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Optimizing Staffing in Special Education: 
Caseload vs. Workload Analysis
By Angeline Williams-Jackson  Introduction

Special education services are critical to ensuring that students with disabilities receive  
the necessary support to succeed academically, behaviorally, and socially. However, the 
efficiency and effectiveness of these services depend significantly on how special education 
personnel are assigned and managed, leaders in the field are navigating these  challenges as  
it relates to staffingi. 

Special education personnel 
serve a critical role in our nation’s 
public schools, yet 45 percent  
of schools reported vacancies in 
special education roles, and  
78 percent reported difficulty in 
hiring special education staff.

45% 78%

Whittaker, M. (2023, May 8). High standards & innovative solutions: How some states are addressing the special educator 
shortage crisis. Office of Special Education and Rehabilitative Services Blog. U.S. Department of Education. https://sites.ed.gov/
osers/2023/05/high-standards-innovative-solutions-how-some-states-are-addressing-the-special-educator-shortage-crisis/

Traditionally, staffing decisions have been based on the caseload model, where calculation is 
based on the number of students per provider. Caseload refers to the number of students a 
special educator is responsible for without  consideration for the intensity of services or the 
amount of time needed to provide themii. Caseload responsibilities vary from district to district 
and often include case management, individualized education program (IEP) development 
and/or implementation monitoring, specially designed instruction service delivery, and 
progress monitoring. In contrast, a workload analysis offers a more comprehensive view of 
staff capacity by considering the full range of activities and tasks, such as planning, 
assessments, meetings, and collaboration. These responsibilities can heavily impact a special 
educator’s capacity to provide the needed supports and services that a student requires to 
make progress towards their IEP goals.

This paper advocates for the adoption of a balanced approach—a 
caseload and workload analysis—in special education staffing decisions.

One single approach may not fully address all the staffing needs; however, a balanced 
approach will get districts closer to addressing staffing concerns. Effective staffing decisions 
should consider both caseload, student numbers, and workload, and the full spectrum of 
responsibilities. Balancing these approaches will allow staff the capacity to meet student 
needs without being overwhelmed by indirect service tasksiii. 

https://sites.ed.gov/osers/2023/05/high-standards-innovative-solutions-how-some-states-are-addressing-the-special-educator-shortage-crisis/
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Caseload, Workload, and Balanced Approach: Comparisons and  
Key Pointsiv

CASELOAD ANALYSIS

Student-to-Educator 
Ratio

Focuses on the number of students assigned to each special 
education teacher or service provider.

Quantitative 
Measure 

Provides a straightforward count of students per educator, 
making it easy to track and manage.

Policy  
Compliance

Ensures adherence to legal and policy requirements for maximum 
student caseloads.

Simplified 
Implementation

Easier to implement and monitor compared to workload analysis, 
as it requires less detailed tracking.

Standardized 
Benchmarks

Establishes clear, uniform benchmarks for staffing needs based 
on student numbers.

Focus on  
Coverage

Ensures all students receive support by distributing it evenly 
across available staff.

Potential for  
Uneven Workload

May not account for the varying levels of support individual 
students require, leading to unequal workloads.

Initial Step in  
Staffing Decisions

Serves as a foundational tool for assessing staffing needs before 
incorporating more nuanced factors like workload.

Ease of 
Communication

Simple for administrators and policymakers to understand and 
communicate staffing needs based on caseload numbers.

Staff for student success, not for the number of students in your 
districtv should be the goal as more and more districts look to move 
towards a more balanced approach considering workload analysis. 

WORKLOAD ANALYSIS

Comprehensive  
Task Assessment

Evaluates all tasks educators perform, including teaching, planning, 
paperwork, meetings, and collaboration with other professionals.

Focus on Time 
Allocation

Tracks the amount of time required for each task to ensure 
educators can meet all their responsibilities effectively.

Intensity of  
Services

Considers the varying levels of support different students need, 
from minimal intervention to intensive, one-on-one services.

Equity in Workload 
Distribution

Aims to balance workloads among staff, preventing some from 
being overburdened while others have lighter responsibilities.

Prevention of 
Burnout

Helps in identifying potential overwork situations, allowing for 
adjustments to reduce stress and prevent burnout.
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Efficiency in 
Resource Use

Optimizes the use of staff time and resources, ensuring they are 
allocated where they are most needed.

Improved Staff 
Retention

Improves staff retention by addressing workload concerns, 
encouraging educators to stay in their positions and reducing 
turnover rates.

Enhanced Student 
Outcomes

Ensures that educators have enough time to provide quality 
instruction and support, improving student outcomes.

Informed Staffing 
Decisions

Provides data to help administrators make better decisions about 
hiring, assigning duties, and distributing resources.

The workload analysis is intended as a framework to adapt to the 
changing responsibilities of special education staffvi.  

BALANCED APPROACH ANALYSIS

Equitable 
Distribution of 
Responsibilities

Ensures that both the number of students and the intensity of 
their needs are considered, leading to a fairer allocation of duties 
among staff.

Improved Service 
Delivery

Balances the quantity of students with the quality of support 
provided, enhancing the effectiveness of special education 
services.

Reduced Staff 
Burnout

By considering the actual time and effort required for all tasks, this 
approach helps prevent overload and burnout among educators.

Compliance and 
Efficiency

Meets legal and policy requirements for student-to-teacher ratios 
while also optimizing the efficiency of resource use.

Customized Support 
for Students

Considers the diverse needs of students, allowing for more 
personalized and effective educational interventions.

Better Resource 
Planning

Provides a clearer picture of staffing needs, aiding in more 
accurate budgeting and resource allocation.

 Enhanced Job 
Satisfaction

By ensuring manageable workloads, educators are more likely to 
experience job satisfaction and professional growth.

Data-Driven  
Decision Making: 

Combines quantitative (caseload) and qualitative (workload) data 
for informed staffing decisions.

By considering both approaches to staffing, school districts can 
make more informed and equitable staffing decisions that support 
the quality of services while preventing teacher burnout and 
ensuring compliance with legal requirementsvii.  
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Importance of Using Both Caseload and Workload Analysis in 
Staffing: A Balanced Approach 

Ensuring Adequate Resources 
Relying solely on caseload numbers to determine staffing levels can 
result in overworked special educators who may be unable to meet 
the individual needs of students effectively. A teacher with a high 
caseload may find themselves stretched thin and unable to provide the 
personalized attention that students require, which can lead to burnout, 
increased absenteeism, and lower moraleviii. In contrast, considering 
workload factors ensures that staffing decisions are based on the total 
amount of work a teacher is expected to performix.

For example, a caseload of 15 students with IEPs assigned to one 
special educator may seem manageable when only accounting for 
a numerical value. A more nuanced analysis of this caseload reveals 
that each student has complex needs such as intensive behavioral 
support, multiple therapies, and frequent IEP meetings. This 
significantly increases the special educator’s workload that cannot 
be accounted for when using a caseload analysis approach. The real-world application 
of this scenario is that this special educator’s workload is likely much higher than that 
of a peer with the same numerical caseload but students with less complex needs 
resulting in an inequitable distribution of responsibilities. 

Preventing Teacher Burnout 
The mental and emotional strain on special education teachers can 
be immense. It is particularly relevant when educators are expected to 
juggle a multitude of “paperwork” tasks, providing specially designed 
instruction across a variety of settings, and collaborate with general 
educators to prioritize inclusive practices for students with disabilities. 
The modern-day special educator is both a project manager and 
subject matter expert with varying degrees of preparation to serve in 
either role. 

A workload analysis that considers the time needed for documentation, assessments, and 
parent meetings can provide a clearer picture of how much work is involved beyond direct 
instruction and student supports. Adjusting staffing levels based on both caseload and 
workload can help prevent teacher burnout and ensure that educators are not overwhelmedx. 

The importance of special educator retention cannot be underscored. Each special educator 
vacancy represents the potential for missed specially designed instruction delivery, a need 
for caseload reassignment, and the loss of critical historical and pedagogical knowledge. 
In D.C., the Office of the State Superintendent of Education (OSSE) reported that the role 
of special educator had the highest vacancy rate at the beginning of the 2023-24 school 
year when compared to general educator positionsxi. That same report noted that only 63 
percent of special educators returned to their same school and grade the following yearxii. The 
compounding effects of vacancies and attrition have a disproportionately negative impact on 
the caseload and workload of the remaining staffxiii.  
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Compliance with Legal Requirements 
The Individuals with Disabilities Education Act (IDEA) mandates that 
students with disabilities receive a Free Appropriate Public Education 
(FAPE) in the least restrictive environmentxiv. To meet these legal 
obligations, special educators must provide individualized instruction, 
participate in IEP meetings, progress monitor, and ensure that all 
necessary documentation is completed. Additionally, they must be 
available to support students with IEPs on the caseload in inclusive 
settings. This requires ensuring specially designed instruction is 

occurring and accommodations and modifications are being implemented in accordance 
with a student ‘s IEP. Providing services in a general education classroom often requires 
collaborative programming and/or planning with one or more general educators. This allows 
a special educator to prepare in advance. A workload analysis accounts for the breadth and 
depth of these expectations being fulfilled by special educators. 

Conclusion
Using a balanced approach for special education staffing is crucial for making informed, 
equitable, and effective staffing decisions. Caseload analysis alone does not fully measure 
a special educator’s responsibilities and does not capture the complexities of their daily 
work. Workload analysis provides a more comprehensive view of the time and energy 
required to meet the needs of students with IEPs, participate in required meetings, complete 
documentation, and engage in collaboration with other educators. However, this model alone 
does not provide flexibility for staffing decisions to be adjusted due to an increase in student 
numbers.

Adopting a balanced 
approach fosters a 

sustainable staffing 
model and enhances 
the effectiveness of 

special education 
programs.

By incorporating both approaches into staffing allocations, 
school districts can ensure that special educators are not 
overwhelmed by their responsibilities and that students 
receive the services required, in a manner that meets both 
legal standards and individual needsxv. A balanced caseload 
and workload approach to staffing in special education 
integrates both the number of students who receive 
services (caseload) with the intensity and variability of those 
services (workload). Adopting a balanced approach fosters a 
sustainable staffing model and enhances the effectiveness of 
special education programs.  Data from the U.S. Department 
of Education suggests that addressing workload, not just caseload, reduces attrition rates 
among special education staff by up to 30 percentxvi. This balanced approach offers a more 
holistic view in looking at staffing, equitable distribution of duties, flexibility, improved student 
outcomes, increased compliance and accountability, and improved teacher retention. 
Districts can create more effective and sustainable approaches to special education staffing 
that benefit students, families, and special educators through a balanced approach. Workload 
and caseload conceptualization is an intensive commitment that requires systems for ongoing 
monitoring and flexible staffing allocations. Without a balanced approach, district leaders’ 
risk special education staff prioritizing compliance over critical components to success for 
students with disabilities.  
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How Can Public Consulting Group (PCG) Help?
For over 35 years, PCG has provided school districts across the country with innovative, 
customized solutions designed to raise organizational performance, enhance the quality 
of teacher instruction, improve special education services, and most importantly, position 
all students for success. Our approach is collaborative and holistic; we work in partnership 
with many of our clients to understand their unique needs and then leverage our extensive 
experience to design and deliver evidence-based solutions to meet those unique needs. As 
a thought partner to our clients, we focus on building strong, lasting client relationships by 
engaging in ongoing and meaningful communications. 
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