
Asking Questions 
About Special 
Education



What is Special Education?

● Special education is designed to meet the unique needs of a student with a disability

● This is done through an Individualized Education Plan (IEP)

● The IEP can be for one student or multiple students

○ The IEP will also state if a student needs counseling, physical therapy, speech 

therapy, or transportation to and from school!



How does a student receive Special 
Education?
● Students qualify for special education services through the “Individuals with Disabilities Education Act” 

(IDEA)

● Must have one of 13 qualifying disabilities:

○ Autism Spectrum Disorder

○ Deaf-Blindness

○ Deafness

○ Emotional Disturbance

○ Hearing Impairment

○ Intellectual Disability

○ Multiple Disabilities

○ Orthopedic Impairment
○ Specific Learning Disability
○ Speech or Language Impairment
○ Traumatic Brain Injury
○ Visual Impairment, including Blindness
○ Other Health Impairment



Sample Research 
Questions:

● Did the COVID-19 pandemic affect the number of 
students receiving special education services in 

any school settings?

● Are there parts of the country with greater 
prevalence of students needing special education 

services?



Child Count in Various Educational
Environments
Department of Education Data - Child Count and Educational Environment

1. Click the link

2. Click on the year’s data you 
want to see

3. Download the dataset!

This set will show you the number of 
children receiving special ed services 
broken down by state, grade level, 
and educational setting.

https://data.ed.gov/dataset/idea-section-618-state-part-b-child-count-and-educational-environments/resources?resource=91dfcdc0-7e9b-4945-8319-684f9ffd2a24


How to Use the Dataset

State

Year

Category (grade, age, 
race)Educational Setting



How to Use This Data to Answer Research 
Questions

● Did the COVID-19 pandemic affect the number of students receiving 

special education services in any school settings?
1. Under “year,” scroll back to find dataset from 2019

2. Find data for which state and school settings you wish to study

3. Compare to datasets from 2020 and 2021 for the same state and school setting

4. Evaluate the data and look at the trends – were more or less students receiving

services?



How to Use This Data to Answer a Research 
Question

● Are there parts of the country with greater prevalence of students 

needing special education services?
1. Choose a few regions of the country you want to study (i.e. the northeast, the 

south, Midwest, west coast, etc.) and a year of data you wish to look at

2. Look at the prevalence of special education across different regions and compare

3. To dive even deeper… are there certain educational environments in certain 

regions where more students receive special education?



Sample Research 
Questions:

● Does any grade level receive more 
accommodations in a subject than others? What 

factors could affect this?

● Are there any states where a grade level receives 
more accommodations than another?



Children Receiving Special Education 
Accommodations Broken Down By Subject 
and Grade Level

Child Count By Subject and Type of Assessment

1. Click the link

2. Click on the school year you 
want to see data from

3. Download the dataset!

This set will show you what subjects 
children are receiving services in 
and if they are receiving 
accommodations or are exempt 
from assessment.

https://data.ed.gov/dataset/idea-section-618-state-level-data-files-part-b-assessment/resources


How to Use the Dataset

School Year

State

Subject and Type of Accommodations



How to Use This Data to Answer a Research 
Question

● Does any grade level receive more accommodations in a subject 

than others? What factors could affect this?
1. Choose a school year’s data to study and choose 2 (or more) grade levels to 

compare between.

2. Choose a subject (listed across the top of the dataset) that you want to look at.

3. Compare the number of students in each grade level who received

accommodations in the subject (can dive deeper and look at what 

accommodations they received)



How to Use This Data to Answer a Research 
Question

● Are there any states where a grade level receives more accommodations 

than another? (ex. Do third graders in PA or OH receive more 

accommodations? In which subject do they have more accommodations?)

1. Choose a grade level that you are interested in studying and choose the states you 

want to compare between. 

2. Look at how many students in each grade level receive accommodations and 

compare

3. To dive deeper… look at each subject and see if there are any differences between 

them!



Population Data: Children

The example research questions provided and the ones you may come

up with might require you to look at population data to determine 

prevalence or percentages! You can use these tools to help your 

research:

Children’s Bureau: Child Population Data: 

https://cwoutcomes.acf.hhs.gov/cwodatasite/population/index

Public School Enrollment Reports (by grade level):

https://www.education.pa.gov/DataAndReporting/Enrollment/Pages/P

ublicSchEnrReports.aspx

https://cwoutcomes.acf.hhs.gov/cwodatasite/population/index
https://www.education.pa.gov/DataAndReporting/Enrollment/Pages/PublicSchEnrReports.aspx
https://www.education.pa.gov/DataAndReporting/Enrollment/Pages/PublicSchEnrReports.aspx
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