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There is a national trend of increasing enrollment of students with special needs in our public 
and private schools. Over the past 20 years, special education student enrollment has increased 56.98% 
(figures obtained from the various Annual Reports to Congress on IDEA, 1982-2001). Researchers 
have presented several possible reasons for this increase, including overall population growth in the 
U.S., more inclusive national and state legislation and regulations, varying special education funding 
formulas, and better medical practices that allow children with significant health and medical risks to 
live longer (Berman & Urion, 2003; Greene, 2002; Greene & Forster, 2002). These increased special 
education enrollments have had impacts on state budgets and upon school practices (Florida Depart-
ment of Education, 2003).  

This is the first in a series of technical reports that examine the North Dakota trends in special 
education student enrollment. The reports will track the student enrollment records in relationship to 
national trends, state and national policy changes, state demographic trends, and birth rate and birth 
defects records. This report specifically addresses the special education enrollment trends over a 20 
year period and compares them to national student enrollment trends. The metrics of overall enroll-
ment data, special education enrollment, percent of overall school enrollment, and percent loss or gain 
in population on an annual basis are used in this study. 
 
Data Sources for this Report 
 Each year the U.S. Department of Education, Office of Special Education Programs in Wash-
ington, D.C. prepares a report entitled, Annual Report to Congress on the Implementation of the Indi-
viduals with Disabilities Education Act.  The latest edition, the 24th, was published in 2002 and covers 
the 2000-2001 school year (available at http://www.ed.gov/ about/reports/annual/osep/2002/
index.html). These reports document the number of children served under the Individuals with Dis-
abilities Education Act (IDEA) at both the state and national levels. The reports from 1982 through 
2002 served as the basis for our national data set. 
 Each year, the ND Department of Public Instruction, Office of Special Education also compiles 
similar data sets for ND school districts and special education units. Reports from 1982 through 2002 
were used as the basis of our analysis. These state reports reflect the annual December child count fig-
ures , which is a “point in time” snapshot of the number of children enrolled in special education. 
 

-0.12% and -3.11% from the previous years. These data suggest that ND’s enrollment trends were 
slower, and overall lower, than the national rates. Finally, ND’s ratio of special education students to 
overall school population has ranged from 7.27% in 1982 to 12.06% in 2001. 
 
Conclusion 
 The North Dakota data show that for the past 20 years, the numbers of children enrolled in spe-
cial education services have been steadily increasing. However, the data show that this rate of increase 
overall has been substantially less (almost half) than the national rate. While the U.S. has seen in-
creases in all 20 years, ND has had some years showing actual declines in special education enroll-
ment. Comparing the most current national figures (from school year 2000-2001) to ND’s figures, the 
percent of school population enrolled in special education is nearly identical, with the national figure 
at 12.3% and the ND figure at 12.06%. 
 One should interpret these data with some caution, however. While the national school popula-
tion has been increasing over the past 20 years, ND’s school population has declined. A future report 
will examine the special education and overall school enrollment trends across the special education 
units in North Dakota. 
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2001, is reported to be 12.3% for the ages of 6 through 21 in the U.S. schools (Greene & Forster, 
2002). This is an increase from 10.6% in 1991-1992 and 10.47% in 1981-1982. 

North Dakota Trends 
 The ND data show that from 1982 through 2002, there was an increase of 34.44% in the num-
ber of children ages 3 through 21 served in special education programs. Over the past 20 years, North 
Dakota special education student enrollment trends (see figure 3) are very similar to those observed in 
in national enrollment data. 
 

 
  Figure 3. ND special ed. student population. 

 
ND’s percent gain or loss picture, though, is slightly different (see Figure 4). While the na-

tional figures show only positive percentage annual gains in special education student enrollment, the 
ND numbers show that on at least five years, ND had annual losses of students, ranging between  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 

 Figure 4. Annual percentage loss or gain of special education students in ND. 
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National Trends 
 The national data show that from 1982 through 2001, there was an increase of 56.98% in the 
number of children ages 3 through 21 served in U.S. special education programs. This increase of 
2,309,262 students occurred at a rather steady pace as shown in Figure 1. 

 
  Figure 1. U.S. special education student population. 
 
We next calculated the annual percentage of loss or gain in the special education student popu-

lation for the period from 1982 – 2001 (see figure 2). A decrease in enrollment is represented as a 
negative percent and an increase is represented as a positive percent on the graph. Several interesting 
features are present in the data. First, there were no annual losses in special education students in any 
of the years. Second, there was a steady increase in student population from the mid 1980s to the ear-
ly1990s. Third, over the past 10 years, there has been a steady decline in the annual percentage gains. 
In other words, the annual increases are becoming smaller each year. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

  
  

 Figure 2. Annual percentage loss or gain of special education students in U.S. 
 
 The final metric for determining the trends and perspective of the national data is the percent of 
the overall school population that is in special education. This number, for the school year 2000 –  

U.S. special education population 1982 - 2001
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