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Budgeting for Special Education
Let’s focus on three consecutive 

school years: last school year (July 2012 
to June 2013), this school year (July 2013 
to June 2014), and next school year (July 
2014 to June 2015). Right now, in the 
fall of this school year, with the school 
year just getting underway, the School 
District is starting to prepare the budget 
for next school year. That budget will 
be presented to the Andover Budget 
Committee in December; voted on by 
Andover School District Meeting next 
March; and come into effect next July.

At this point, stop and ask yourself, 
“What’s available to the School District 
right now to prepare the budget for the 
next school year?” Your answer should 
be the following:

The School District knows: 
• what was budgeted for last school 

year and what was actually spent
• what was budgeted for this school 

year, but not what was actually spent 
(because the year has barely started)

So in terms of basing next school 
year’s budget on Andover’s actual de-
mand for goods and services and the 
money actually spent on those goods 
and services, the School District is rely-
ing on data (from last school year’s bud-
get) that will be as much as two years 
out-of-date by the time the budget (for 
next school year) that they base on that 
data takes effect (next July).

This lack of good, up-to-the-minute 

data is cited by many as one reason to 
leave some leeway in the budget: The 
four-month budgeting process (Septem-
ber through December of this year) has 
to start, by law, about nine months before 
the budget will take effect (in July of next 
year), at a point well before this year’s 
budget (for July of this year through June 
of next year) has had a chance to prove 
its merits and reveal its fl aws.

Another often-cited reason to leave 
slack in the special education budget is 
that special education in particular is 
subject to outside forces that are impossi-
ble to predict. A student needing special 
education could move into (or out of) the 
Andover School District tomorrow, with 
absolutely no warning, making a mock-
ery of the School District’s attempts 
to understand and predict (a year ago, 
based on two-year-old data) the current 
year’s special education budget.

As noted in the earlier article, in 
Andover the odds are pretty good that 
the hypothetical special education stu-
dent who moves into or out of town un-
expectedly won’t have a huge impact on 
the budget: in a typical year, over half our 
special education students receive their 
help at AE/MS and at a manageable cost.

But what keeps the budgeteers awake 
at night (and should haunt the dreams of 
every taxpayer, too) is the improbable-
but-not-impossible chance of a new spe-
cial education student with very, very 
expensive needs moving to town. In that 
scenario, however, there’s no reasonable 
amount of budget leeway that would 
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handle the situation. Which leaves us 
with the question, “If the improbable-
but-not-impossible scenario does come 
to pass, what then?”
When Leeway Isn’t Enough

You may have heard that the state 
provides “catastrophic aid” to school 
districts for funding special education 
in some circumstances. Roughly, the 
state will provide a certain level of fi -
nancial help to the school district when 
the special education costs for a given 
student in a given year exceed 3.5 times 
the state average (the math works out to 
a threshold of about $46,000 currently); 
the state will help with a higher level of 
fi nancial aid when the special education 
costs for a given student in a given year 
exceed 10 times the state average (about 
$132,000).

The two levels of catastrophic aid 
are 80% and 100%. The state looks at 
80% of the special education amount 
the school district spent on a given stu-
dent above about $46,000 and 100% of 
the amount over about $132,000. That’s 
the school district’s “entitlement” un-
der RSA 186-C:18. The Department of 
Education then prorates that entitlement 
– currently, at about 72% – and that’s 
what the school district actually gets for 
catastrophic aid.

An example shows how little help 
state catastrophic aid really offers. Sev-
eral years ago, the state determined that 
the Andover School District had spent 
more than 3.5 times the state average on 
one student, making us eligible for state 

help with that unexpected expense.  
For the $82,750 we spent on that one 

student, our catastrophic aid “entitle-
ment” was $30,847 (80% of the excess 
over 3.5 times the state average), and the 
actual aid we would receive (a year af-
ter we’d spent the money), at 69.0160% 
(the proration fi gure at the time) of our 
entitlement, was $21,289, or about 26% 
of what was probably an unexpected 
$80,000 hit to the School District budget. 

If you visit the state Department of 
Education Web site at TinyURL.com/NH-
Catastrophic-Aid, you can study the past 
six years of state records for catastroph-
ic aid to school districts. The totals on 
the report from the state’s last fi scal 
year suggest that the example above 
is representative: the total aid the state 
paid in FY 2013 was only about 27% of 
the total amount school districts spent 
on special education cases that exceed-
ed 3.5 times the state average.

In three of the six years’ reports on 
the Web site, Andover qualifi ed for no 
catastrophic aid. That’s a good thing, 
for our students and for our taxpayers.
Too Little, Too Late

The problem with relying on state 
catastrophic aid as a protection against 
unexpected special education expenses 
is not just that the amount the state pro-
vides is inadequate. Even if the pay-
ment were 100% and/or kicked in at 
lower levels of “catastrophe,” the tim-
ing of the aid would still cause serious 
problems for a school district, because 
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