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Preschoolers Receiving Special
Education: California and National
Data (School Years 2011-12 to
2019-20)

This brief summmarizes key findings
on where children ages 3 through 5
years with disabilities in California
received their received special
education services. The data are
from the California Longitudinal
Pupil Achievement Data System
(CALPADS) from school years 2011-12
to 2019-20.

Finding 1: Six percent of preschoolers received special education services
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SRI Education is collaborating with the California Department of Education and the California
Department of Social Services to conduct research to better understand and improve the inclusion of
preschoolers (i.e., children ages 3 through 5) with disabilities (i.e., with an Individualized Education
Program [IEP]) in subsidized early learning and care. When young children with disabilities participate
in settings with their peers without disabilities, all children benefit. Through analyses of administrative
data, interviews with leaders across the state, and case studies, the team will identify strategies for
increasing facilitators and decreasing barriers to inclusion of preschoolers with disabilities in
subsidized early learning and care settings.
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Finding 2: California lags behind other states

California’s percentages of preschoolers who received their special
education services in a regular early childhood program have fluctuated,
declining in the past few years to well below the national average.
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Reporting requirement
changed. *

All states are required to report data to the
Office of Special Education Programs on
the percentage of 3- to 5-year-olds with
Individualized Education Programs (IEPs)
who participated in a regular early
childhood program and received a
majority of their special education and
related services in that location.

*The reporting requirement was changed
in 2019-20. States were given the option to
no longer include 5-year-olds in the state
count and California and several other
states exercised that option. This means
that both the national and California state
data are not comparable to the previous
years' data.
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Finding 3: Substantial variation across counties

Counties vary in the proportion of preschoolers with disabilities who
received their special education services in a regular early childhood
program (2018-19).

This map shows the substantial
variation (range = 4% - 83%) across
California counties in the percentage
of preschoolers with an IEP who
attend regular early childhood
programs and receive the majority of
their special services in that location.
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Finding 4: More 5-year-olds than 3s and 4s

In school year 2018-19, 5-year-olds were more likely to receive their special
education services in a regular early childhood program compared to 3- and
4-year-olds.
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Finding 5: Much variation by disability

The percentage of preschoolers who received their special education
services in a regular early childhood program varied greatly by disability
type, with as few as 18% of children with deaf-blindness receiving services in
regular early childhood programs compared to 48% of children with
emotional disturbance (2018-19).

Emotional Disturbance (104) 48%
Speech or Lang. Impairment (51,868) 42%
Visual Impairment (273) 41%
Specific Learning Disability (601) 40%
Other Health Impairments (4,004) 36%
Hearing Impairment (1,648) 31%
Orthopedic Impairments (1,222) 29%
Autism (22,498) 27%
Traumatic Brain Injury (71) 24%
Intellectual Disabilities (3,183) 21%
Multiple Disabilities (842) 20%

Deaf-Blindness (17) 18%

The number in parentheses is the total number of children 3 through 5 years with this disability.

This project is made possible by Grant No. 90YE0218 from the Office of Planning, Research and Evaluation (OPRE) in the Administration for
Children and Families (ACF), U.S. Department of Health and Human Services. The opinions expressed are those of the authors and do not
represent views of these institutes.

Suggested citation: Nguyen, J., Ortiz, N., Morino, C., Gillis, M., & Hebbeler, K. (October 2021). Data Snapshot 2 | Preschoolers Receiving
Special Education: California and National Data (School Years 2011-12 to 2019-20). SRI International.
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