and appropriate public education (FAPE) 
in the least restrictive environment possible.  The cornerstone of this assessment-driven 
educational model is      the Individualized Education Program (IEP).  Special education is 
defined as specifically designed instruction to meet the unique needs of a child with one or 
more disabilities.  Special education services are by definition supplemental and require a 
related special education funding model to pay for the additional cost of these services – 
costs that range widely depending on the extent of a student’s disabilities.  Ohio’s special 
education funding system is the most commonly used model in the nation.  
 
This executive summary focuses on fundamentals as outlined below. 
 
Special Education by the Numbers 
 

1. Number of Students:  In the 2023-2024 school year, there were 25,856 preschool 
students with disabilities, which represented 40.8% of all students enrolled in 
public preschools.  In the K-12 setting, there were 257,141 students with 
disabilities, representing 16.1% of the overall student population in Ohio’s public 
schools.  This number includes students with disabilities who attend publicly funded 
charter schools.  It is also a number that has grown dramatically over the past 40 
years.1 

 
2. Types of Disabilities and Related Funding:  Ohio’s special education funding model 

provides supplemental funding to students with disabilities.  This happens through a 
financial model that provides both per pupil (state/local) foundation funding, as is the 
case for all students, plus supplemental special education funding based on the 
severity and related cost of a student’s disabilities.  In total, there are 13 disabilities 
clustered into one of six K-12 funding weights, which are multipliers of the referenced 
per pupil foundation funding.  A 14th disability category (Developmental Delay) covers 
pre-school students with disabilities. The Developmental Delay definition was 
expanded to include a child who is at least three years of age and less than 10 years of 
age, who is experiencing developmental delays and needs special education and 
related services. (The Ohio General Assembly passed HB 554 which resulted in the 
expanded definition of “child with a disability” as it pertains to the Developmental 

 
1 https://reports.education.ohio.gov/report/report-card-data-state-enrollment-by-student-demographic  

https://reports.education.ohio.gov/report/report-card-data-state-enrollment-by-student-demographic
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Delay disability category found in Ohio Revised Code Section 3323.01 Education of 
Children with disabilities definitions.2   

 
3. Distribution of Students within Disability Categories.  The vast majority of 

students with special educational needs spend most of their time in regular 
education classrooms. This setting is able to meet nearly all of their needs, since 
their intellectual abilities are similar to their regular education peers. 

4.  Yet these students need assessment-based interventional services in order to 
succeed.  This situation is reflective of the fact that over two-thirds of students with 
disabilities are students with specific learning disabilities, other health impairments, 
or speech and language challenges who spend most of their school time in regular 
education classrooms.   

 
5. Special Education Funding:  Analysis but No New Action.  In FY 2024, weighted 

special education funding (districts, JVS and community schools) totaled 
$968,393,470, an increase over FY 2023 of 14.27%.  This increase is related to an 
increase in the number of identified students with disabilities and the financial 
benefit received through the implementation of a new, inputs-based state school 
funding model known as the Fair School Funding Plan.  The weighted formula is still 
based on partial funding of an outdated and underfunded model. The fair school 
funding formula includes no special education funding reforms even though Ohio’s 
special education funding model has not been thoroughly updated since the current, 
six-weight funding system was put in place, but never fully funded, in FY 2002.3 

 
Instead of advancing funding reforms within the Ohio Fair School Funding Plan, the 
state mandated that an independent special education cost study be completed.  
This study was undertaken and then completed in November 2022.  Additionally, in 
2024, a follow-up special education cost study funded by the nonprofit Ohio 
Education Policy Institute was completed.  This study essentially agreed with the 
independent, best practice-based analysis performed by the American Institute of 
Research (AIR), but, importantly, quantified its costs based on current Ohio fiscal 
and policy realities.  However, as of the close of 2024, no action had been taken by 
Ohio policymakers to advance the policy implications and recommendations that 
emerged from either cost study.  In brief, these studies recommend policy changes 
that, taken together, would require major, cost-based special education funding 
increases that, in FY 2024 dollars, would increase state special education funding by 
approximately $866 million.4 

 
Yet it is also true that state policymakers could use a multi-year, staged approach to 
making these funding reforms.  For instance, a 10% earmark of special education 

 
2 Determining Special Education Eligibility for School-Age Children: Developmental Delay 

 
3 FY 2024 MOE data provide Ohio Department of Education and Workforce Office of Budget and School Funding 
4 https://education.ohio.gov/getattachment/Topics/Special-Education/Sections/Accountability-and-Funding/Special-

Education-Cost-Study.pdf.aspx?lang=en-US  

https://education.ohio.gov/getattachment/Topics/Special-Education/Students-with-Disabilities/DD-Guidance-4-12-23-final.pdf.aspx?lang=en-US
https://education.ohio.gov/getattachment/Topics/Special-Education/Sections/Accountability-and-Funding/Special-Education-Cost-Study.pdf.aspx?lang=en-US
https://education.ohio.gov/getattachment/Topics/Special-Education/Sections/Accountability-and-Funding/Special-Education-Cost-Study.pdf.aspx?lang=en-US
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funding weights is currently being used to reimburse “threshold” costs (formerly 
known as catastrophic aid) for low incidence, but extremely high-cost students.  
This approach is highly problematic because these costs are not reflected in the 
weights.  The answer is to fund these legitimate expenses separately thus stopping 
them from continuing as an unfunded mandate that must be paid for with local 
funds. 

 
6. Special Education Academic Proficiency Rates (2018-19 Vs 2022-2023):  A by-

product of the national COVID-19 pandemic-related education disruption 
proficiency for English Language Arts (for all Ohio students) decreased from 64.6% 
in 2018-2019, to 60.9% in 2022-2023.  The numbers for Mathematics decreased 
from 61% to 53% for the same timeframe; and those for students with disabilities 
decreased from 28.9% for English Language Arts to 21.9% and from 28.2% for 
Mathematics to 19.2%.  It is noteworthy that in both subject areas proficiency rates 
rose marginally in 2022-2023 after dropping dramatically; however, the increase 
was not enough to return to pre-pandemic levels.5 
 

7. Special Education in Ohio:  A Comprehensive System Paid for 
Disproportionately by Local Educational Agencies.  Reflective of the realities 
outlined above, Ohio has a comprehensive, mainstream system of special 
educational services and related funding mechanisms.  This is its central strength.  
Its central challenge relates to the fact that there is an imbalance between state and 
local funding.  While the state share of regular education funding stands at 
approximately 43%, state funding for special education stands at only about 29%.  
This FY 2024 disparity means that the growing costs of special education fall 
disproportionately on the shoulders of local educational agencies and their local 
taxpayers.6  

 
5 https://education.ohio.gov/Topics/Data/Report-Card-Resources  
6 http://www.oepiohio.org/wp-content/uploads/2025/01/Ohio-Special-Education-Cost-Analysis.pdf  

https://education.ohio.gov/Topics/Data/Report-Card-Resources
http://www.oepiohio.org/wp-content/uploads/2025/01/Ohio-Special-Education-Cost-Analysis.pdf
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Ohio’s System of Special Education 
 
History of Special Education in Ohio 
 
Ohio’s special education laws predate the federal Education for Handicapped Children Act 
of 1975, which later became the Individuals with Disabilities Education Act (IDEA).  IDEA 
ensures students with disabilities receive a free and appropriate public education (FAPE) 
in the least restrictive environment possible. 
 
In 1960, Ohio adopted its first comprehensive special education standards, covering class 
size, age range, and teacher qualifications. These standards were revised in 1962 to 
enhance quality and include transportation.  Additional standards for severe and/or 
multiple impairments were added in 1973 and included deaf-blind, autistic, and aphasic 
children.  State standards that required identification, location, and evaluation of all 
children with disabilities became effective in 1977.  These new Ohio standards rescinded a 
provision for legal dismissal from school attendance that had been made illegal in 1975 
under the previously referenced federal law (PL 92-142).  
 
Ohio’s Rules for the Education of Handicapped Children became effective with all federal and 
state requirements in one document in 1982.  This rule book was often referred to as the 
“blue book” due to the color of its cover.  
 
In 1998, Ohio shifted its special education funding from a classroom-based model to an 
assessment-based, per-pupil weighted system with an equity factor and three weights.  
These weights served as multipliers of the per pupil foundation aid received by all 
students.  The weights provided supplemental funding to students with disabilities.  
Legislation also placed caseload requirements in state law.  Ohio’s special education 
funding laws were refined and revised in 2002 based primarily on a major cost study 
underwritten by OCECD.  The new model was an evolution of the three-weight system and 
included the clustering of 13 disability categories into six weights.  The “blue book” was 
revised to reflect this and other changes, including the shift to a more refined assessment 
process.  The new name of the “blue book” was Operating Standards for Ohio Schools 
Serving Children with Disabilities.   
 
The new model was an improvement in the identification and assessment of students with 
disabilities, but student-teacher and other service ratios remained as first adopted in 1982.  
In 2008, the law was revised again.  Significant changes were made to align Ohio’s special 
education laws more closely with the 2004 federal reauthorization of IDEA.  2014 brought 
new revisions and a new title for Ohio’s special education rule book:  Ohio Operating 
Standards for the Education of Children with Disabilities.   
 
Ohio is implementing a new inputs-based funding formula, the Ohio Fair Schools Plan, over 
six years, projected to conclude in FY 2027. This plan, however, does not alter special 
education funding directly.  In November 2022, the American Institutes for Research 
completed a state mandated special education cost study.  However, its policy implications 
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were not included in the FY 2024-2025 budget.  A follow-up study, led by the Ohio 
Educational Service Center Association (OESCA) and funded by the Ohio Education Policy 
Institute (OEPI) and released in November 2024, reviews and, in effect, completes the AIR 
study by providing estimated, best practice-based implementation costs for the state of 
Ohio and public school districts.  
 
Overview 
 
This resource and reference guide provides a clear overview of the complex story of special 
education in Ohio.  The Profile contains state and federal data through the 2023-2024 
academic year and is designed to serve as an informational resource for parents, 
professionals, policy makers and the broader statewide community.  The Profile is 
organized using a question & answer format that addresses important special education 
related questions, including:  What is special education? How is it funded? What is the special 
education student profile in Ohio? What are the available student placement options? What 
are emerging issues of policy and practice?  
 
As previously noted, Ohio’s system of public education for students with disabilities is 
driven in large part by federally mandated services under the Individuals with Disabilities 
Education Act (IDEA) and associated federal funding.  Together, federal special education 
laws and related funding serve as important policy levers to ensure that states are properly 
enforcing federal law, and that resident school districts are providing FAPE in the least 
restrictive environment possible.  These important policy design elements will be explored 
in greater detail throughout the 2024 Ohio Special Education Profile. 
 
Previous editions of this Profile have examined preschool administrative rule changes, the 
state’s seclusion and restraint policies, shortages of special education teachers and related 
services personnel, and special education disproportionality, among other issues.  As 
necessary, an update regarding several of these important issues is provided in the 2024 
Ohio Special Education Profile along with other emerging issues of policy, funding, and 
practice, including dyslexia-related reforms and a statewide literacy initiative. 
 
What is the Ohio Coalition for the Education of Children with Disabilities?7 
 
Established in 1972, the Ohio Coalition for the Education of Children with Disabilities 
(OCECD) is a statewide, nonprofit 501(c)(3) organization headquartered in Marion, Ohio.  
Composed of over 35 parent and professional organizations, it provides special education 
related training, education, and public policy support services for parents, professionals, 
and other special education stakeholders, including the public and its elected officials.  
 
OCECD’s experienced staff, many of whom have children or other family members with 
disabilities, assist individuals and groups with information about special education in 
public and community schools, resources for parents and professionals, community-based 

 
7 https://www.ocecd.org/about.aspx  

https://www.ocecd.org/about.aspx
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services, transition from high school to employment/college in the community, and much 
more.   
 
As a state-level entity, OCECD is an important policy development organization committed 
to working with the state legislature, the Office of the Governor, state agencies, and other 
educational stakeholders on legislative and policy issues of importance to Ohio’s children 
with disabilities.  All of this is done in furtherance of its mission to, “…endorse and promote 
efforts to provide appropriate quality education for children and youth with disabilities.” 
 
What Is Special Education?  
 
Special education is governed by federal law and corresponding state laws.  Under the 
federal Individuals with Disabilities Education Act (IDEA), special education is defined as: 
 

“Specially designed instruction, at no cost to parents, to meet the unique needs of a 
child with a disability.”8 

 
But how is special education defined in practical terms?  The general term of special 
education broadly identifies the academic, physical, intellectual, social and emotional 
instruction offered to children who are faced with one or more disabilities. 
 
Student Individualized Education Programs (IEPs) serve as the legal and educational 
foundation for special education services.  These assessment-based plans are prepared by 
special education professionals and include input from parents and students, as 
appropriate.  IEPs are then used to guide the provision of special education and related 
services – all to help students maximize their individual potential. 
 
Under IDEA there are 13 disability categories9 
 

1. Autism 
2. Deaf-blindness 
3. Developmental Delay 
4. Emotional Disturbance 
5. Hearing Impairment 
6. Intellectual Disability 
7. Multiple Disabilities 
8. Orthopedic Impairment 
9. Other Health Impairment 
10. Specific Learning Disability 
11. Speech or Language Impairment 
12. Traumatic Brain Injury 
13. Visual Impairment, including Blindness

 

 
8 https://sites.ed.gov/idea/regs/b/a/300.39 
9 https://sites.ed.gov/idea/regs/b/a/300.8 

about:blank
about:blank
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In Ohio, there is a separate category whereby a child between the ages of 3 and 6 may 
qualify for services under the category of developmental delay, which became effective in 
2023. 
 
What is the Relationship between the Federal and State Government? 
 
Significantly, federal special education resources have facilitated an improvement and 
expansion of special education services in Ohio and across the nation.  This is particularly 
important given the substantial increase in the number of students with disabilities.  In 
Ohio, these numbers have increased markedly since 1975.  Students with special needs as a 
share of Ohio’s public school population have increased from about 10% to over 16% since 
1975.  By FY 2024, Ohio’s K-12 special education population was nearly 260,000 students. 
 
With or without this increase, the need to maintain adequate support for special education 
is constant.  With this in mind, the federal government included a provision within the 
IDEA law stipulating that states provide a free and appropriate public education as a 
condition of receiving federal funds, and that states maintain a funding commitment to 
students with disabilities through a maintenance of effort (MOE) requirement, whereby 
states (within very limited exceptions) cannot reduce their funding support for students 
with disabilities without risking a loss of federal funding.  While Congress has 
appropriation authority for funding up to 40% of the average per pupil expenditure for 
students with disabilities, this figure has never been reached; instead, most states estimate 
that federal funding amounts to less than 15% of their overall special education costs.  
 
Ultimately, IDEA spells out what states must do to provide FAPE and meet the needs of 
students with disabilities, thus driving state funding and policy.  It is up to the states to 
accurately interpret the federal laws and regulations and, in turn, to enact their own laws 
and administrative rules to implement them.  From a bottom-line perspective, state laws 
cannot contradict IDEA, nor can they provide less than federal law requires on a host of 
issues, including eligibility for FAPE, placement in the least restrictive environment (LRE), 
early intervention services, procedural safeguards, and transition services.   
 
At the local community level, students with disabilities are largely served by traditional 
public school districts, which are under the control of local school boards that are 
responsible for ensuring that students receive all eligible services pursuant to state and 
federal laws and regulations. 
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Special Education Laws & Finance 
 
What is Ohio’s Special Education Student Profile? 
 

Compared to other states, Ohio experienced a modest increase in the number of students 
with disabilities in 2023 (the latest year for which national data is available), at 2.21% 
compared to the 3.67% increase nationally, but remained ranked seventh among the fifty 
states in the number of students with disabilities, accounting for 3.71% of all students with 
disabilities nationally.10  Ohio is the 7th most populous state, representing 3.56% of the 
total U.S. population. 
 

Given the size and complexity of the special education student population, special 
education funding and policy issues are an integral part of the state’s education policy 
picture.  From a national perspective, Ohio ranks 7th (2022-2023) in terms of the number of 
students with IEPs, ages 3-21, according to the U.S. Department of Education’s EdFacts 
Warehouse.11  
 

In Ohio, the 13 federal disability categories are clustered into six funding weights under 
Ohio law.12  These six weighted categories include: 
  

● Category 1 - Speech only;  
● Category 2 - Specific learning disabled, developmentally disabled, intellectual 

disability, other health-minor;  
● Category 3 – Hearing impaired, severe behavior disabled;  
● Category 4 – Vision impaired, other health-major;  
● Category 5 – Orthopedically impaired, multi-disabled; and  
● Category 6 – Autism, traumatic brain injury, both visually and hearing impaired. 

  
The majority of students represented in these weights are, as a group, of average 
intelligence as measured by standardized assessments, and graduate from high school with 
their “typical” regular education peers.  Many students with disabilities advance to 
postsecondary education successfully, though the need for additional progress on this front 
is significant.
 
Federal Special Education Laws:  Why Do They Matter? 
 
In the U.S., the foundational special education governing law is the Individuals with 
Disabilities Education Act (IDEA).  Special education programs were made mandatory in 
1975 when Congress passed the Education for All Handicapped Children Act (EHA) in 
response to discriminatory treatment of students with disabilities by public educational 
entities. 
 

 
10 Part B Child Count 2020-2021, National Center for Education Statistics, retrieved from 

https://nces.ed.gov/programs/digest/d23/tables/dt23_204.70.asp 
11 https://www2.ed.gov/about/inits/ed/edfacts/index.html 
12 https://www.lsc.ohio.gov/documents/reference/current/schoolfunding/sfcr_feb2019.pdf 

https://nces.ed.gov/programs/digest/d23/tables/dt23_204.70.asp
about:blank
about:blank
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The EHA was later modified to strengthen protections for people with disabilities and 
renamed the Individuals with Disabilities Education Act (IDEA).  IDEA requires that IEPs be 
fully funded, and that students with special needs are provided with a Free and 
Appropriate Public Education (FAPE) in the Least Restrictive Environment (LRE) that is 
appropriate to the student’s needs.  It requires states to provide special education in 
accordance with federal standards as a condition for receiving federal funds. 
 

Under IDEA, students with disabilities, ages 3 through 21, are entitled to receive special 
educational services through their local public school district.  All students with special 
needs are assessed, and then an IEP is developed that outlines how the school will meet the 
student’s individual educational needs. 
 

Early Intervention (Part C of IDEA) is the process of providing services, education, and 
support to young children who are deemed to have a diagnosed physical or mental 
condition (with a high probability of it resulting in a developmental delay), an existing 
delay, or a child who is at-risk of developing a delay or special need that may affect their 
development or impede their education.  The purpose of early intervention is to lessen the 
effects of the disability or delay.  Services, which are available from birth to three years of 
age, are designed to identify and meet a child's needs in five developmental areas: physical 
development, intellectual development, communication, social and emotional development 
and adaptive development.  
 

Federal IDEA law requires each state to provide the following: 
 

● Full Educational Opportunity Goal - The state must have on record with the 
U.S. Secretary of Education detailed policies and procedures to provide a full 
educational opportunity to all children with disabilities, from birth through 21 
years of age. 

 

● Child Find - The state must have in effect policies and procedures to ensure that 
all children with disabilities, including children attending private schools, who 
need special education and related services are identified, located, and 
evaluated. 

 

● Least Restrictive Environment - States shall have policies and procedures to 
ensure that each public agency, to the maximum extent appropriate, educates 
children with disabilities, including children in public or private institutions or 
other care facilities, with children who are nondisabled in the regular education 
environment. 

 

● Continuum of Alternative Placements - Each public agency shall ensure a 
continuum of alternative placements to meet the needs of children with 
disabilities for special education and related services, including special classes, 
special schools, home instruction, and instruction in hospitals and institutions.  
Supplemental services provided in conjunction with regular classroom 
placement must also be available to children with disabilities. 
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Additionally, IDEA requires that states use state funds to support special education and 
related services for children and families with children with disabilities as a part of 
qualifying for annual federal funds under Part B of IDEA.  This level of state support, known 
as Maintenance of Effort (MOE), must, at a minimum, remain constant year to year.   
 

IDEA stipulates that states must not reduce their level of state financial support for special 
education and related services for children with disabilities below the amount of that 
support from the preceding fiscal year.  If a state fails to meet this requirement, the U.S. 
Secretary of Education will reduce the allocation of funds to the state for any fiscal year 
following the fiscal year in which the state failed to meet MOE. 
 

Under limited circumstances, the Secretary is provided waiver authority (for one fiscal year 
at a time) for what are deemed to be exceptional or uncontrollable circumstances. 
However, if a waiver of MOE is granted, the amount of financial support required of the 
state in future years is the same amount that would have been required in the absence of 
the waiver. 
 

State Special Education Laws: Why Do They Matter? 
 
Chapter 3323 of the Ohio Revised Code is the chapter of state statute that defines and 
governs the provision of services to students with disabilities in Ohio; it mirrors the 
requirements put forth under IDEA.13 
 

Under Ohio law, a “child with a disability” means a child who is at least three years of age 
and less than twenty-two years of age; who has an intellectual disability, a hearing 
impairment (including deafness), a speech or language impairment, a visual impairment 
(including blindness), a serious emotional disturbance, an orthopedic impairment, autism, 
a traumatic brain injury, another health impairment, a specific learning disability, deaf-
blindness, or multiple disabilities; and who, by reason thereof, needs special education and 
related services. 
 

A “child with a disability” also may include a child who is at least three years of age and less 
than six years of age who is experiencing developmental delays, as defined by standards 
adopted by the State Board of Education and as measured by appropriate diagnostic 
instruments and procedures in one or more of the following areas: physical development, 
intellectual development, communication development, social or emotional development, 
or adaptive development; and who, by reason thereof, needs special education and related 
services. Eligibility under this definition was expanded to those children at least three 
years of age and less than 10 years of age effective in early 2023.14

 

Special Education Funding in Ohio: How Does It Work? 
 

Since 1913, Ohio school districts have had the responsibility of operating special education 
programs.  Starting in 1945, Ohio’s system of funding special education was based on 

 
13 http://codes.ohio.gov/orc/3323 
14 HB 554 (134th General Assembly) changed the definition of “child with a disability” increasing the maximum age 

of students who are eligible for services under that category including students with developmental delays. 

about:blank
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instructional unit funding.  Ohio’s unit funding-based system, which focused primarily on 
funding a classroom teacher and related instructional expenses, remained unchanged for 
over 50 years. 
 
In 1996, Ohio changed its separate special education unit funding model to a more 
integrated approach that provided students with special education needs the same (local 
wealth equalized) per pupil state foundation funding as regular education students 
received.  In addition, students with special needs were then provided a system of three 
weights, or multipliers, of the per pupil funding that all students received; these weights 
provided additional, supplemental funding based on the severity of disability.   
 
In 2001, with strong OCECD leadership and encouragement, these weights were updated to 
a more precise, six-weight, cost-based system that gained favorable national recognition.  
Unfortunately, this cost-based system was never fully funded.   
 
Though essentially over-ridden by statewide school funding guarantees between FY 2009 
and FY 2013, the state of Ohio continues to use a de facto six-weight system for funding 
special education.  The state budget for 2014-2015 converted special education “weighted 
amounts” from multipliers to dollar amounts because the state eliminated the per pupil 
foundation amount, thus eliminating the ability to use the weights as multipliers. 
Nevertheless, the dollar amounts were intended to equate to the same funding levels that 
would have been produced under the previous cost-based weighted system.  The state also 
applied a state share index to the weighted amounts.  This policy shift was designed to 
rebalance state/local special education shares and not increase overall state/local special 
education funding; however, it required an increase in state special education funding of 
over 32% in FY 2014.  
 
In FY 2013, the weighted formula was funded at approximately $569 million.  In FY 2014, 
in addition to general state school aid received by all students, the state funded special 
education weighted funding was increased to $712.5 million.  In addition, the state 
provides funding for special education preschool and special education enhancements, 
such as parent mentors, school psychologist interns, and other supplemental supports. 
 
By FY 2021, primary and secondary education spending in Ohio amounted to $9.36 billion.  
Of this, $918 million (11%) was committed to special education, the vast majority of which 
is devoted to weighted funding.  District foundation aid, known as Opportunity Grant 
funding, accounts for 57.7% of total state foundation aid.  Targeted assistance, capacity aid, 
transportation, transitional aid, and categorical funding (like special education) make up 
the remainder.  
 
Funding continued to grow in the FY 2022-2023 budget.  In fiscal year FY 2023, the state of 
Ohio spent more on primary and secondary education than at any other time in state 
history; State General Revenue Fund (GRF) and Lottery Profit spending for primary and 
secondary education totaled $9.79 billion and exceeded FY 2010 spending by $2.77 billion, 
or 39.5 percent. Of this total spending amount, $1.19 billion was spent on special education 
with $830,202,363 dedicated to the weighted funding formula for traditional public 
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schools, charter schools and joint vocational school districts. 
 
Ohio’s special education model provides progressively larger financial weight to each of its 
six categories.  In the FY 2020-2021 budget, a weight was simply an additional funding 
amount added to the base per pupil foundation aid.  Beginning in FY 2022, however, HB 
110 (approved in calendar 2021) returned the weights to a multiplier for the FY 2022-
2023 budget that ensures additional special education funding increases as per pupil 
foundation aid increases. 
 
The categories and amounts are outlined in the chart below: 
 
Table 1:  Special Education Weighted Funding 
 

Special Education Weighted Funding Categories 
Amounts and weights by category15 

Category 
Amount 

Per Pupil 
FY 2021 

New 
Weight 

Per pupil 
(FY2022-

2025) 

1 – Speech Only $1,578 0.2435 

2 – Specific learning disabled, developmentally disabled,  
       intellectual disability, other health-minor  

$4,005 0.6179 

3 – Hearing impaired, severe behavior disabled $9,622 1.4845 

4 – Vision impaired, other health-major $12,841 1.9812 

5 – Orthopedically impaired, multi-disabled $17,390 2.6830 

6 – Autism, traumatic brain injury, both visually and 
hearing impaired 

$25,637 3.9554 

From FY 2002 to FY 2013, special education weights were multipliers.  From FY 2014 to FY 2021, special education weighted 
funding was an added dollar amount In FY 2022 it was reverted to a multiplier and has remained a multiplier through 2025. 

 

 
For FY 2018-2019, total per-pupil amounts, including special education, remained 
unchanged from those used in FY 2017, a policy that was continued into FY 2020 and FY 

 
15 http://www.oepiohio.org/wp-content/uploads/2025/01/Ohio-Special-Education-Cost-Analysis.pdf, p.13. 

http://www.oepiohio.org/wp-content/uploads/2025/01/Ohio-Special-Education-Cost-Analysis.pdf
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2021.  Beginning in the FY 2022-2023 state budget, charter or community schools are 
funded directly and no longer as a deduct from the resident district’s foundation aid.  
 
Each special education student is counted in their district’s enrollment, or average daily 
membership (ADM), as one student for the purposes of calculating the district’s 
opportunity grant.  These students are also counted in each district’s special education 
ADM, which is broken out by each special education category. 
 
It is useful to see in Table 2 how funds are expended and in which disability category.  For 
example, according to data provided by the Ohio Department of Education and Workforce 
in 2024, Category 6 represents only 12.4% of the student population, but accounts for 42% 
of the funding because of the high cost of educating these high needs students. This is not 
surprising given the continued increased identification and enrollment in particular 
categories of disabilities which will be explored in other areas of the 2024 profile. 
 

 Table 2:  Special Education Population and Funding by Category16 
 

Share of Special Education ADM and Funding by Category - FY 2024 

Category ADM $$ % ADM %$$ 

1 26,399.37                          $21,607,939.61 10.7% 2.2% 

2 164,798.57                      $365,179,346.45 66.7% 37.7% 

3 13,420.71                           $72,748,640.55 5.4% 7.5% 

4 1,226.83                             $8,320,928.44 0.5% 0.9% 

5 10,443.43                           $93,534,282.95 4.2% 9.7% 

6 30,688.34                           $407,002,332.46 12.4% 42.0% 

Total  246,977.24                       $968,393,470.47 100% 100% 

 
See how FY 2024 compares to FY 2023 and FY 2022 in the charts below. 
 

Share of Special Education ADM and Funding by Category - FY 2023 

Category ADM $$ % ADM %$$ 

1                         25,298   $             19,619,770  11.8% 2.6% 

2                      139,990   $           274,246,923  65.5% 36.8% 

3                         12,025   $             57,786,028  5.6% 7.8% 

4                           1,144   $               7,269,546  0.5% 1.0% 

5                         10,128   $             86,405,667  4.7% 11.6% 

6                         25,191   $           299,049,883  11.8% 40.2% 

Total                      213,776   $         744,377,818  100.0% 100.0% 

 
 

16 Original raw data provide by the Ohio Department of Education and Workforce Office of Budget and School 

Funding 
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See how FY 2023 compares to FY 2022 in the chart below. 
 

Share of Special Education ADM and Funding by Category - FY 2022 

Category ADM $$ % ADM %$$ 

1 25,096.85 $20,795,702.38 11.96% 2.72% 

2 137,634.63 $287,415,015.52 65.60% 37.57% 

3 12,761.33 $65,969,982.84 6.08% 8.62% 

4 1,130.73 $7,709,205.13 0.54% 1.01% 

5 10,345.05 $94,393,260.89 4.93% 12.34% 

6 22,851.52 $288,728,745.96 10.89% 37.74% 

Total  209,820.11 $765,011,912.72 100.00% 100.00% 

  
 
What does the data reveal? Outlined below are enrollment and funding trendlines by 
category of disability.  Overall, both funding and enrollment increased from FY 2022 to FY 
2024, though funding increases are driven primarily by a combination of increased 
enrollment and funding increases to foundation aid for all students.  It is important to 
remember special education funding continues to lag overall education funding. All funding 
data was provided by the Ohio Department of Education and Workforce (DEW) Office of 
Budget and School Funding.  Enrollment data was extracted from the DEW Report Card 
reports located at https://reports.education.ohio.gov/report/report-card-data-state-
enrollment-by-student-demographic.  
 
Category 1: Speech Only 

● Enrollment Trend: Increased from 25,096.85 in FY 2022 to 25,298 in FY 2023 and 
further to 26,399.37 in FY 2024.  The ADM increased by 201.15 from FY 2022 to FY 
2023 and by 1,101.37 from FY 2023 to FY 2024, showing a steady increase. 

● Funding Trend: Decreased from $20.795 million in FY 2022 to $19.619 million in FY 
2023, then increased to $21.6 million in FY 2024.   

 
Category 2:  Specific learning disabled, developmentally disabled, intellectual 
disability, other health-minor 

● Enrollment Trend: Increased from 137,634.63 in FY 2022 to 139,990 in FY 2023 and 
significantly to 164,798.57 in FY 2024.  The ADM increased by 2,355.37 from FY 2022 
to FY 2023 and by 24,808.57 from FY 2023 to FY 2024, indicating a significant 
increase. 

● Funding Trend: Decreased from $287.4 million in FY 2022 to $274.2 million in FY 
2023, then increased to $365.179 million in FY 2024. 

 
Category 3: Hearing impaired, severe behavior disabled 

● Enrollment Trend: Decreased from 12,761.33 in FY 2022 to 12,025 in FY 2023, then 
increased to 13,420.71 in FY 2024.  The ADM decreased by 736.33 from FY 2022 to FY 
2023 but increased by 1,395.71 from FY 2023 to FY 2024. 

https://reports.education.ohio.gov/report/report-card-data-state-enrollment-by-student-demographic
https://reports.education.ohio.gov/report/report-card-data-state-enrollment-by-student-demographic
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● Funding Trend: Decreased from $65.97 million in FY 2022 to $57.786 million in FY 
2023, then increased to $72.748 million in FY 2024. 

 
Category 4: Vision impaired, other health-major 

● Enrollment Trend: Increased from 1,130.73 in FY 2022 to 1,144 in FY 2023 and 
further to 1,226.83 in FY 2024.   The ADM increased by 13.27 from FY 2022 to FY 
2023 and by 82.83 from FY 2023 to FY 2024, showing a small but steady increase. 

● Funding Trend: Decreased from $7.7 million in FY 2022 to $7.7 in FY 2023, then 
increased to $8,320,928.44 in FY 2024. 

 
Category 5: Orthopedically impaired, multi-disabled 

● Enrollment Trend: Decreased from 10,345.05 in FY 2022 to 10,128 in FY 2023, then 
increased to 10,443.43 in FY 2024.  The ADM decreased by 217.05 from FY 2022 to FY 
2023 but increased by 315.43 from FY 2023 to FY 2024. 

● Funding Trend: Decreased from $94.39 million in FY 2022 to $86.4 million in FY 
2023, then increased to $93.534 million in FY 2024. 
 

Category 6: Autism, traumatic brain injury, both visually and hearing impaired 
● Enrollment Trend: Increased from 22,851.52 in FY 2022 to 25,191 in FY 2023 and 

further to 30,688.34 in FY 2024.  The ADM increased by 2,339.48 from FY 2022 to FY 
2023 and by 5,497.34 from FY 2023 to FY 2024, indicating a substantial increase. 

● Funding Trend: Increased from $288.72 million in FY 2022 to $299.05 million in FY 
2023 and significantly to $407 million in FY 2024. 

 
Other Major State General Revenue Fund (GRF) Activities and General State Support: 

  
o Institution/CBDD Special Education Funding:  Per-pupil funding for eligible 

students with disabilities is distributed to the state developmental disabilities 
institutions and County Boards of Developmental Disabilities (CBDDs).  Many of 
these boards operate educational programs.  This funding also supports students 
with disabilities housed in state institutions that provide special education. 
   

o Catastrophic Special Education Aid:  This program provides additional funding 
to districts to help support the needs of high-cost special education students.  All 
disability conditions, except speech-only, are eligible.  Districts, JVSDs, and 
community schools are reimbursed for more than 50% of the costs above 
$27,375 for students in Categories 2 through 5, and more than 50% of the costs 
above $32,850 for Category 6 students.  In FY 2022, catastrophic funding 
changed from a fixed dollar amount to be a 10% of the weighted funding line 
item; this methodology remained unchanged in FY 2024. 
 

o School Psychology Interns:  The subsidy helps ensure that there is an adequate 
supply of school psychologists to serve students with disabilities, by helping to 
support a required one year of supervised on-the-job training prior to licensing.  
Funding supports approximately 100 school psychology interns.  
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o Parent Mentors:  This program provides support and information to parents of 
children with disabilities and assists them in becoming involved partners in their 
children’s education.  According to data provided by the DEW Office for 
Exceptional Children, for the 2023-2024 school year, funding supported 81 
projects with 89 Parent Mentors across the state. Another eight were self-funded 
by districts for a total of 97 Parent Mentors.17  

 
Funding Source Number of projects Number of Parent Mentors 

Federal 31 32 

State 50 57 

Subtotal 81 89 

Self-Funded by district 7 8 

Total 88 97 

 
● Special Education School Choice Options 
 

o The Autism Scholarship Program is funded as a deduction from the state 
Formula Aid of each recipient’s resident school.  This funding is contained within 
the General State Support – Formula Aid set-aside in DEW’s General State 
Support program series, which is part of the Foundation Program.  
 

o The Jon Peterson Special Needs Scholarship Program is funded as a deduction 
from the Formula Aid of each recipient’s resident school district.  This funding is 
contained within the General State Support – Formula Aid set-aside in ODE’s 
General State Support program series.  Participation in the Jon Peterson Special 
Needs Scholarship program has grown steadily over the past decade, with 8,551 
students utilizing scholarships during the 2023-2024 school year.  The number 
of approved providers increased from 336 to 500 over ten years.  Scholarships 
are divided into six funding levels based on disability categories, with maximum 
annual amounts ranging from $8,941 to $30,000.  Students enrolled in the 
program came from 495 school districts, representing over 80% of Ohio's 
districts. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
17 Ohio Department of Education and Workforce, Office for Exceptional Children 
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A breakdown of special education funding for FY 2020-2024 follows below: 
 

Table 3:  Special Education Funding Trendlines: 2020-202418 
 

Funding 
Earmarks / 
Line Items 

FY20 
Budget 

FY21 
Budget 

FY22 
Budget 

FY23 
Budget 

FY24 
Budget 

% 
Change 

5-Year 
% 
Change 

Special Ed 
Weighted 
Funding SDs 

$880,830,825 $880,830,825 $647,215,757 $663,889,163 $774,940,458 16.73% -12.02% 

Special Ed 
Weighted 
Funding 
JVSDs 

$37,198,420 $37,198,420 $39,287,498 $41,328,351 $47,449,430 14.81% 27.56% 

Special Ed 
Weighted 
Funding CSs 

$0 $0 $121,449,149 $124,984,850 $146,003,583 16.82%  

Catastrophic 
Special Ed 

$40,000,000 $40,000,000 $0 $0 $0  -100% 

Autism 
Scholarship 

$0 $0 $116,462,084 $128,646,623 $137,464,518 6.85%  

Jon Peterson 
Scholarship 

$0 $0 $76,568,073 $81,773,134 $95,362,958 16.62%  

Parent 
Mentoring 

$1,350,000 $1,350,000 $1,350,000 $1,350,000 $1,350,000 0.00% 0.00% 

Home 
Instruction 

$0 $0 $0 $0 $0   

School Psych 
Interns 

$3,000,000 $3,000,000 $3,000,000 $3,000,000 $3,000,000 0.00% 0.00% 

CBDD/Instituti
ons Weighted 
Funding 

$33,000,000 $33,000,000 $34,590,292 $30,715,395 $36,621,543 19.23% 10.97% 

OOD/DEW 
Collaboration 

$5,250,000 $5,500,000 $5,500,000 $5,500,000 $7,500,000 36.36% 42.86% 

Preschool 
Special 
Education 

$110,000,000 $110,000,000 $126,075,609 $140,999,999 $147,500,000 4.61% 34.09% 

Special Ed 
Bus Purchase 

$0 $0 $0 $0 $0   

Special Ed 
Transportation 

$60,469,220 $60,469,220 $99,100,347 $113,170,156 $127,423,293 12.59% 110.72% 

Total ODE 
Special Ed 

$1,171,098,46
4 

$1,171,348,46
4 

$1,270,598,80
9 

$1,335,357,67
0 

$1,524,615,7
81 

14.17% 30.19% 

$ Change over 
PY 

  $250,000 $99,250,345 $64,758,861 $189,258,111   

Ohio State 
School for the 
Deaf 

$13,082,919 $13,594,347 $14,111,132 $14,265,231 $375,936 -97.36% -97.13% 

Ohio State 
School for the 
Blind 

$12,576,088 $12,440,519 $12,845,485 $13,021,341 $29,483,116 
126.42

% 
134.44% 

Total 
OSD/OSB/DR
C 

$25,659,007 $26,034,866 $26,956,617 $27,286,571 $29,859,052 9.43% 16.37% 

 
18 Source:  Ohio Legislative Service Commission and Ohio Department of Education and Workforce Office of Budget and School Funding 
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Funding 
Earmarks / 
Line Items 

FY20 
Budget 

FY21 
Budget 

FY22 
Budget 

FY23 
Budget 

FY24 
Budget 

% 
Change 

5-Year 
% 
Change 

Total OSD/SB 
ODE Spec Ed 

$1,196,757,47
1 

$1,197,383,33
0 

$1,297,555,42
6 

$1,362,644,24
1 

$1,554,474,8
33 

14.08% 29.89% 

$ Change 
over PY 

  $625,859 $100,172,096 $65,088,815 $191,830,592   

 
This chart reveals relatively stable state funding for special education for FY 2020-2024, 
with increased funding for special education weights for both traditional and joint 
vocational school districts, preschool special education, and the school psychology intern 
program.  Increases in these areas, however, were offset by reductions in funding to County 
Boards of Developmental Disabilities.  The result, overall, is stable funding with modest, 
but less than inflationary, increases for special education.  This is part of a bigger state 
funding picture for primary and secondary education which received a modest cost of 
living adjustment over this period.   
 
 
How Does Federal IDEA Funding Supplement State Funding?  
 

State funding for special education is supplemented with funding from the federal 
government as follows: 
 
● Individuals with Disabilities Education Improvement Act (IDEA) (CFDA 84.027)19: 

Federal funding is allocated directly to school districts, community schools, CBDDs, the 
Ohio State School for the Blind, the Ohio School for the Deaf, the Ohio Department of 
Youth Services, and the Ohio Department of Rehabilitation and Correction to provide 
special education services to students with disabilities.  School districts are also 
allocated funding to offer services to resident students with disabilities who attend 
nonpublic schools.  IDEA also funds state-level competitive grants to districts and 
regional service providers for professional development and educational outreach 
programs.  Discretionary funds are used to support the state’s compliance and 
performance indicators, reported annually to the U.S. Department of Education.  

 
Additionally, an integral part of federal funding support is Ohio’s award for IDEA Part B 
funds. 
 
In 2016, as the result of fiscal monitoring by the U.S. Department of Education (USDOE), 
ODE revised its allocation policies, procedures and formula to be consistent with those 
specified in IDEA.  The revised formula is calculated using the following components 
required under IDEA, Subgrants to Local Education Agencies (LEAs): base amount, 
population amount, and poverty amount.  The revised formula changed LEA allocations. 
 

 
19 https://www.ed.gov/grants-and-programs/formula-grants/formula-grants-special-populations/special-education-

grants-to-states  

https://www.ed.gov/grants-and-programs/formula-grants/formula-grants-special-populations/special-education-grants-to-states
https://www.ed.gov/grants-and-programs/formula-grants/formula-grants-special-populations/special-education-grants-to-states
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In state fiscal year 2024, Ohio allocated approximately $513 million to over 1025 school 
districts, community and STEM schools, county DD boards, Ohio Deaf and Blind Education 
Services, the Department of Youth Services, and chartered and non-chartered nonpublic 
schools based on a formula prescribed by the U.S. Department of Education, including a 
base amount for each local education agency and additional population and poverty 
allocations.20 Aid was also provided to supplement districts and schools for increased 
services and related costs as a result of the coronavirus pandemic as outlined below. 
 
Federal Stimulus Aid.  In direct response to the emergence of the coronavirus in March 
2020, the resulting school closures and related challenges, and the ongoing impact on 
schools and school districts, the federal government provided an unprecedented level of 
federal aid to the states.  Federal stimulus aid to the states came through several federal 
acts, including the Coronavirus Aid, Relief and Economic Security (CARES) Act, the 
American Rescue Plan Act (ARPA), and the Consolidated Appropriations Act. 
 

According to USAspending.gov, the total awarded amount of federal stimulus funding to the 
state of Ohio was approximately $105.6 billion as follows21: 
 

● $58.68 B – Direct Payments 
● $38.4 B – Grants 
● $6.3 B – Contracts 
● $2.5 B – Other financial assistance 

 
Elementary and Secondary School Education Relief Fund (ESSER I – III) was the primary 
source of direct funding for schools and school districts under the three pandemic-related 
federal stimulus packages.  School districts (LEAs) were required to apply to the state 
education agency (SEA); in Ohio the SEA is the Ohio Department of Education and 
Workforce.  Under federal guidelines, every SEA must use at least 90 percent of its ESSER 
Fund grant to make subgrants to LEAs by formula, based on FY 2019 Title I, Part A 
allocations.  Title I, Part A provides financial assistance to LEAs and schools with high 
numbers or high percentages of children from low-income families to help ensure that all 
children meet challenging state academic standards. 
 
In addition to this direct grant aid that benefits all students, including students with 
disabilities, the state of Ohio also received three allocations specifically targeted for 
students with disabilities: 
 

● $92.477 Million – IDEA grants to states 
● $6.957 Million – IDEA infants and toddlers 
● $6.753 Million – IDEA preschool 

 
According to the 2024 Catalog of Budget Line Items, HB 169 of the 134th General Assembly, 
served as the legislative vehicle to appropriate $25,541,662 in FY 2022, $40,128,033 in FY 

 
20 http://www.lsc.ohio.gov/documents/budget/134/MainOperating/redbook/EDU.PDF   
21 https://www.usaspending.gov/state/ohio/latest  

http://www.lsc.ohio.gov/documents/budget/134/MainOperating/redbook/EDU.PDF
https://www.usaspending.gov/state/ohio/latest
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2023, and $26,732,139 in FY 2024, to support the provision of special education and 
relates services to school-age and preschool students with disabilities enrolled in 
traditional public schools, community schools, and county DD boards.22  The funds are 
distributed in proportion to the amount of IDEA funds each recipient receives.  
Importantly, none of this supplemental funding could be reserved for state activities.  Each 
of these funding allocations were contained within the American Rescue Plan (ARP) Act.23 
 
Finally, it is exceedingly important to note that these pandemic-related federal funds are both 
highly significant and of a one-time nature. 
 

 
Special Education State Profile 

 
Special Education Student Enrollment: What Is the Bottom Line? 
 

Students with disabilities accounted for 17% of Ohio’s preschool and school-age population 
during the 2023-2024 school year according to the most recent data from the Ohio 
Department of Education and Workforce. 24  Approximately 99.06% of eligible students 
received special education services; only 0.94% did not receive services due to parental 
refusal or other reasons.  Specific learning disabilities were most common, comprising 
33.56% of students with disabilities.  More than 66% of school-age students with 
disabilities spent at least 80% of their school day in regular classrooms.  Over one-third 
(36.60%) of students received additional services like speech therapy or occupational 
therapy.25 
 

Among students with disabilities ages 3-21, the largest disability category is "specific 
learning disabilities,” (see chart below) consisting of 100,254 students (up from 95,991).  
 

Students with one or more of the following categories of disability were also served in the 
2023-2024 school year: other health impairments, speech and language impairments, 
autism, intellectual disabilities, emotional disturbance, multiple disabilities, developmental 
delay, hearing impairments, traumatic brain injury, orthopedic impairments, vision 
impairments, and deaf-blindness were all reported during the 2020-2021 school year. 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 

 
22 https://www.lsc.ohio.gov/assets/organizations/legislative-service-commission/files/2024-catalog-of-budget-line-

items.pdf 
23 Federal Fund Information for the States, https://ffis.org/COVID-19  
24 https://reports.education.ohio.gov/report/report-card-data-state-enrollment-by-student-demographic 
25 https://education.ohio.gov/getattachment/About/Annual-Reports/2024-Annual-Status-of-Special-Education-and-

Related-Services-for-Children-with-Disabilities.pdf.aspx?lang=en-US  

https://www.lsc.ohio.gov/assets/organizations/legislative-service-commission/files/2024-catalog-of-budget-line-items.pdf
https://www.lsc.ohio.gov/assets/organizations/legislative-service-commission/files/2024-catalog-of-budget-line-items.pdf
https://ffis.org/COVID-19
https://reports.education.ohio.gov/report/report-card-data-state-enrollment-by-student-demographic
https://education.ohio.gov/getattachment/About/Annual-Reports/2024-Annual-Status-of-Special-Education-and-Related-Services-for-Children-with-Disabilities.pdf.aspx?lang=en-US
https://education.ohio.gov/getattachment/About/Annual-Reports/2024-Annual-Status-of-Special-Education-and-Related-Services-for-Children-with-Disabilities.pdf.aspx?lang=en-US
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Table 4:  Disability Categories26 
 

 
Source: DEW Office for Exceptional Children 

 
Importantly, over 66 percent of school-age students with disabilities ages 6-21 were 
reported as spending at least 80 percent of the school day in regular classrooms (see chart 
below).  The remaining students either spent 40-79 percent of the school day in regular 
classrooms, spent less than 40 percent of the school day in regular classrooms, were 
parentally placed in nonpublic schools with service plans, were served in separate schools, 
or were placed in residential facilities, at home, in hospitals, or in correctional facilities 
(collectively shown as “Other” in the graph below.)27 
 

Percentage of school-age children receiving services by setting.  Over 66 percent are in 
the regular classroom at least 80 percent of the day.  
 

Table 5:  Services by Educational Setting28 
 

 
 

 
26 Ibid. 
27 Ohio Longitudinal Transition Study, Ohio Department of Education, https://education.ohio.gov/Topics/Special-

Education/Special-Education-Data-and-Funding/Ohio-Longitudinal-Transition-Study-OLTS  
28 https://education.ohio.gov/getattachment/About/Annual-Reports/2024-Annual-Status-of-Special-Education-and-

Related-Services-for-Children-with-Disabilities.pdf.aspx?lang=en-US 

66.65%

13.2%

11.17%

5.61%

2.7%

.67%

In Regular Classroom ≥80%

In Regular Classroom 40-79%

In Regular Classroom <40%

Parentally Placed

Separate School

Other

School-Age Children Receiving Services by Setting

https://education.ohio.gov/Topics/Special-Education/Special-Education-Data-and-Funding/Ohio-Longitudinal-Transition-Study-OLTS
https://education.ohio.gov/Topics/Special-Education/Special-Education-Data-and-Funding/Ohio-Longitudinal-Transition-Study-OLTS
https://education.ohio.gov/getattachment/About/Annual-Reports/2024-Annual-Status-of-Special-Education-and-Related-Services-for-Children-with-Disabilities.pdf.aspx?lang=en-US
https://education.ohio.gov/getattachment/About/Annual-Reports/2024-Annual-Status-of-Special-Education-and-Related-Services-for-Children-with-Disabilities.pdf.aspx?lang=en-US
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According to enrollment data provided by the Ohio Department of Education and 
Workforce, in the 2021-2022 school year, Ohio’s students with disabilities accounted for 
15.44% or 249,539 of the student population for public school districts. (Up modestly from 
15.26% the previous year, but below 16.03%, which was the percent served in 2019-
2020).29  
 
In the 2022-2023 school year, Ohio’s students with disabilities increased to 253,522 and 
15.76% of the student population for three consecutive years of growth while the overall 
student population declined. These patterns continued in 2023-2024 with enrollment for 
this demographic subgroup growing to 257,141 (16.1%) for K-12 grades.30 
 
How does this service level compare with the nation?31   
 
According to data from the National Center for Education Statistics, the number of students 
ages 3–21 receiving IDEA services in the United States increased from 6.4 million in school 
year 2010–11 to 7.3 million in school year 2021–22.  Taken as a percentage of total public 
school enrollment, this equates to an increase from 13 to 15 percent of students. Ohio is 
above the national average.   
 

During the coronavirus pandemic, the number of students receiving IDEA services dropped 
by 1 percent between 2019–20 and 2020–21 (from 7.3 to 7.2 million students), marking 
the first time this number had decreased since 2011–12.  In 2021–22, IDEA enrollment 
largely rebounded to its 2019–20 pre-pandemic level (7.3 million students). Meanwhile, 
total public school enrollment dropped by 3 percent from fall 2019 to fall 2020 and then 
remained around the same number in fall 2021.  As a result, the percentage of public school 
students who were served under IDEA continued its upward trend each year during the 
pandemic and was higher in 2021–22 (15 percent) than in 2019–20 (14 percent). Ohio’s K-
12 special education enrollment trends are outlined in greater detail below: 
 

Table 6:  K-12 Enrollment 2019-202432 
 

K-12 Enrollment 2018-2023 

 School Year 2023-2024 2022-2023 2021-2022 2020-2021 2019-2020 

General Education 
Students 1,343,229 1,355,301 1,366,407 1,372,890 1,397,169 

Students with Disabilities 257,141 253,522 249,539 247,318 266,815 

TOTAL ENROLLMENT 1,665,521 1,608,824 1,615,945 1,620,208 1,663,975 

SWD % of Enrollment 16.1% 15.76% 15.44% 15.26% 16.03% 

 

 
29 Ibid. 
30 https://reports.education.ohio.gov/report/report-card-data-state-enrollment-by-student-demographic  
31 https://nces.ed.gov/programs/digest/d23/tables/dt23_204.70.asp  
32 K-12 State Report Card Advanced Reports, Ohio Department of Education and Workforce 

https://reports.education.ohio.gov/report/report-card-data-state-enrollment-by-student-demographic
https://nces.ed.gov/programs/digest/d23/tables/dt23_204.70.asp
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Table 7:  Pre-K-12 Enrollment Students with Disabilities33 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

The overall K-12 student population increased by a modest 0.46% from 2020-2021 to 
2022-2023 school years according to data extracted from the DEW State Report Card 
Advanced Reports.  Special education enrollment, however, increased 4.76% during that 
same timeframe. Inside of that subgroup of students, enrollment for developmental delay 
increased the most at 61.53%, with autism increasing 22.4% and other health impaired 
minor 9.11%. On the inverse, severe behavioral handicap enrollment declined -9.44% and 
orthopedic impairments were down -7.8%.   
 
Interestingly, according to a January 2019 Equity in Education report by the Ohio 
Department of Education, 33% of Ohio’s students with intellectual disabilities spent at least 
80% of their time in general education classes, compared to 17% nationally.34   

 
Children with Disabilities Age Birth through Age 5:  How Many Are There? 
 
As reported by the Ohio Department of Education in the 2020 Annual State Report on 
Preschool Children with Disabilities in Ohio, 23,446 preschool aged children in Ohio received 
special education services in the 2019-2020 school year (up from 22,445 the previous 
year).  This includes 10,162 children with speech and language impairments, 7,233 with 
developmental delays, and 3,134 children with autism; each category experienced double-
digit percentage increases.    

 
33 Ibid. 
34 IDEA, State Performance Plan.  Retrieved from http://education.ohio.gov/Topics/Special-Education/State-

Performance-Plan and https://sites.ed.gov/idea/spp-apr/. 

about:blank
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In 2021-2022, updated data obtained from ODE’s Office of Research, Evaluation & 
Advanced Analytics shows that there were 21,465 preschool students receiving special 
education services.  There were decreases in the number of students identified with speech 
and language impairment and developmental delay and an increase in the number of 
students with autism. 
 
In 2022-2023, those numbers are up to 24,044. There were increases in the number of 
students identified with autism, developmental delay, and speech and language 
impairments and declines in all other categories.  As a result, these 3 categories continue to 
increase in their proportional share of the population.  
 
See the chart below for a breakdown of Pre-K enrollment by category of disability. 
 
Table 8: Preschool Enrollment 2022-2023 as compared to 2021-2022.35 
 

Disability Condition Code 

2021-
2022 

2022-
2023 % of 

Total 
% Pre-K 

SWD Enrollment 
FTE 

Enrollment 
FTE 

Not Applicable (“typical” student) 34,788 36,742 60.44%   

Autism 3,690 4503 7.41% 18.73% 

Cognitive Disabilities 290 182 0.30% 0.76% 

Deaf-Blindness 4 5 0.01% 0.02% 

Deafness (Hearing Impairments) 216 213 0.35% 0.89% 

Developmental Delay 4,610 6633 10.91% 27.58% 

Emotional Disturbance (SBH) 59 44 0.07% 0.18% 

Multiple Disabilities (other than Deaf-
Blind) 

781 721 1.19% 3.00% 

Orthopedic Impairments 215 210 0.35% 0.87% 

Other Health Impaired (Major) 73 68 0.11% 0.28% 

Other Health Impaired (Minor) 1,531 1400 2.30% 5.82% 

Specific Learning Disabilities 316 146 0.24% 0.61% 

Speech and Language Impairments 9,542 9798 16.12% 40.74% 

Traumatic Brain Injury (TBI) 59 63 0.10% 0.26% 

Visual Impairments 78 62 0.10% 0.26% 

SWD 21,464 24,048   

Total 56,252 60,790   

% Pre-K SWD 38.16% 39.56%   

Source:  DEW State Report Card Advanced Reports 

 
 
 
 

 
35 https://reports.education.ohio.gov/report/report-card-data-state-enrollment-by-student-demographic  

https://reports.education.ohio.gov/report/report-card-data-state-enrollment-by-student-demographic
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What is the Status of Student Attendance and Students with Disabilities? 
 

Student attendance is a key metric of success.  The data from Ohio Department of 
Education and Workforce provides insights into key metrics—enrollment, attendance rate, 
mobility rate, and chronic absenteeism rate—for students with disabilities compared to 
their peers.  Students with disabilities make up a significant portion of the student 
population, but have lower average enrollment compared to peer groups.  Students with 
disabilities have an average overall attendance rate of 89.4%, which is below their peer 
average of 90.49%.36  This DEW data is reflected in tables 9 and 11 below. Students with 
disabilities have a slightly lower attendance rate than their peers, which may indicate 
challenges in maintaining consistent school attendance. 
 

Students with disabilities also have a higher than average chronic absenteeism rate of 
34.3%, which is above the peer average of 28.66%.  Chronic absenteeism is notably higher 
among students with disabilities compared to their peers, indicating potential barriers to 
regular school attendance, such as health issues or accessibility challenges. 
Mobility rates for students with disabilities are slightly lower (17.5%) than the average 
among peer groups (18.52%), suggesting comparable levels of school transitions or 
relocations. 
 

Ultimately, students with disabilities in Ohio face distinct challenges compared to their 
peers:  Their attendance rate is slightly below average, chronic absenteeism rates are 
higher, and mobility rates are similar.  These findings highlight areas where targeted 
interventions—such as improved accessibility, individualized support plans, and strategies 
to reduce absenteeism—could benefit students with disabilities and improve equity in 
education outcomes. 
 

Table 9: Attendance Rate for Students with Disabilities 
 

 
Source: Ohio Department of Education and Workforce Report Card Reports37 

 
Provided below is a breakdown of attendance by disability condition for the 2019-2020 
academic year (the most recent year for which data was readily available): 

 
36 https://reports.education.ohio.gov/report/report-card-data-state-attendance-rate-with-student-disagg  
37 https://reports.education.ohio.gov/report/report-card-data-state-attendance-rate-with-student-disagg  

https://reports.education.ohio.gov/report/report-card-data-state-attendance-rate-with-student-disagg
https://reports.education.ohio.gov/report/report-card-data-state-attendance-rate-with-student-disagg
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Table 10:  Attendance Rate by Category of Disability (most recent year available)38 
 

School 
Year Disability Description Attendance Rate 

2020 Autism 94.9% 

2020 Intellectual Disabilities 92.5% 

2020 Deaf-Blindness 92.3% 

2020 Deafness (Hearing Impairments) 94.4% 

2020 Emotional Disturbance (SBH) 89.7% 

2020 Multiple Disabilities (other than Deaf-Blind) 93.0% 

2020 Orthopedic Impairments 92.1% 

2020 Other Health Impaired (Major) 90.3% 

2020 Other Health Impaired (Minor) 93.1% 

2020 Specific Learning Disabilities 93.6% 

2020 Speech and Language Impairments 95.5% 

2020 Traumatic Brain Injury (TBI) 92.3% 

2020 Visual Impairments 94.2% 

2020 Not applicable 95.1% 
 Source: Office of Data Quality and Governance, Ohio Department of Education 

 
Table 11: Chronic Absenteeism and Students with Disabilities39 
 

 
 
What Academic Progress are Students with Disabilities Making? 
 

The 2024 State of Ohio Report Card reveals critical insights into the academic performance 
of students across the state, including students with disabilities. While overall proficiency 
in reading and math showed some signs of improvement for certain groups, students with 
disabilities continue to face significant challenges compared to their non-disabled peers.  
 

 
38 Data provide by ODE Office for Exceptional Children (Now DEW). No recent data by category of disability 

available. 
39 https://reports.education.ohio.gov/report/report-card-data-state-attendance-rate-with-student-disagg  

https://reports.education.ohio.gov/report/report-card-data-state-attendance-rate-with-student-disagg
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Performance in Reading - Students with disabilities struggled to keep pace with their non-
disabled peers in reading proficiency. While the statewide third-grade reading proficiency 
rate improved to 64.5%, students with disabilities experienced a decline in their English 
Language Arts (ELA) Performance Index scores. Specifically, their scores dropped from 
59.12 in 2018-2019 to 52.47 in 2023-2024—a decrease of 6.65 points over five years. This 
widening gap underscores the persistent challenges faced by students with disabilities in 
meeting grade-level reading expectations. 
 
Performance in Math - The performance gap was even more pronounced in math. The 
math Performance Index for students with disabilities fell from 55.07 in 2018-2019 to 
47.51 in 2023-2024, marking a decline of 7.56 points. By comparison, non-disabled peers 
maintained much higher performance levels, with the statewide average Performance 
Index for all students reaching 75.88. This data highlights the growing disparity between 
these two groups, particularly as math skills become increasingly critical for future 
academic and career success. 
 
Achievement Gaps - The report card data reveals that achievement gaps between students 
with disabilities and their non-disabled peers are not only persistent but also widening 
over time: 
 

● In reading, non-disabled peers consistently outperformed students with disabilities, 
reflecting systemic barriers to literacy development. 

● In math, the gap was even larger, with non-disabled peers achieving significantly 
higher scores. 
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The chart below provides greater detail regarding these issues: 
 
Table 12:  Proficiency Rates by Subgroup 2018-2019 to 2022-202340 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Source:  Ohio Department of Education, 2022-2023 State Report Card 

 
In 2023-2024, English Learners and Economically-Disadvantaged students showed the 
greatest increase in performance. However, it is important to note these subgroups, as well 
as Black students, Hispanic students, and students with disabilities, continue to have the 
lowest achievement levels. Although performance is increasing, achievement disparities 
among subgroups remain similar to, or slightly wider than, pre-pandemic gaps. 
 
A review of trend data in Table 13 below demonstrates the achievement dip that impacted 
all students across all subgroups during the pandemic.  While all students have seen 
improvement in the past two years, it is clear that school closures and related issues had a 
more direct and substantial impact on students with disabilities, and they are having more 
difficulty rebounding to pre-pandemic achievement levels; a 38.9% gap in 2018-2019 grew 
to 43.3% in 2022-2023. Similar patterns hold up when looking at 3rd-8th grade assessment 
results; the 34.6% gap in 2018-2019 had grown to 43.7% in 2023-2024. 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
40 https://education.ohio.gov/Topics/Data/Report-Card-Resources  

https://education.ohio.gov/Topics/Data/Report-Card-Resources


33 

 

Table 13: Proficiency Levels for Students with Disabilities (All Subjects) & 2023-
2024 3-8 Assessments41 
 
2022-2023 All Subjects 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
2023-2023 Third – Eighth Grade Assessments 

 
 
 
 
What Are Ohio’s Special Education Student Graduation Trends? 
 

Over the past decade, special education graduation rates have increased steadily, as have 
the general education graduation rates, albeit at a slighter faster pace.  A review of the 4-
year longitudinal graduation rates reveals that for the 4-year period from the graduating 
class of 2017 to the class of 2020 the gap between general education and special education 
graduation rates decreased by 3.2%.   
 
The gap remained relatively unchanged in 2021.  In 2022, the gap narrowed a bit more as 
the students with disabilities graduation rate increased a full 1% more than their typical 
peers. Numbers for the class of 2023 saw a slight increase and a continued albeit modest 
narrowing of the gap. 

 
41 https://reports.education.ohio.gov/report/report-card-data-state-test-results-with-student-disagg  

https://reports.education.ohio.gov/report/report-card-data-state-test-results-with-student-disagg
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Table 14: 4-Year Graduate Rate 2019-202342 

 
Recent federal law changes have impacted requirements for graduation reporting as it  
relates to students with disabilities.  In addition to overall graduation rates, Ohio currently 
reports a graduation rate excluding students who meet graduation requirements through 
exemptions detailed in their IEP.  It is in the best interest of students with disabilities that 
the state creates the conditions and an accountability system that support an expectation 
that students with disabilities achieve the same graduation requirements as other students, 
except for students with significant intellectual disabilities.  It also is the state’s 
responsibility to provide supports and resources for students to reach this goal.  
 
As shown below, a little more than 3% of the class of 2018 (4,428 students) received a 
diploma through IEP exemptions and are not included in the federal rate as on-time 
graduates.43 
 
 
 
Table 15:  Diplomas with IEP Exemptions44 
 

Graduating Class State Graduation Rate State Graduation Rate excluding 
IEP exemption students 

Class of 2017 84.1% 78.8% 

Class of 2018 85.3% 82.1% 
 

Source:  2018-2019 State Report Card, Ohio Department of Education, (the most recent year for which data 
was readily available) 
 

 
Another indicator in Ohio’s State Performance Plan is the number of students that exited 
special education due to graduating with a regular high school diploma.   
 
 
 

 
42 https://reports.education.ohio.gov/report/report-card-data-state-4-year-longitudinal-graduation-rate  
43 Updated data for 2019-2024 were not readily available from ODE or public sources at time of publication. 
44 https://education.ohio.gov/getattachment/Topics/Special-Education/State-Performance-Plan/Ohio-s-2022-2023-

Annual-Performance-Report.pdf.aspx?lang=en-US  

https://reports.education.ohio.gov/report/report-card-data-state-4-year-longitudinal-graduation-rate
https://education.ohio.gov/getattachment/Topics/Special-Education/State-Performance-Plan/Ohio-s-2022-2023-Annual-Performance-Report.pdf.aspx?lang=en-US
https://education.ohio.gov/getattachment/Topics/Special-Education/State-Performance-Plan/Ohio-s-2022-2023-Annual-Performance-Report.pdf.aspx?lang=en-US
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Table 16:  Special Education Exits with IEPs45 
 

Number of youth 
with IEPs (ages 14-

21) who exited 
special education 
due to graduating 
with a regular high 

school diploma 

Number of all 
youth with 
IEPs who 

exited special 
education 

(ages 14-21) 
FFY 2021 

Data 
FFY 2022 

Target 
FFY 2022 

Data Status Slippage 

14,140 20,308 67.46% 64.00% 69.63% Met 
target 

N/A 

 

 
The data source being used for the FFY 2022 data in table 16 above is Indicator 1. Indicator 
1 is calculated using the EdFacts FS009 data source. This indicator measures the 
percentage of youth with Individualized Education Programs (IEPs) exiting high school 
with a regular high school diploma. 
 

What is the Status of Transition and Post School Engagement in Ohio? 
 
IDEA requires that states report the post-school engagement of students with disabilities in 
post-secondary education and employment.  As a result, ODE’s Office for Exceptional 
Children is required to report the percentage of children with disabilities who, within one 
year of leaving high school, are enrolled in higher education, participating in a training 
program, or competitively employed.  Ohio fulfills this obligation through the Ohio 
Longitudinal Transition Study (OLTS)46, which is designed to collect information on 
students with disabilities’ expectations at the end of their final year in high school and their 
post-school outcomes, one year later.   
 
Each year, one-fifth of Ohio’s school districts are selected to collect information on their 
students exiting with an IEP and to follow up with them one year later.  School districts 
receive a rating of “met” or “not met” based on completion of OLTS participation 
requirements.  This rating is applied to Indicator 14 on the district’s Special Education 
Profile for the selected participation year.   
 
For the 2020-2021 and 2021-2022 school years, Ohio’s post-school engagement rates for 
youth who were no longer in school and had IEPs in effect when they left are as follows: 
 
 
 
 

 
45 Ibid. 
46 https://education.ohio.gov/Topics/Special-Education/Special-Education-Data-and-Funding/Ohio-Longitudinal-

Transition-Study-OLTS  

https://education.ohio.gov/Topics/Special-Education/Special-Education-Data-and-Funding/Ohio-Longitudinal-Transition-Study-OLTS
https://education.ohio.gov/Topics/Special-Education/Special-Education-Data-and-Funding/Ohio-Longitudinal-Transition-Study-OLTS
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Table 17:  Student Exit Comparisons 2021-202247 

 
Percent of Youth Who are 
No Longer in Secondary 
School and had IEPs in 
Effect at the Time They Left 
School 

2020 Data 2021 Data 2022 
Targets 

FY 2022 
Data 

Status  Slippage 

Enrolled in higher education 
within one year of leaving 
high school 
 

23.65% 24.83% 32.00% 19.49% Did not 
meet 
target 

Slippage 

Enrolled in higher education 
or competitively employed 
within one year of leaving 
high school 
 

76.93% 80.04% 81.00% 53.14% Did not 
meet 
target 

Slippage 

Enrolled in higher education 
or training program; or 
competitively employed or 
in some other employment 
within one year of leaving 
high school 
 

83.14% 85.7% 88.00% 100% Met 
target 

No 
Slippage 

 
In 2022, the last year for which data was available, the state failed to meet targets in two of 
two areas. However, the state continued to make progress exceeding its target in the 
percentage of students enrolled in higher education or a training program or competitively 
employed within one year of graduation. 
 
 
 
Student Discipline and Students with Disabilities. 
 
This 2024 Ohio Special Education Profile now will examine student discipline and how it 
impacts students with disabilities compared to general education students and other 
demographics.  
 
Students with disabilities often face more severe disciplinary actions at higher rates than 
students without disabilities.  The tables below, generated with data from DEW’s Report 
Card Advanced Reports, provide detailed data on discipline occurrences in schools, 
categorized by student group, disability status, and type of disciplinary action. This is 
followed by an analysis and summary of the data by category of disability and type of 
disciplinary action. 
 

 
47 https://education.ohio.gov/getattachment/Topics/Special-Education/State-Performance-Plan/Ohio-s-2022-2023-

Annual-Performance-Report.pdf.aspx?lang=en-US  

https://education.ohio.gov/getattachment/Topics/Special-Education/State-Performance-Plan/Ohio-s-2022-2023-Annual-Performance-Report.pdf.aspx?lang=en-US
https://education.ohio.gov/getattachment/Topics/Special-Education/State-Performance-Plan/Ohio-s-2022-2023-Annual-Performance-Report.pdf.aspx?lang=en-US
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Table 18:  Summary of Discipline Type48 

 Emergency 
Removal 
by District 
Personnel 

Expulsion In-school 
Alternate 
Discipline 
Class/Program/ 
Building 

In-school 
Suspension 

Out-of-School 
Suspension 

Removal 
by a 
Hearing 
Officer 

Grand Total 

Students 
with 
Disabilities 

                       
10,348.00  

                         
1,190.00  

                       
12,229.00  

                       
30,570.00  

                       
58,239.00  

                              
17.00  

                     
112,593.00  

General 
Education 
Students 

                       
16,631.00  

                         
4,307.00  

                       
32,111.00  

                       
91,503.00  

                     
134,420.00  

                              
52.00  

                     
279,024.00  

Grand Total 26,979.00  5,497.00  44,340.00 122,073.00  192,659.00  69.00 391,617.00  

Students 
with 
Disabilities 

9.19% 1.06% 10.86% 27.15% 51.73% 0.02%  

Typical  5.96% 1.54% 11.51% 32.79% 48.18% 0.02%  

All kids 6.89% 1.40% 11.32% 31.17% 49.20% 0.02%  

 ^ - - - ^ 0  

SWD as % 
of total 

38.36% 21.65% 27.58% 25.04% 30.23% 24.64% 28.75% 

Source: DEW Advance Report Card Reports 

 

Student Categories 
 
Students With Disabilities (SWD) - SWD face a range of disciplinary actions, including 
out-of-school suspensions, in-school suspensions, expulsions, and emergency removals. 
The most common disciplinary actions for SWD are out-of-school suspensions and in-
school suspensions.  Importantly, Black, non-Hispanic students with disabilities experience 
the highest rates of disciplinary actions, particularly out-of-school suspensions and 
expulsions.  Disobedient/disruptive behavior and fighting/violence are the most common 
reasons for disciplinary actions among SWD. 
 
Students Without Disabilities (SWOD) - Similar to SWD, SWOD also face out-of-school 
suspensions, in-school suspensions, and expulsions. However, the rates are generally lower 
compared to SWD for most racial/ethnic groups. Black, non-Hispanic students without 
disabilities also experience higher rates of disciplinary actions compared to other 
racial/ethnic groups.  Disobedient/disruptive behavior is the leading cause of disciplinary 
actions among SWOD. 
 
Types of Disciplinary Actions 
 

● Out-of-School Suspensions (OSS) - OSS is one of the most common disciplinary 
actions across all student groups. Black, non-Hispanic students, both with and 

 
48 https://reports.education.ohio.gov/report/report-card-data-state-discipline-occurrences-incident-location-2018  

https://reports.education.ohio.gov/report/report-card-data-state-discipline-occurrences-incident-location-2018
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without disabilities, experience the highest rates of OSS. Overall, students with 
disabilities represent 51.73% of all out of school suspensions.  Disobedient/ 
disruptive behavior and fighting/violence are the primary reasons for OSS. 

 
● In-School Suspensions (ISS) - ISS is also widely used, particularly for SWD. It is 

often seen as a less severe alternative to OSS.  Similar to OSS, disobedient/disruptive 
behavior and fighting/violence are common reasons for ISS. 

 
● Expulsions - Expulsions are less common but still significant, particularly for SWD. 

Black, non-Hispanic students with disabilities have higher expulsion rates.  
Fighting/violence and serious bodily injury are common reasons for expulsions. 

 
● Emergency Removals - Emergency removals are less frequent but are used for 

immediate safety concerns. They are more common among SWD.  These emergency 
removals are often related to severe behavioral incidents. 

 
Disobedient/disruptive behavior and fighting/violence are the most common reasons for 
disciplinary actions across all student groups.  Students with disabilities face more severe 
disciplinary actions, such as emergency removals and out-of-school suspensions, at higher 
rates than students without disabilities.  Black, non-Hispanic students, both with and 
without disabilities, experience higher rates of disciplinary actions compared to other 
racial/ethnic groups.  

 
 

Placement Options and Regional Supports 
 
What Are the Special Education Student Placement Options in Ohio49? 
 
There are many educational placement options for students with disabilities in Ohio. Due 
to enrollment caps and program capacity limitations, not all options, particularly 
scholarship or voucher programs, are available to all students, and should therefore be 
evaluated on a case-by-case basis. 
 
Traditional Public School.  There are 609 city, exempted village, and local school districts 
in Ohio.  Ohio’s traditional public school districts serve nearly 1.7 million students.  Under 
Ohio and federal law, a traditional public school district (the district where the student 
resides) is required to provide services, including supplementary services, to any student 
with disabilities who is at least three years of age and less than twenty-two years of age. 
 
Career-Technical Education (CTE) or Joint Vocational School Districts (JVSD).  CTEs or 
JVSDs provide occupational education in high schools.  All traditional public schools must 
provide access to occupational education programs, either in their own schools, through 

 
49 Data for all placement options were generated through the Ohio Department of Education Report Card Advance 

Reports at https://reportcard.education.ohio.gov/advanced. Descriptions of placement options come from the LSC 

Catalog of Budget Line Items and LSC Greenbook available at https://www.lsc.ohio.gov 
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CTEs or JVSDs, or by contracting through another school district.  Federal IDEA 
requirements apply to CTEs and JVSDs; therefore, they must also comply with all criteria 
for workforce development programs.  
 
County Boards of Developmental Disabilities (CBDD).  Ohio has 88 County Boards of 
Developmental Disabilities, one in each county.  While these boards provide early 
childhood and adult services, most no longer provide school-aged K-12 services.  Those 
that do generally limit services to students with low incidence disabilities.  CBDDs serve 
approximately 2,500 school-aged students. 
 
Home Instruction.  Under Ohio law, the board of education of a school district must 
provide home instruction for children with disabilities who are at least three years of age 
and less than twenty-two years of age and who are unable to attend school, even with the 
help of special transportation.  The board may arrange for the provision of home 
instruction for a child by a cooperative agreement or contract with a CBDD or another 
educational agency.   
 
Chartered Non-Public School.  A chartered non-public school is a private school that holds 
a valid charter issued by the State Board of Education and maintains compliance with the 
Operating Standards for Ohio’s Schools.  These schools are not supported by local or state 
tax dollars and require the family to pay tuition.  They receive limited state funds to pay for 
specific limited purposes, including transportation services for students.   
 
Community Schools (Also known as “Charter” schools).  Community or charter schools 
are public nonprofit, nonsectarian schools that operate independently of any school district 
under contract with an authorized sponsoring entity.  These schools can be both “brick and 
mortar” schools, as well as e-schools.  The 2004 amendments to IDEA continued to affirm 
that students who attend charter schools are covered under this law.  These schools that 
are their own LEAs are eligible to access the resources of an LEA risk pool for high need 
children with disabilities if the state establishes such a fund.  
 

Cleveland Scholarship.  The Scholarship and Tutoring Program (K-12) in the Cleveland 
Municipal School District (CMSD) uses a lottery selection process that gives preference to 
low-income families.  CMSD is solely responsible for arrangements and establishing 
eligibility requirements for transportation.  This program currently has 84 participating 
schools and serves 8,094 students up from 7,800 in 2022-2023. 
 

EdChoice Scholarship Program.  The Educational Choice Scholarship (EdChoice) pilot 
program was created to provide students from underperforming public schools the 
opportunity to attend participating chartered, non-public private schools.  EdChoice 
scholarships, initially designed to be offered on a first-come, first-serve basis, are now an 
open-ended entitlement.  In 2021-2022 there were about 57,416 scholarship students. For 
2023, there were 62,279 (this includes the expansion program).  In 2024, this number 
increased 108% to 129,566.  
 

Autism Scholarship Program.  The Autism Scholarship Program (ASP) gives the parents of 
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eligible children with autism the choice to send the child to a special education program 
other than the one operated by the school district of residence.  The student must have a 
current (finalized) IEP from the district of residence; all parties, including the parents, must 
agree with the IEP.  In the 2023-2024 school year, 5,516 students were enrolled, up from 
4,695 in 2022-2023 and 4,553 in 2021-2022.  
 

Jon Peterson Special Needs Scholarship (JPSN).  This scholarship may be used to pay for 
private school tuition and additional services from private therapists and other service 
providers.  In addition, the scholarship can be used at public providers (i.e., school 
districts) if the district chooses to accept the scholarship students.  The number of 
scholarships available is capped at 5% of the students with special needs in the state.  Ohio 
has approximately 260,000 students with Individualized Education Programs, which 
means about 12,500 JPSN scholarships are available.  The amount of each scholarship is 
based on the disability identified in the student’s IEP and does not exceed $20,000.  In 
2021, nearly 7,407 students participated.  In 2022, the number of paid participants 
increased to 7,791. For 2023, the number of JPSN scholarship students was 8,182. And, in 
2024, student enrollment hit 9,137 students. 
 
Home Education.  Home education is education provided primarily by, or under, the 
direction of a child’s parents.  There is no state financial assistance for families who choose 
this option.  Home education students do not receive a diploma recognized by the State 
Board of Education.  When pursuing employment or advanced education, home education 
students may need to complete the GED to show equivalence to a state recognized high 
school diploma.  Outlined below is a chart depicting the placement options and related 
enrollment and funding trendlines. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Table 19:   School Options Enrollment Trends 2020-202350 

 
50 https://reports.education.ohio.gov/report/nonpublic-data-state-scholarship-participants  

https://reports.education.ohio.gov/report/nonpublic-data-state-scholarship-participants
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For the period of 2020 to 2024, the enrollment in the autism scholarship program 
increased 38.52%.  The Jon Peterson Scholarship enrollment increased 33.25% over that 
same period.  These programs increased 85.3% and 251.3% respectively since 2104. While 
this is significant growth, they pale in comparison to the Ed Choice (142%) and Ed Choice 
Expansion (8248%) programs – Ed Choice expansion grew from 1,057 students to 88,247. 
 
Table 20:  Per Pupil Scholarship Funding Trends 2019-202351 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

In the 2021-2022 General Assembly, House Bill 110, the biennial (FY 2022-2023) state 
operating budget, made numerous changes to the state’s special education related scholarship 

 
51 https://reports.education.ohio.gov/report/nonpublic-data-scholarship-payments  

https://reports.education.ohio.gov/report/nonpublic-data-scholarship-payments
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programs. The state budget now directly funds all state scholarships using foundation 
funding, instead of using the deduct-and-transfer method of financing generally in place for 
the scholarships prior to FY 2022.  Other fiscally notable changes to the programs include 
maximum scholarship amounts and changes to eligibility for performance-based EdChoice 
scholarships.  The budget increased the maximum amount of an EdChoice or Cleveland 
scholarship from $4,650 to $5,500 for students in grades K-8 and from $6,000 to $7,500 for 
students in high school. These amounts are increased in future years by the same percentage 
as the average base cost per pupil increases in those years.   
 

The budget increased the maximum amount of an Autism scholarship from $27,000 to 
$31,500 for FY 2022 and to $32,445 for FY 2023 and each year thereafter. The budget also 
changed how the amount of a JPSN scholarship is calculated.  In general, a JPSN scholarship 
is calculated as the sum of a base amount and an amount for the student’s disability 
category, subject to a cap of $27,000.  The breakdown for average annual amounts spent 
per pupil are depicted in table 10. 
 

The budget also requires that the specified JPSN base amount for FY 2023 must increase in 
future fiscal years by the same percentage as the average base cost per pupil increases in 
those years. In addition, the dollar amount assigned to the child’s disability category also 
must increase by the same percentage as the amounts of increase calculated by the General 
Assembly for those categories of special education services for future fiscal years. The 
budget that year also made a number of changes to eligibility for EdChoice scholarships, 
including but not limited to, eliminating the 60,000 cap on EdChoice scholarships; 
expanding qualifications for a performance-based scholarship, including qualifying high 
school students not enrolled in public school, siblings, students in foster or kinship care or 
other placement, and students who received, but no longer qualify for, the Autism or JPSN 
scholarship; and phasing out the requirement that, to qualify for a performance-based 
scholarship, students must be enrolled in either a school operated by their resident 
districts or a community school. 
 
Choice options were significantly expanded in the FY 2024-2025 budget enacted in July 
2023.  The current budget expanded eligibility for EdChoice Expansion scholarships to all 
students regardless of income, paying 100% of the scholarship to families with incomes up 
to 450% of the federal poverty level and phasing down the amount paid to families with 
incomes above that level.  For the Traditional EdChoice and Cleveland Scholarship 
programs, the budget’s updates to the foundation aid formula’s base cost input data result 
in the statewide average base cost per pupil increasing by an estimated 12.1% from FY 
2023 to FY 2024. The automatic increase provision under continuing law raises these 
amounts to an estimated $6,165 for students in grades K-8 and $8,407 for students in high 
school in 2024 and 2025. 
 
Under the EdChoice Expansion program, the budget removes the family income eligibility 
threshold to qualify for an EdChoice expansion scholarship, previously set at 250% of the 
federal poverty level (FPL), beginning in FY 2024.  
 
The budget, therefore, expands eligibility for an EdChoice expansion scholarship to any 
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student entering any of grades K-12 in the school year for which a scholarship is sought. 
The graphic below demonstrates the funding scale for students selecting this option. 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

 

Source: LSC Greenbook 

 

Overall, scholarship payments are estimated to total $964.5 million in FY 2024, an increase 
of $369.6 million (62.1%) compared to estimated FY 2023 scholarship payments, and $1.05 
billion in FY 2025, an increase of $86.3 million (9.0%) from FY 2024. Table 3 below breaks 
out the estimated amounts by program. 
 
The budget expands eligibility for the Autism Scholarship Program to a child who receives 
an autism diagnosis, who is identified with autism by the child’s resident school district, or 
who has an individualized education program (IEP) from the school district with services 
related to autism. The budget also requires school districts to develop an Education 
Program for a child who is eligible for the Autism Scholarship Program based on an autism 
diagnosis but who does not have an IEP. Similarly, there were changes to the JPSN 
scholarship. JPSN funding is calculated as the sum of a base amount and an amount for the 
student’s disability category, subject to a cap. The budget increases the base amount from 
$6,414 to $7,190 in FY 2024 and FY 2025 and increases the amounts for each disability 
category and the capped amount in each fiscal year of the biennium, so that a scholarship 
may not exceed $30,000 in FY 2024 and $32,445 in FY 2025, up from $27,000 in FY 2023. 
 

How are Regional Education Support Services Provided? 
 

Ohio has a robust regional and statewide system of educational support for students and 
schools that benefits students with disabilities.  This system includes the County Board of 
Developmental Disabilities, Educational Service Centers (ESCs) and State Support Teams 
(SSTs). 
 

County Boards of Developmental Disabilities.  County Boards of Developmental 
Disabilities (CBDD) were established by the Ohio General Assembly in 1967 to direct 
services and supports to individuals with intellectual and other developmental disabilities; 
and to provide critically important alternatives to state run institutions by affording 
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individuals the opportunity to live, work, and participate in their respective local 
communities.  CBDDs are governed by seven volunteer (unpaid) board members.  Five of 
these board members are appointed by county commissioners, while two board members 
are appointed by county probate judges.  At least three board members must be a family 
member of a person with a developmental disability who is eligible for services from a 
county board.  Board members govern the work of the CBDD, and in conjunction with the 
county superintendent and his/her staff, ensure the development and operation of local 
programs that are responsive to the needs of people with developmental disabilities.  
According to data from the Ohio Association of County Boards of Developmental 
Disabilities, more than 90,000 children and adults receive comprehensive services 
arranged by local CBDDs.  Based on available resources, a CBDD may provide, or arrange 
for, services and support administration; leading examples of these services include: early 
childhood services, educational services, supported living and other residential services, 
family support services, and job training and employment services. 
 
Educational Service Centers (ESCs).  Created in 1914 as County Offices of Education, 
Educational Service Centers (ESCs) have evolved from regulatory agencies to full-scale 
educational service providers.  ESCs are grounded in state and federal law.  They are 
defined as school districts in state law and local educational agencies (LEAs) in federal law, 
including the Perkins Act, Higher Education Act (HEA), Elementary and Secondary 
Education Act (ESEA), and IDEA.  Ohio’s ESCs provide direct services to over 255,000 
students each year, including preschool special education students, K-12 special education 
students, incarcerated youth, at-risk youth, drop-outs, and those at risk of dropping out.  
Am. Sub. H.B. 115 of the 127th General Assembly created the Ohio Educational Regional 
Service System, positioning ESCs to serve as the conduit and delivery system for Ohio’s 
statewide school improvement and education reform efforts.  Under the law, ESCs must 
implement state or federally funded initiatives assigned to them by the General Assembly 
or the Ohio Department of Education and Workforce.  Of the state’s 51 ESCs, 16 have 
contracts with the state of Ohio to serve as State Support Teams.  To learn more about 
Ohio’s ESCs and the programs and services they provide to support students with 
disabilities, visit the Ohio ESC Association website at www.oesca.org. 
 
State Support Teams.  Ohio’s state funded regional education support system includes 
sixteen State Support Teams (SSTs), whose goal is to improve instructional practice and 
student performance on a continuing basis for school buildings and school districts 
targeted for improvement.  SSTs were established by the Ohio Department of Education in 
response to Am. Sub. H.B. 115, which created the Educational Regional Service System.  
SSTs replaced the former Special Education Regional Resource Centers (SERRCs).  Each SST 
is housed within one of 16 regional ESCs.   
 
 
 
 
 
SSTs provide services and assistance to school buildings and school districts, community 
schools, early childhood centers, and CBDDs offering services as follows: 

about:blank
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● School Improvement 
● Special Education Compliance 
● Early Learning and School Readiness 
● Literacy 

 
The mission of the State Support Team is to: 
 

● Help school districts build their 
capacity to plan and implement 
school improvement processes 
that close achievement gaps in 
reading, math, and sub-group 
performance, including special 
education. 

● Improve the achievement of 
students with disabilities and 
those at risk of being identified as 
disabled, by assisting educators 
and families in the development 
and delivery of specially designed 
instruction aligned with state 
standards. 

● Assist districts and agencies in 
complying with federal and state 
laws and regulations to ensure the 
full participation of students with 
disabilities. 

 
SSTs work through the Ohio Department of Education and Workforce’s Offices for 
Exceptional Children, Early Learning and School Readiness and the Center for School 
Improvement by providing technical assistance and professional development. 
 
Regional Data Leads (RDLs).  Ohio's Regional Data Leads (RDLs) are part of a statewide 
initiative coordinated by the Ohio Department of Education and Workforce in collaboration 
with Ohio's network of Educational Service Centers (ESCs) and State Support Teams 
(SSTs). RDLs are members of the Ohio Educational Data Professionals Network (OEDPN) 
who work at the regional level to provide professional development, technical assistance, 
and coaching to educators. Their primary goal is to enhance professional practices and 
improve learning outcomes for all students by fostering a culture of data-driven decision-
making. RDLs specialize in analyzing and utilizing data from Ohio’s accountability systems 
and educator effectiveness programs. 
 
RDLs are employed by Ohio’s ESCs which serve as regional hubs for educational support. 
They also collaborate with State Support Teams (SSTs), which are responsible for 
delivering specialized services across 16 regions in Ohio.  RDLs offer a range of services 
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aimed at strengthening educational practices: 
 

● Professional Development: Training educators on effective use of data and 
research-based practices. 

● Technical Assistance: Helping schools interpret and apply data to improve student 
outcomes. 

● Coaching: Supporting educators and administrators in implementing data-informed 
strategies. 

● Credentialed Expertise: RDLs earn credentials in specific areas, such as literacy or 
special education, allowing them to provide targeted support. 

 
RDLs play a critical role in supporting educators working with students with disabilities: 

● Data Utilization: They help schools analyze achievement gaps and disproportionality 
in special education services, enabling districts to address systemic inequities. 

● Specialized Training: RDLs collaborate with SSTs to provide professional 
development on topics like assistive technology, inclusive instructional practices, co-
teaching strategies, and compliance with IDEA policies. 

● Improving Outcomes: By promoting evidence-based practices and leveraging data, 
RDLs assist districts in creating individualized Education Programs (IEPs) that align 
with federal requirements for Free Appropriate Public Education (FAPE). 

● Equity Focus: RDLs work alongside SSTs to reduce disproportionality in special 
education identification and placement while promoting equitable access to resources 
for marginalized students. 

 
Educators can partner with RDLs through their local ESC or SST to: 

● Receive tailored training on analyzing student performance data. 
● Develop strategies for improving literacy and academic achievement among students 

with disabilities. 
● Access tools for monitoring IDEA compliance and implementing inclusive practices. 
● Collaborate on systems-level changes to enhance equity in special education 

programs. 
 

Who Else Does the State Partner with To Provide Field-Based Support? 
 
In addition to regional, statutorily created support structures, the Office for Exceptional 
Children (OEC) collaborates with other public and private partners to support students and 
families.  
 
OEC partners with The Ohio State University across numerous activities to support families 
of children with disabilities. OEC provides grant funding to the Ohio Statewide Family 
Engagement Center to provide family and community engagement consultants to regional 
state support teams. This includes a community of practice to support coordination and 
professional development to increase collaboration, networking and communication across 
regions, and to improve the quality of services provided to families of students with 
disabilities. Partners representing agencies that directly support families of children with 
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disabilities are included as an integral part of this community of practice, along with 
representatives from the Ohio Department of Education and Workforce across multiple 
offices. 
 
OEC also provides grant funding to The Ohio State University’s Center on Education and 
Training for Employment (CETE), along with ongoing guidance and collaboration for 
development, distribution, and analysis of results of Ohio’s annual Indicator 8 Family 
Survey. In addition to meeting the reporting requirements for this survey, results also 
provide valuable information for improving services to families of students with 
disabilities. The CETE now also provides technical assistance and support for the Ohio 
Parent Mentor projects. 
 
OCECD partners with OEC for regionally-based support services to parents and families of 
children with disabilities. These supports may be one-on-one or trainings to groups and are 
available in the preferred language of the family. This year’s projects funded by this grant 
also include continued support and development of a parent-friendly document to increase 
parent understanding of the Guide to Parent Rights in Special Education, the Special 
Education Procedural Safeguards Notice, creation and provision of trainings to parents and 
families of children with disabilities regarding changes to the Ohio Operating Standards, 
and professional learning modules on the revisions to the restraint and seclusion and 
positive behavioral interventions and supports (PBIS) state rule. 
 
Internally, the Office for Exceptional Children created a Family Engagement Team to 
connect individuals across the office who are working on family engagement projects and 
supports. The purpose of the team is to share updates, collaborate, and seek opportunities 
to support and coordinate family engagement initiatives throughout the office. This group 
works on alignment, awareness, sharing results from the Family Engagement survey, and 
maintaining the Families of Students with Disabilities resource webpage; it also 
streamlines the resources on the DEW website to create better coherence and support 
easier navigation for both families and educators. Additionally, an agency-wide Family 
Engagement Workgroup was created to promote a better and more consistent 
understanding across the agency about this work and greater opportunities to promote 
supports to parents.  
 
Taken together, all of these systemic efforts have increased the capacity of diverse groups 
of parents in Ohio to gain support from implementation activities designed to improve 
outcomes for children with disabilities. 
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Special Education Policy Trends 
 
Key Developments in Ohio's Special Education Landscape in 2024 
 
Calendar year 2024 saw significant developments in special education research, policy, 
finance, and law in the state of Ohio. Key updates include legislative actions, the 
implementation of the Science of Reading, special education model policies, updates to 
Ohio’s special education operating standards, among other relevant initiatives. Each of 
these are explored below. 
 
Special Education Research: Updated Cost Study - 2024 revealed more evidence that 
special education funding in Ohio is inadequate to the need.  Evidence came with the 
completion of a new special education cost study that was funded by the nonprofit Ohio 
Education Policy Institute (OEPI) and completed in November 2024.  A comprehensive 
summary of the cost report follows in the next subsection to this report below.52 
 
Legislative Updates - Outlined below are the special education and special education 
related bills that were passed in the 135th General Assembly (2023-2024).  These are 
followed by those that were introduced but not passed, as those bills are often re-
introduced in subsequent General Assemblies.  All bills can be reviewed on the Ohio 
Legislature’s website.53 
 

Passed Bills of Interest: 
1. HB 147 (Education law changes): Various education law changes were 

included in this measure including teacher licensure changes, special needs 
scholarship program service providers, and background checks for private 
before and after school care program staff. 

2. H.B. 206 (Expulsions, Automatic Closures): This bill allows local school 
boards to expel students for up to 180 days if their actions pose imminent and 
severe endangerment to others. It also requires conditions for reinstatement, 
including a psychological assessment.  

3. HB 338 (Support order for children with disabilities):  Allows child support 
orders to be issued, modified, or extended for children over 18 with a disability. 

4. Senate Bill 208 (Open enrollment policies, education provisions): Among 
other provisions it permits educational aides or assistants and instructional 
assistants to provide services under the Autism and Jon Peterson Special Needs 
scholarships virtually and requires each school district and educational service 
center to seek to meet the varying and unique needs of students and teachers 
and consider certain factors when purchasing technological office equipment. 

 
 
 
 

 
52 http://www.oepiohio.org/wp-content/uploads/2025/01/Ohio-Special-Education-Cost-Analysis.pdf  
53 https://www.legislature.ohio.gov/legislation/search?generalAssembly=135  

http://www.oepiohio.org/wp-content/uploads/2025/01/Ohio-Special-Education-Cost-Analysis.pdf
https://www.legislature.ohio.gov/legislation/search?generalAssembly=135
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Introduced (But not Passed) Bills of Interest: 
5. H.B. 82 (Mental Health Training for Coaches): Would have required school 

athletic coaches to complete mental health training and revise the renewal 
requirements for pupil-activity program permits. 

6. HB 117 (Eliminate Third Grade Reading Retention):  Eliminate retention 
under the Third Grade Reading Guarantee and expand the grades for which 
intensive reading intervention is provided. 

7. HB 266 (Evacuation Plans for Students with Disabilities): Require school 
districts and schools to update emergency management plans to include 
evacuation plans including evacuation procedures for individuals with 
disabilities. 

8. HB 407 (Disciplinary School Record Requirements):  Regarding chartered 
nonpublic schools that participate in certain scholarship programs and 
disciplinary record requirements for schools. 

9. HB 427 (Greater Opportunities for Persons with Disabilities Act): Phase out 
the subminimum wage for individuals with physical or mental disabilities. 

10. HB 436 (Remote Services – Educational Aides, Intervention Specialists): To 
require the State Board of Education to permit educational aides and 
intervention specialists to provide remote services. 

11. HB 440 (Remote Services for Special Needs Scholarship Recipients): 
Regarding the provision of remote services for special needs scholarship 
recipients and regarding credentialed professionals who may provide services 
under the Jon Peterson Special Needs Scholarship. 

12. SB 99 (Seizer Action Plan Requirement): To enact Sarah’s Law to require 
public and chartered nonpublic schools to create a seizure action plan for each 
student with a seizure disorder. 

13. SB 162 (Regarding Academic Intervention Services): Requires school 
districts, community schools, and STEM schools to provide evidence-based 
academic intervention services, free of cost, to students who demonstrate a 
limited level of skill in state assessments in math or English language arts. 

14. SB 311 (Allow Multiple Scholarships – EdChoice, Pilot Project):  To permit 
students to concurrently receive an Educational Choice Scholarship or Pilot 
Project Scholarship and either an Autism or Jon Peterson Special Needs 
Scholarship. 

 

Ultimately, there were approximately 121 education related bills introduced in the 135th 
General Assembly, including the biennial state operating budget.  Of those, approximately 18 
were passed (or rolled into other bills), signed by the Governor, and enacted into law for a 
15% passage rate. 
 

The Science of Reading and Its Impact - Ohio has emphasized the Science of Reading, an 
evidence-based approach focusing on phonics, phonemic awareness, and systematic 
instruction. This shift aims to improve reading proficiency, which is crucial for students with 
disabilities who may face additional literacy challenges. The state allocated $169 million to 
implement this approach, including funds for instructional materials and professional 
development, as well as the hiring of nearly 100 literacy coaches through Ohio’s educational 
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service centers. 
 
Special Education Model Policies and Updates to Operating Standards - In recent years, 
Ohio has seen significant developments in special education, particularly with the 
introduction of new model policies and procedures by the Ohio Department of Education 
and Workforce (DEW) in the fall of 2024, alongside updates to the state's operating 
standards that expand the roles of various educational entities. 
 

1. Special Education Model Policies and Procedures: The Ohio Department of 
Education and Workforce (DEW) released model policies for educational agencies to 
adopt or adapt in the fall of 2024. These policies cover procedures for identifying 
disabilities and ensuring compliance with state and federal regulations. Agencies 
must notify DEW of their policies by specific deadlines in 2025. 
 

2. Updates to Special Education Operating Standards: 2024 also brought changes 
to state operating standards.  Changes to procedural safeguards rules expanded 
duties for entities like educational service centers (ESCs) and joint vocational 
schools (JVS). These changes, set to go into effect in 2025, include responsibilities 
for procedural safeguards, consent for evaluations, and participation in due process 
complaints. Despite these changes, districts of residence remain responsible for 
ensuring students receive a Free Appropriate Public Education (FAPE). 54 

 
Other Special Education Initiatives - Other key developments lead by the Office for 
Exceptional Children at DEW are highlighted below. 
 

1. Office for Exceptional Children Guiding Coalition: The Office for Exceptional 
Children is a division housed within DEW. The Guiding Coalition, comprised of state 
personnel and practitioners, continued its work in 2024, with a specific focus on the 
most important strategies for OEC to consider moving forward, and how the roles of 
local, regional, and state-level personnel can be leveraged to address critical 
priorities that improve outcomes for students with disabilities.  These efforts 
include the State Personnel Development Grant. 
 

2. State Personnel Development Grant (SPDG Grant): The SPDG grant supports 
professional development and capacity building in special education.  DEW plays a 
crucial role in overseeing the implementation of the SPDG. The grant involves 
partnerships with local educational agencies (LEAs) and other state agencies to 
ensure comprehensive support for educators and students.  For students with 
disabilities, the SPDG means improved educational experiences through better-
trained educators.  

 
3. Efforts to Address Educator Shortages: Ohio continues to face challenges in 

recruiting and retaining special education professionals. In 2024, under the 

 
54 https://education.ohio.gov/getattachment/Topics/Special-Education/Federal-and-State-Requirements/Operational-

Standards-and-Guidance/Operating-Standards-Booklet-June-2024.pdf.aspx?lang=en-US  

https://education.ohio.gov/getattachment/Topics/Special-Education/Federal-and-State-Requirements/Operational-Standards-and-Guidance/Operating-Standards-Booklet-June-2024.pdf.aspx?lang=en-US
https://education.ohio.gov/getattachment/Topics/Special-Education/Federal-and-State-Requirements/Operational-Standards-and-Guidance/Operating-Standards-Booklet-June-2024.pdf.aspx?lang=en-US
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leadership of the Office for Exceptional Children at the Department of Education and 
Workforce (DEW), significant efforts were made to address the educator shortage in 
special education. A key initiative involved supporting related service educators and 
intervention specialists through partnerships with education associations. The 
strategy focused on improving retention by establishing communities of practice 
and mentoring opportunities. This approach was based on research indicating that 
special education educators often leave due to lack of support and isolation within 
districts. Collaborations with associations like the Council for Exceptional Children 
(CEC), the Speech-Language Pathology (SLP) Association, and others facilitated 
mentoring for new educators and built networked communities for sharing best 
practices. Notably, the CEC initiative, now in its third year, has achieved a retention 
rate of about 78% among over 180 teachers. Looking ahead to 2025, these 
initiatives are expected to continue and expand, with a major meeting planned in 
Columbus to bring together various groups to share insights and strategies for 
mentoring and community building, further enhancing retention and growth among 
special education professionals. 

 
2024 marked significant developments in Ohio's special education landscape, from 
legislative actions to educational reforms like the Science of Reading. However, challenges 
persist, including insufficient state funding and educator shortages, which will require 
continued attention from policymakers and educators alike.   
 
Special Education Funding Scene in 2024 
 
A new cost study, titled Ohio Special Education Cost Analysis, was released in Fall 2024 and 
analyzed the state mandated special education cost study prepared by the American 
Institutes of Research (AIR).  It determined that AIR’s methodology and key findings were 
sound, and that there is, therefore, a documented shortfall in state funding of special 
education.  In fact, the new analysis revealed that while the state share of K-12 public 
school funding amounts to approximately 43% of the total (FY 2024), while the figure for 
special education is only 29% of total special education expenditures (state/local) of $3.04 
billion. 
 
The Ohio Special Education Cost Analysis includes three fundamental financial findings as 
follows: 
 

1. The Adequacy of Ohio Special Education System Design.  Ohio’s six weight 
special education funding model is structurally sound and representative of the 
special education funding model used most frequently in the U.S. 

 
2. The Cost of Fully Funding Ohio’s Current Special Education Funding Model:  A 

Net FY 2024 Funding Gap of $411 Million.  Ohio’s special education funding 
challenge lies not in its system design but in the fact that it is inadequately funded, 
thus forcing local school districts to fill the funding gap in order to provide state and 
federally mandated special education services to students with disabilities who 
represent approximately one out of six Ohio public school students.  Even with these 
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high local costs the system is still challenged by numerous issues, including ongoing 
staff shortages and the costs related to serving low-incidence, high-cost students 
with substantial disabilities, such as students with autism.  The six-year phase-in of 
a new state funding model, the Fair School Funding Plan, has provided relatively 
marginal increases in special education funding, but there is no direct and 
substantive increase in, or reform of, state funding for special education.  The 
funding plan phase-in is proposed to be completed in the FY 2026-2027 biennium. 

 
If the Fair School Funding Plan was fully operationalized, it would produce (in FY 
2024 dollars) $926 million in state special education funding for traditional K-12 
school districts.  This compares to the $775 million districts actually received, of 
which 10% was redirected to pay for separate threshold reimbursement costs 
(formally known as catastrophic aid) related to the extreme costs of serving low-
incidence students with disabilities.  These costs are not reflected in the weighted 
funding formula, which means that no additional funding is provided to cover them. 
 
Furthermore, while school districts spent just over $3 billion (state/local) on special 
education in FY 2024, they only received $2.058 billion in formula aid for these costs.  
This creates a funding gap of nearly $1 billion (FY 2024).  Importantly, this gap is 
reduced by $450 million in net federal IDEA funds and by an estimated $206 million in 
state funding for transportation of K-12 students with disabilities, leaving a net gap of 
$426 million.  But, as noted in the cost study, “with actual state aid after the phase-in 
provisions of the formula were applied only at $775 million, this statewide aggregate 
funding gap for Ohio’s K-12 school districts is actually even larger at $577 million.” 
 
Additionally, according to the Ohio Special Education Cost Analysis, if this funding gap 
was filled with the same percentage split between state and local funds, it would 
require an increase in state special education funding of $260 million.  If this increase 
was combined with the $151 million funding increase produced by a fully phased-in 
Fair School Funding Plan model, the total increase in state aid for K-12 school districts 
in FY 2024 would be $411 million.  This gap relates to funding Ohio’s current special 
education service delivery model and therefore does not cover the higher costs 
associated with providing a best practice model as proposed and analyzed in the AIR 
cost study. 
 
Significantly, this $411 million special education funding gap does not include 
numerous legitimate costs related to: funding an uncapped special education 
preschool program; providing separate funding for the threshold costs associated with 
funding the extremely high cost of serving low-incidence students with significant 
disabilities, and thus stopping the irrational earmarking of special education weighted 
funding to pay this cost. 

 
3. The Additional Personnel-Only Cost of Funding AIR’s Best Practice Special 

Education Funding Model:  $1.1 Billion Beyond Full Funding of Current 
System.   AIR created best practice-based special education service constructs for 
serving K-12 students with disabilities with one or more of 13 disabilities, but they 
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did not cost these models out.  The Ohio Special Education Cost Analysis addressed 
this issue fully and directly.55  The results revealed that the FY 2024 additional 
state/local cost of funding the existing Ohio model with a gradually phased-in Ohio 
Fair School Funding Plan was $1.69 billion.  With a fully phased-in Ohio Fair School 
Funding Plan the cost was an additional $196 million, a total of $1.265 billion.  The 
cost of funding the AIR best practice model would be $2.393 billion, which is $1.128 
billion above the cost of phasing-in a fully funded version of the Ohio Fair School 
Funding Plan.  These numbers include the state funding gap figures referenced 
above. 
 
It is important to note that since the local share of special education is so high, a 
revised funding formula with a higher state share would not require increases in the 
local share, and, in fact, would lower that share. 
But the high cost of a best practice-based special education funding model argues 
for a staged approach to addressing this funding gap and related special education 
service challenges.  Incremental progress, as opposed to inaction, is what is both 
needed and possible.  If inaction is the path forward it will result in mounting, 
arguably unsustainable fiscal pressures on local educational agencies as they 
continue to pay the potentially crushing costs of meeting state and federal special 
education service mandates. 

 
These special education funding issues could be addressed in the FY 2026-2027 state 
operating budget.  Whether they will be is, at best, questionable.  Early indications suggest 
that they will not be, and that both state policymakers and education advocates are most 
focused on implementing the final two-years of the six-year phase-in of the Ohio Fair 
Schools Funding Plan in the midst of a budget that could be challenged by economic trends, 
related reductions in the growth of state spending, and changes in federal policy that could 
include reductions in federal spending and, possibly, the elimination of the U.S. Department 
of Education. 
 
Lastly, for those who want to review the Ohio Special Education Cost Analysis in its entirety, 
it can be found on the website of the Ohio Education Policy Institute at oepiohio.org56.  
 
 
Looking Toward 2025:  What Are the Top Issues? 
  
Ohio’s special education system faces a critical juncture in 2025, shaped by evolving federal 
and state funding dynamics, administrative restructuring, and regulatory updates. Below 
are several pivotal issues impacting equitable access and service delivery for students with 
disabilities: 

 
55 https://education.ohio.gov/getattachment/Topics/Special-Education/Sections/Accountability-and-Funding/Special-

Education-Cost-Study.pdf.aspx?lang=en-US  
56 

http://www.oepiohio.org/wp-content/uploads/2025/01/Ohio-Special-Education-Cost-Analysis.pdf 

 

https://education.ohio.gov/getattachment/Topics/Special-Education/Sections/Accountability-and-Funding/Special-Education-Cost-Study.pdf.aspx?lang=en-US
https://education.ohio.gov/getattachment/Topics/Special-Education/Sections/Accountability-and-Funding/Special-Education-Cost-Study.pdf.aspx?lang=en-US
http://www.oepiohio.org/wp-content/uploads/2025/01/Ohio-Special-Education-Cost-Analysis.pdf
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1. Federal IDEA Funding Instability 
The proposed elimination of the U.S. Department of Education and potential changes 
to the federal funding distribution model, including a potential block-grant 
redistribution, raise questions about the allocation of $1.3 billion in annual federal 
funding for Ohio schools including IDEA Part B allocations, which support services for 
students aged 3–21, and potential disruptions to staffing, evaluations, and 
interventions. 
 

2. State Budget and Fair School Funding Plan 
Whether or not the final years (years 5 and 6) of Ohio’s inputs-based Fair School 
Funding Plan will be fully funded is an open question as the DeWine administration 
and the legislature prepare to begin work on a new state operating budget for FY 
2026-2027.  Importantly, it is also an open question as to whether or not special 
education funding reforms will be part of the process.  Early indications reveal no 
movement on the latter front.   

 
3. DEW/DCY Reorganization  

The Ohio Department of Education and Workforce (DEW), amidst ongoing 
organizational review and restructuring as it transitions from an independent state 
agency to an executive branch agency, will begin to implement revised special 
education policies, including extended deadlines for local agencies to submit board-
approved procedures.  Meanwhile, coordination with the relatively new Department 
of Children and Youth (DCY) on birth-to-five policy, funding, and related wraparound 
services is ongoing and should be monitored, particularly as it relates to any early 
intervention and preschool special education changes. 
 

4. Revised Operating Standards Compliance 
Changes to procedural safeguards (OAC 3301-51-05), effective January 2025, expand 
responsibilities for parental consent, mediation, and evaluations from districts to 
include educational service centers (ESCs) and joint vocational schools (JVS). This 
transition should be monitored to gauge impact on compliance and service delivery. 
 

5. Threshold Cost Reimbursement Pressures 
Districts reliant on supplemental reimbursements for high-cost special education 
students face uncertainty as state budget constraints reduce available funds. Current 
thresholds fail to account for inflation-driven staffing and equipment expenses. This is 
an issue that should be monitored and one that could be addressed inside of an 
otherwise difficult state budget. 
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