Special education enrollment soars
Special education enrollments and costs
have been steadily increasing for decades,
beginning in 1975, when landmark federal
special education legislation revolutionized
the education system.
It’s becoming unsustainable.
The law, which has been updated several
times and is now known as IDEA (Individuals
with Disabilities Education Act), requires
school districts to ensure a quality education for all students
with disabilities.
When signing the bill, President Gerald Ford expressed serious reservations about the law
that have proved amazingly prescient:
“Everyone can agree with
the objective stated in
the title of this bill —
educating all handicapped children in our
nation.
“The key question is whether the bill
will really accomplish that objective.
“Even the strongest supporters of this
measure know as well as I that they are
falsely raising the expectations of the
groups affected by claiming authorization
levels which are excessive and unrealistic.”
As the chart at right illustrates, the number of Pottstown students enrolled in special
education has skyrocketed in the last 40
years, from 3 percent to nearly 20 percent.
(This is similar to other school districts
throughout Pennsylvania).
How can this be? Has there been a huge
increase in the number of disabled young
people?
That’s unlikely. What has changed is how
aggressive school districts have become in
identifying students as needing special help.
There are 13 categories of disability under
the law, ranging from mild to severe. Over the
years, more and more parents and specialists
have been pushing to have ever- greater
numbers of students identified as “special
needs.” Elaborate regulations have been established and rigorously enforced.
All this is extremely expensive. The cost of
special education is nearly three times higher, per pupil, than that of regular education.
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Tom Hylton is a member of the Pottstown
School Board. However, the views expressed are his alone and not the board’s.
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