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Special act school districts and 853 schools are a vital part of our state’s educational system. The state 
and local school districts depend on the services they provide.  The students they educate and 
rehabilitate depend on them even more. In many instances these schools represent a critical 
opportunity for students who have emotional and educational challenges, some of whom have been 
victims of abuse or neglect and cannot be served elsewhere.  For others, these programs provide a last 
opportunity, a vehicle to rehabilitate out of the juvenile justice system before age places them on a 
more difficult path. These schools and the students they serve need additional help through this year’s 
state budget.    

Special act school districts and 853 schools do not receive traditional school aid; they are funded 
through a tuition rate recommended by the State Education Department and approved by the Division 
of the Budget. The recommended rate is based on costs and service days from two years prior and is not 
reflective of either the current population of the school, or the costs associated with the services 
needed by those students. Even if the rate setting process drives an increase, the tuition rate must still 
be approved by the Division of the Budget, who can then reduce the recommended rate increase or 
hold it at zero. This process is administrative and takes place after the completion of the budget, leaving 
these schools and districts approaching the start of the fiscal year without knowing what, if any, rate 
increase they will receive.  

This year, several proposals to help this population were included in the Legislative budget proposals. 
The Assembly included a proposal that would allow special act school districts and 853 schools to 
receive a minimum tuition rate increase for the 2018-19 school year of 4%.  

In addition, the Assembly proposes allowing special act school districts and 853s to establish limited 
financial stabilization funds. Currently, these schools and districts are permitted to carry a zero balance 
from year to year. As a result, they must start each year borrowing money and incurring interest charges 
to meet basic expenses, such as payroll.     

The Senate legislative proposal includes language that would protect certain special act school districts 
from rate reductions, by holding special act school districts harmless during rate setting and finalization 
for the 2016-17 and 2017-18 school years. This provision would only apply to potential rate decreases, 
resulting from significant reductions in enrollment if such took place between 2014-15 and 2017-18 and 
were the result of program closures or limits on new placements.  Because special act school districts 
and 853 schools do not have geographic boundaries, but are instead dependent on a combination of 
committee on special education, state agency and court placements, the elimination of a partner agency 
program can abruptly change student enrollment, and therefore the tuition rate. This proposal would 
address recent program changes in partner agencies, allowing the academic program to stabilize funding 
and ensure that services to the remaining students in continuing programs continue to be available.  

The above referenced groups urge you to include these proposals in the 2018-19 final enacted budget.  


