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Overview 
 The Individuals with Disabilities Education Act (IDEA) ensures that students with disabilities 
receive a free and appropriate education (FAPE) to meet their individual needs. Under IDEA, Individualized 
Education Programs (IEPs) are created based on the specific needs of each student. IEPs are unique to each 
student, and must be developed, reviewed, and revised by special education teachers (SETs) as well as 
special education service providers on a regular basis. As such, SETs are responsible for effectively 
implementing and abiding by the IDEA in its entirety. In practice, however, this responsibility consists of 
case management, academic and nonacademic instructional support for multiple content areas and 
disabilities, adapting or creating curricula for students with disabilities, and collaborating across grade 
levels with teachers and other service providers. This non-exhaustive list of responsibilities is attached to 
each student with an IEP on a SET’s caseload. 

In the 1990-1991 school year, approximately 4.7 million students received special education 
services under IDEA. This number has increased relatively consistently over the years due to several 
factors: more efficient and earlier identification of students with disabilities, studies on effectively serving 
students with disabilities, and enhancements to the IDEA. Accordingly, as of the 2022-2023 school year, 
roughly 7.5 million students receive special education services. However, from 1998 to 2018, 80% of states 
reported a shortage of SETs. For the 2024-2025 school year, 36 states (including Delaware) and 
Washington, D.C. reported statewide shortages of SETs.  

The SET shortage is a multifaceted issue with a variety of intertwined contributing factors, but a 
focus on improving the retention rates of existing SETs can play a crucial role in lessening the supply vs. 
demand imbalance. As mentioned above, SETs often carry the responsibility of IEP management in addition 
to instructor duties, and, as such, high caseloads directly translate to disproportionately high workloads 
with nearly identical compensation to general education teachers. Accordingly, many SETs face both high 
caseloads and a lack of support that contribute to dissatisfaction in their current position or the special 
education field overall. SET caseload laws, regulations, and policies vary significantly by state. However, 
25 states either explicitly prescribe maximum caseload limits, provide broad criteria for determining 
caseloads, or require state boards of education or local school districts to determine appropriate caseloads. 
Some states have specifically explored using a workload analysis formula to determine reasonable 
caseloads for SETs in combination with the approaches mentioned above. Delaware is 1 of 25 states that 
does not have any laws, regulations, or overall guidance on caseload determinations for SETs statewide.

https://sites.ed.gov/idea/about-idea/
https://sites.ed.gov/idea/topic-areas/#IEP
https://sites.ed.gov/idea/regs/b/d
https://nces.ed.gov/programs/digest/d23/tables/dt23_204.70.asp
https://bellwether.org/wp-content/uploads/2019/01/Nuance-In-The-Noise_Bellwether.pdf
https://app.powerbi.com/view?r=eyJrIjoiZjAzODQ0YmEtNGNlNy00MDVhLWIwM2EtYTE2ZGM2MGY2N2M1IiwidCI6IjM4MmZiOGIwLTRkYzMtNDEwNy04MGJkLTM1OTViMjQzMmZhZSIsImMiOjZ9
https://www.educationnext.org/where-are-all-the-special-educators-teacher-shortage/
https://teachplus.org/wp-content/uploads/2023/01/Teach-Plus-IL_Million-Paper-Cuts.pdf
https://teachplus.org/wp-content/uploads/2023/01/Teach-Plus-IL_Million-Paper-Cuts.pdf
https://img1.wsimg.com/blobby/go/c259f528-e8cd-457e-b60f-cbf9e8917e4f/downloads/1chjbkvpo_658651.pdf?ver=1600444204170
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Advantages of Statewide SET Caseload 
Limits and Workload Determination 

Guidance 
• Uniform SET Expectations 

Statewide caseload maximums and 
workload determination guidelines 
provide consistency and fixed standards 
for each school district to follow. In turn, 
all SET’s responsibilities are transparent 
with a breakdown of how their time will 
be spent, regardless of what part of the 
state they work in.  

• SET Retention 
SET burnout is often attributed to the 
high workloads associated with each 
student on a caseload. Although there is 
not a “one size fits all” solution to retain 
special educators, caseload limits that 
take into consideration a SET’s workload 
can be a beneficial tool. 

• Effective IEP Implementation 
In theory, caseload limits based on a 
workload analysis accurately account for 
a SET’s responsibilities in relation to each 
student. Therefore, deriving caseload 
limits from a SET’s workload ensures that 
each child’s needs are met dynamically 
without placing further strains on SETs.  

Challenges of Statewide SET Caseload 
Limits and Workload Determination 

Guidance 
• Balancing SET Capabilities and Student 

Needs Effectively 
Many states determine statewide 
caseload limits based on the type of 
disability, services provided, or grade 
level. While these factors are important to 
consider, fair caseload limits also reflect 
administrative responsibilities of SETs 
(i.e. instructional planning time, data 
collection and reporting, IEP planning 

and case management), while still ensuring that 
every student with an IEP is assigned to the 
appropriate teacher.  

• Funding 
By creating statewide caseload limits 
based on feasible workloads, schools 
must reevaluate and verify that each SET 
has an appropriate caseload. Accordingly, 
schools may have to hire additional staff 
to meet caseload requirements.  

State Overview: SET Caseload Limits 
and Workload Determination 

Guidance 
• Connecticut 

In 2024, Section 14 of P.A. 24-93 
established a task force to study special 
education services and funding in 
Connecticut to address severe staff 
shortages, lack of resources and equity, 
and achievement gaps. The Task Force 
released its final report in January 2025, 
recommending that Connecticut’s 
Department of Education research the 
feasibility of setting statewide caseload 
standards for SETs.  

• Missouri 
In 2023, the Missouri Department of 
Elementary and Secondary Education 
introduced Regulation IX that outlines a 
variety of workload factors to consider 
when determining SET caseloads. 

• Wisconsin 
The Wisconsin Department of Public 
Instruction website includes guidance for 
school districts to reference when 
determining appropriate SET caseloads. 
 
 
 
 

https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/pdf/10.1177/2158244020918297
https://www.cga.ct.gov/2024/act/Pa/pdf/2024PA-00093-R00SB-00154-PA.PDF
https://cga.ct.gov/sed/
https://dese.mo.gov/media/pdf/regulation-ix-caseloads-2023
https://dpi.wi.gov/sped/educators/workload-considerations
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Considerations for Delaware 
Legislators 

• Directing the Department of Education 
to Research and Publish Statewide 
Caseload Determination Standards  
Although Delaware Code outlines unit 
counts and ratios for state appropriations 
in Title 14, it does not address the 
workload of SETs. Accordingly, school 
districts in Delaware do not have a 
uniform formula for determining 
caseloads for SETs. Without uniform and 
centralized guidance, caseloads and 
expectations of SETs can vary 
significantly across Delaware school 
districts.  

• Creating a Task Force to Study Special 
Educator Caseloads 
Similar to Connecticut and Minnesota’s 
approach, a task force can encourage the 
collaboration of stakeholders within the 
special education sphere to address the 
needs of SET and special education 
students in Delaware. Specifically, a task 
force could gather information on SET 
caseloads across school districts and how 
it relates to SET working conditions or 
retention overall. Additionally, the task 
force could study the feasibility of 
caseload maximums and a uniform 
workload determination for caseloads 
across Delaware schools, providing next 
step recommendations for legislators. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

Additional Resources 
• Delaware Example IEP Forms 

Annotated preschool age IEP forms, K-7 
IEP forms, and Transition IEP forms 
(starting in 8th grade) for Delaware.  

• Special Education Teacher Caseload 
Policies by State 
This table from the National Conference 
of State Legislatures identifies states that 
have regulations or policies on SET 
caseloads, and provides an in-depth 
overview of these policies. 

• Caseload vs. Workload Analysis 
Various publications on caseload analyses 
versus workload analyses. 

 

https://delcode.delaware.gov/title14/c017/index.html#1703
https://education.mn.gov/MDE/about/adv/inactive/spedcl/
https://education.delaware.gov/legacy/wp-content/uploads/sites/4/2024/05/updatedpreschiep71410.pdf
https://education.delaware.gov/legacy/wp-content/uploads/sites/4/2024/05/annotated_k-7_iep.pdf
https://education.delaware.gov/legacy/wp-content/uploads/sites/4/2024/05/annotated_k-7_iep.pdf
https://education.delaware.gov/legacy/wp-content/uploads/sites/4/2024/05/annotated_transition_iep_8-2014.pdf
https://www.tasb.org/resources/staffing-models-caseload-analysis-versus-workload-analysis
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