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OUR APPROACH IN NEW ORLEANS

We  inte r viewe d  
34 SCHOOL STAKEHOLDERS

41% CEO |  59% SPECIAL EDUCATION LEADERS

re p rese nti n g 
55 SCHOOLS

76% OF ALL CHARTER SCHOOLS  
AUTHORIZED BY ORLEANS PARISH SCHOOL BOARD

o p e rate d  by 
23 CHARTER MANAGEMENT 

ORGANIZATIONS
83% LARGE CMOs |  83% SMALL CMOs |  54% SINGLE-SITES

Across the totality of interviews, stakeholders articu-
lated persistent challenges with the current state of 

special education program implementation across the 
school system.



Read the executive summary of this report at
www.centerforlearnerequity.org/top-10-resources/ 
shifting-the-tide-exploring-centralization-of- 
services-for-students-with-disabilities-in-new-orleans/
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Introduction
IN RESPONSE to persistent challenges associ-
ated with ensuring that New Orleans students 
with disabilities can access high-quality sup-
ports and services across the city’s uniquely 
decentralized all-charter system, the Center 
for Learner Equity (CLE) sought to understand 
the root causes of these challenges and sur-
face viable structural solutions. Specifically, 
CLE examined the feasibility of centraliz-
ing aspects of special education1 through the 
creation of an Educational Service Agency.2  If 
the New Orleans charter sector is going to 
fulfill its promise to elevate the lives of stu-
dents across the city, it must address these 

persistent opportunity gaps experienced by 
students with disabilities, a gap that nationally 
disproportionately impacts black boys.3

The critical question posed by this study 
is whether the New Orleans school system 
should consider centralizing aspects of spe-
cial education. To succinctly answer that 
question: a supermajority of school stakehold-
ers interviewed (73%) agreed that centralizing 
aspects of special education would improve 
their ability to meet the needs of their stu-
dents with disabilities. Stakeholders were 
clear about the potential benefits of cen-
tralization and the services and programs to 

https://www.splcenter.org/seeking-justice/case-docket/pb-et-al-v-brumley
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consider centralizing. Given 
the documented challenges, 
centralization is an oppor-
tunity to directly impact 
students and remedy systemic 
inequities. This report details 
a path forward for the central-
ization of special education 
programming to occur through 
an Educational Service Agency 
nested within NOLA Public 
Schools.

First, we will briefly sum-
marize the scope of the 
interviewee pool that informs 
the totality of our findings. We 
will also narrate a high-level 
summary of stakeholders’ per-
ceptions on the current state 
of special education program 
implementation, which illus-
trate the systemic challenges 
we explore solving through 
centralization (Part I). Then, 
we present our recommenda-
tions and findings on the core 
issue: the feasibility of creating 
an entity to centralize aspects 
of special education, including who should 
host it and what must be true for the sys-
tem’s autonomous charter schools to consider 
participating (Part II). Applying these find-
ings, we consider centralization through an 
Educational Service Agency, hosted by NOLA 
Public Schools (Part III). We conclude with 

several appendices that detail our exhaustive 
findings on the current state of special edu-
cation program implementation (Appendix A), 
and a detailed methodology of our interview 
process and the scope of our interviewee pool 
(Appendix B).

As a CEO but also as a parent, [ensuring] that the quality of the 
programming across the city exists, so that any student with 
any level of disability has a high-quality option.  CEO, SMALL CMO



A Path Forward for Special Education 
Programming in NOLA Public Schools

This report outlines the centralization of special education 
programming to occur through an Educational Service Agency  
nested within NOLA Public Schools. 

Centralization could include . . .

»  Citywide special education records database  
to ease student transfers within the city

»  Library of assistive technology devices and 
equipment

» Centralized Medicaid billing

» Related services providers for:
 •  speech 
 •  physical therapy 
 •  occupational therapy
 •   meeting the needs of students who are 

Hearing Impaired, Deaf, or Deaf-Blind, 
like Teachers for Visual Impairment, 
American Sign Language (ASL) interpret-
ers, and orientation and mobility services

 •  students identified as Gifted/Talented 

»  Formalized network of specialized programming, 
hosted by partner schools, addressing the needs of:

 •   students with low-incidence disabilities, 
including deafness, blindness, deaf-blind-
ness, and medically fragile, for whom there are 
complex and specialized needs around trans-
portation, toileting, and nursing needs

 •  students with autism
 •  students’ behavioral health needs

» Access to:
 •   assessments required during the evaluation 

process, like vision and hearing screenings 
or a bilingual education diagnostician

 •   busing and transportation
 •   professional development for 

special education staff
 •  common forms
 •   legal support 

 

Centralization should not disrupt existing . . .
»  Charter LEA status, and the funding  

arrangements that flow from LEA status
» Charter autonomy over decision-making
 •  Whether to participate in the ESA
 •   Individualized Education Program (IEP) team 

decision-making
 •  Staffing
 •  Scheduling
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PA R T  I 

A diversity of local voices informs our 
findings, and they collectively speak to 
persistent challenges hindering quality 
educational options for New Orleans 
students with disabil ities
TO UNDERSTAND the current system’s 
challenges and examine the feasibility of 
centralization, CLE conducted in-depth inter-
views with school stakeholders and families of 
students with disabilities currently enrolled in 
New Orleans’ uniquely decentralized system of 
over 70 autonomous Local Education Agency 
(LEA) charter schools.4 

Across the totality of interviews, stakehold-
ers articulated persistent challenges with the 
current state of special education program 

implementation across the school system. 
We learned that school stakeholders strongly 
correlated their perceived difficulty or ease 
of special education program implementation 
with their charter management organization’s 
(CMO) relative size, and in many instances, 
referenced the system’s decentralized nature 
as the source of their various capacity chal-
lenges. 

School stakeholders across a diversity of 
CMOs reported they were struggling to secure 

New Orleans 
has a 
decentralized 
system that 
is siloed and 
inefficient 
in educating 
students with 
disabilities. 
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the necessary staff to effectively implement 
special education programs and services, 
with access to qualified special educators and 
related service providers cited as particular 
challenges. Interviewed families also spoke 
about service provider shortages and the neg-
ative impact on their children.

School stakeholders explained the ways in 
which they were struggling to access the full 
continuum of placements to meet the needs 
of all students with disabilities. Particular 
emphasis was placed on programs and 
services to educate students with more signif-
icant needs at the deeper ends of the service 
continuum (“specialized programming”).

Lastly, interviewed families of students with 
disabilities articulated feeling ignored trying 
to navigate the decentralized school system 
and ensure their children’s needs were met. 
They felt that the system lacked sufficient 
structure for getting information and support, 
and that schools did not have high expecta-
tions for what their children could achieve. For 

more details on stakeholders’ perceptions about 
the current state of special education program-
ming, please visit Appendix A.

Our interview pool of school stakeholders 
reflects 76% of public charter schools autho-
rized by the Orleans Parish School Board 
(OPSB). The school stakeholder interview pool 
represents a deep and diverse array of char-
ter management organizations (CMOs): 83% 
of Large CMOs, 83% of Small CMOs, and 54% 
of Single-site schools.5 The interview pool of 
school stakeholders is comprised of both Chief 
Executive Officers (CEOs) (41% of stakehold-
ers) and CMO network-level Special Education 
Leaders (59%).

Additionally, CLE partnered with Families 
Helping Families NOLA, a nonprofit family 
advocacy organization, to host three virtual 
focus group sessions for families of students 
with disabilities, reaching 12 parents. For 
more information on the scope and breadth of 
the stakeholder interview process, please see 
Appendix B.

Current State | Special Education Infrastructure

1 LEA = Full Spectrum of Support for 
Every Student with Special Education Needs

Each NOLA charter school operates as its own local education 
agency (LEA), and is required to meet the needs of any student 
with a disability who enrolls. Currently, every school must 
maintain access to the full spectrum of support.

Specialized 
Programs & Services

Record Keeping 
& Compliance 

Library of Assistive 
Technologies

Roster of 
Service Providers

Point of Entry for 
Health & Social Services Charter School

Charter Management 
Organization

School District

*New Orleans Public Schools = 72  charter schools in 36 Charter Management Organizations (CMOs) in the 2022–23 school year

Some larger CMOs take advantage of 
scale by sharing service providers and 
assistive technologies, while others 
might share specialized programs and 
services across schools.

The redundancy in our system’s 
current design creates challenges for 
building the necessary size and scope 
to sustain special education programs 
that meet the needs of all students 
with disabilities.

NEW ORLEANS PUBLIC SCHOOLS
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73% of school 
stakeholders 
interviewed 
agreed that 
centralizing 
special edu-
cation would 
improve 
their ability 
to meet the 
needs of their 
students with 
disabilities. 

PA R T  I I 

Centralization is a means to improve 
programming and services for New 
Orleans students with disabil ities
IN THIS SECTION, we will detail our findings 
around school stakeholders’ beliefs that cen-
tralization is a means to improve programming 
and services for New Orleans students with 
disabilities, and stakeholders’ stance on what 
must be guaranteed and planned for if central-
ization proceeds. 73% of school stakeholders 
interviewed agreed that centralizing special 
education would improve their ability to meet 
the needs of their students with disabilities. 
Stakeholders were clear about the potential 
benefits of centralization and the services and 
programs to consider centralizing (sub-sec-
tion I). When it comes to who should host 
centralization of special education, stakehold-
ers largely supported a public entity, and many 

were cautiously open to that public entity 
being NOLA Public Schools (sub-section II). 

However, NOLA Public Schools central-
izing special education programming is also 
fraught and complicated for leaders within this 
system of autonomous LEA charter schools. 
School stakeholders voiced a range of concerns 
that generally fell into four themes (“barri-
ers”). Amongst the totality of interview data, we 
identified corresponding solutions that could 
counteract each of the four barriers. Some 
solutions emerged from stakeholders commu-
nicating similar ideas, while other solutions were 
explicitly proposed in the interview protocol for 
stakeholders to react to as a component of a 
centralization entity (sub-section III).
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S E CT I O N   I

New Orleans school stakeholders feel centralization 
improves their ability to meet the needs of students 
with disabilities, citing systemic benefits and coalescing 
around programming and services to centralize

WE ASKED if a proposal to centralize special 
education sounded like something that would 
improve schools’ abilities to meet the needs 
of their students with disabilities. 73% of all 
stakeholders agreed it did. 

Amongst those who were undecided, the 
indecision was communicated equally as rea-
sons for it (access to services) and reasons 
against (not wanting to give up decision-mak-
ing autonomy). In those scenarios, they 
needed to know more details.

Comparing favorability amongst CEOs com-
pared to Special Education Leaders, CEOs 
were slightly less supportive (71%) than Special 

Education Leaders (80%). When we illustrate the 
importance of autonomy to New Orleans charter 
leaders below, it contextualizes the gap.

When we compare favorability across CMO 
peer groups, Large CMOs were less favor-
able of centralization than the other peer 
groups. As evidenced by our findings below 
on current perceptions of special education 
program implementation, Large CMOs were 
more likely to correlate their size with their 
perceived capacity to implement special edu-
cation, and ergo, their perception that they 
did not need centralization.

73.5%
YES

14.7%
NO

11.7%
UNDECIDED

71.4%
YES

21.4%
NO

80%
YES

10%
NO

10%
UNDECIDED

S T A K E H O L D E R  A P P R O V A L  O F  C E N T R A L I Z A T I O N 
73% of all stakeholders believe centralizing special education improves schools' ability to meet students' needs, with 

80% of Special Education Leaders and 71% of CEOs supporting this initiative

ALL STAKEHOLDERS CHIEF EXECUTIVE OFFICERSSPECIAL EDUCATION LEADERS

YES NO

C E N T R A L I Z A T I O N  F A V O R A B I L I T Y  B A S E D  O N  C M O  P E E R  G R O U P 

LARGE CMOS

55.56%

LARGE CMOS

33.33%

SMALL CMOS

85.71%

SMALL CMOS

14.29%

SINGLE SITES

83.33%

SINGLE SITES

5.56%

11% of Large CMOs and 11% of Single-sites recorded no answer.

7.1% 
UNDECIDED



S h i f t i n g  t h e  Ti d e :  E x p l o r i n g  C e n t r a l i z a t i o n  o f  S e r v i c e s  f o r  S t u d e n t s  w i t h  D i s a b i l i t i e s  i n  N e w  O r l e a n s  | 11

Potential benefits of centralization

Across the totality of interview data on the 
ways in which centralization would improve 
schools’ ability to meet the needs of students 
with disabilities, many of the cited benefits 
involved improved equity of access, services, 

and opportunities across the diversity of New 
Orleans schools. The potential benefits asso-
ciated with centralization touched on the 
following themes: 

An opportunity to directly impact students and remedy systemic inequities:

“The most significant factor [that informs 
my opinion on centralizing special edu-
cation] is the most vulnerable kids and 
families, and inequity and making sure 
everybody as close to humanly pos-
sible is getting equitable services.” 
SPECIAL EDUCATION LEADER, SINGLE-SITE

“As a CEO but also as a  
parent, [ensuring] that the quality of 
the programming across the city exists, 
so that any student with any level of 
disabil ity has a high- 
quality option.” CEO, SMALL CMO

For the system to better leverage limited staff expertise and improve efficiencies in 
citywide coordination of the continuum of placements, especially specialized pro-
gramming: 

“I ’d l ike to see New Orleans become more 
centralized in terms of best practices for 
special education. There’s one, maybe 
two people in the whole city who can pro-
vide [certain] services, and they just don’t 
have the bandwidth for us.” CEO, SINGLE-SITE

“When you’re out on your own, it  just 
comes down to the people that are in 
the individual schools. And if you don’t 
have the right people leading, it  could 

be devastatingly bad. [Centralization 
could mean] having a place to go 
to get the answers and the help.” 
SPECIAL EDUCATION LEADER, SMALL CMO

“I  think if [centralization] is about 
increasing the specialization of pro-
grams, and getting more money for 
specialized programs, I  think that 
would definitely have a positive impact 
on kids in schools.” CEO, SMALL CMO

To provide a citywide talent pipeline and consistent professional development for 
special educators:

“We need teacher expertise and train-
ing. If we had access to an expert 
who could help us stand that up in 
a way that they could provide the 
expertise to train the people [that 
would be helpful] .” CEO, SMALL CMO

 

“[The most significant factor that informs 
my opinion on centralization is the] short-
age of human capital. We just need more 
people.” SPECIAL EDUCATION LEADER, SINGLE-SITE
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To improve access to and lower the costs of related services: 

“Definitely speech-language pathol-
ogists, occupational therapists, 
physical therapists, adaptive PE pro-
viders, school psychologists, training 
and support of staff, a learning and pro-
fessional growth perspective would 
be hugely beneficial .” CEO, SINGLE-SITE

“There’s all  kinds of pieces that I  do 
think that a district and centralization 
would be able to provide that we’re not 
able to provide . . . things l ike . . . access to 
occupational therapy or physical ther-
apy through centralized contracts.” 
SPECIAL EDUCATION LEADER, SMALL CMO

To improve the quality of services:

“[The most significant factor that informs 
my opinion on centralizing] is quality and 
affordabil ity ;  if  there could be a good bal-
ance between the two.” CEO, SMALL CMO

“[The most significant factor that informs 
my opinion on centralizing] is a lot of 

schools have to do a lot of things. And 
because they ’re trying to do a lot of 
things, they ’re doing nothing exceptionally 
well . And so having a centralized group 
allows schools to l ike, really hone in and 
[pursue] high quality.”  
SPECIAL EDUCATION LEADER, LARGE CMO

–––
Notably, some stakeholders explicitly did not see any benefits of centralization, and were 
opposed to the concept. These stakeholders doubted the feasibility of successful implemen-
tation or that any potential benefits would justify changing the status quo; they were also 
suspicious of centralization marking a return to pre-Katrina dysfunction.

“I  have strong reservations about 
anybody’s abil ity to execute it in 
a successful way that meets the 
needs of kids.” CEO, SINGLE-SITE

“I  don’t see the benefits . . . I ’m wil l ing to 
l isten, but I  struggle to see what those 
would be.. . I  don’t have faith in NOLA 
Public Schools. They struggle as an 
authorizer and the folks in our buildings 
know a l ittle bit more about special ed 
law and responsibil it ies than the people 
at NOLA Public Schools.” CEO, LARGE CMO

“I  get why as a community, we’re at this 
point where we’re l ike, ‘oh, let ’s centralize. 
Remember, it  was easier when it was cen-
tralized, right?’ But what we’re forgetting 
is that part of the reason we decen-
tralized everything is because we were 
super frustrated and unhappy. I  under-
stand the theoretical reason for it , and I 
do think that it  could save money. What 
I ’m interested in is what it  could do pro-
grammatically. But in terms of control 
over quality, I ’m not sure that a bureau-
cracy is the way to go.” CEO, SMALL CMO
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Potential services and programs to centralize

When stakeholders were asked to share if they thought centralization would benefit students, 
they were also asked to specify who and what. Stakeholders cited a broad range of student pro-
files, services, and programming areas.6

Related services providers for:
 • speech 
 •  physical therapy 
 •  occupational therapy
 •  meeting the needs of students who are 
Deaf, Blind, or Deaf-Blind, like Teachers 
for Visual Impairment, American Sign 
Language (ASL) interpreters, and orienta-
tion and mobility services

 •  students identified as Gifted/Talented 

Specialized programming for:
 •  students with low-incidence disabilities, 

including deafness, blindness, deaf-blind-
ness, and medically fragile, for whom 
there are complex and specialized needs 
around transportation, toileting, and nurs-
ing needs

 •  students with autism
 •  students’ behavioral health needs

Access to:
 •  nursing services for medically fragile 

children
 •  assessments required during the evaluation 

process, like vision and hearing screenings 
or a bilingual education diagnostician

 • busing and transportation
 •  professional development for special edu-

cation staff
 • common forms
 • legal support
 •  assistive technology and specialized 
equipment. 

My school had to buy a $7,000 Rifkin chair this year. What hap-
pens when that kid withdraws and mom puts him in a different 
school next year? Do they have to buy everything [again]? Or 
could we send [the Rifkin chair] to OPSB and then the chair 
can be checked out by the other school?   
SPECIAL EDUCATION LEADER, SINGLE-SITE
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S E CT I O N  I I

NOLA Public Schools as the host for centralization of 
special education programming

IN INTERVIEWS, we first examined whether stakeholders believed the entity that centralizes 
special education should be public or private. Across the totality of responses, stakeholders 
were more supportive of it being a public entity than a private entity. Multiple stakeholders 
pointed to the transparency and accountability guaranteed within a public entity; they were 
also jaded on the sustainability of a private entity, referencing the legacy of shuttered non-
profit cooperatives and support organizations in the school system’s post-Katrina evolution.

“I  feel more comfortable with it  being a 
public entity knowing how that works, 
and that there is more accountabil-
ity on the public entity side versus 
the non-public entity.” CEO, SINGLE-SITE

“I ’d say from experience that private 
organizations take a lot of money from 
our schools. So I ’d prefer it  to be public.” 
SPECIAL EDUCATION LEADER, SINGLE-SITE

“I  love the idea of a co-op, but was on 
multiple iterations of the co-op. So I ’m 
naturally suspicious of that because it 
just hasn’t been long-lasting and I  feel l ike 
a lot of the stabil ity has to come from the 
district.” SPECIAL EDUCATION LEADER, SMALL CMO 
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––
Alternatively, amongst the stakeholders that 
preferred a private non-profit organization, no 
one had a clear local entity in mind that they 
thought was well-positioned to do this.

Then, we proposed NOLA Public Schools 
as one public entity that could host cen-
tralization and asked school stakeholders to 
react. For some, NOLA Public Schools was 
the natural answer - stakeholders in this 
group tended to be from Single-site CMOs, 
and either previously or currently opting into 
NOLA Public Schools’ LEA.7 Some of these 
stakeholders immediately assumed central-
ization meant NOLA Public Schools, and 
communicated this assumption early in the 
interview process. These stakeholders’ opin-
ions were informed by their lived experiences 
and interactions rather than a particular phi-
losophy on the matter.

“NOLA PS [has] been very respon-
sive and very helpful in terms of when 
we didn’t have clarity. They also know 
the NOLA context. There was collabo-
ration across schools.” CEO, SINGLE-SITE

“I ’ve had an incredible and positive expe-
rience in working with the [Exceptional 
Children’s Services] department at NOLA 
Public Schools. I  don’t have any con-
cerns that would make me feel hesitant 
to do that. They may have a staffing prob-
lem with it . And if too many people are 
accessing different types of services, I ’d 
be worried that they wouldn’t be able to 
serve everyone who needed something. 
There needs to be a runway.” CEO, SMALL CMO

––
Some stakeholders expressed skepticism 

about NOLA Public Schools’ current readi-
ness to lead alongside their philosophy that 
NOLA Public Schools was still the natural 
entity. They rationalized that because NOLA 
Public Schools is the existing citywide public 
education entity, it was the logical place for 
centralization to live and offered built-in sta-
bility and accountability.

“I ’m inclined to say [NOLA Public Schools] 
because they would have more intrinsic 
accountabil ity within the governmental 
sense. They at least have a pool of peo-
ple to begin with that have knowledge 
about things. And you don’t want to be 
starting from scratch with so-called con-
sultants.” SPECIAL EDUCATION LEADER, SMALL CMO

––
Even amongst the most vocally opposed 

to NOLA Public Schools hosting it, there was 
resignation that there probably wasn’t a bet-
ter option.

“I  ultimately believe very strongly that 
there is a role [for NOLA Public Schools] 
to play.. . Most of the stuff we’ve cen-
tralized is stuff related to equity: 
enrollment, expulsion, truancy . . . in the-
ory, this seems l ike something to do. 
I  just continue to need more under-
standing of how.” CEO, LARGE CMO
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S E CT I O N  I I I

Stakeholders cite legitimate concerns with NOLA 
Public Schools hosting centralization, but there is a 
path forward for NOLA Public Schools to lead if explicit 
conditions are met

SCHOOL STAKEHOLDERS voiced a range of 
concerns about NOLA Public Schools hosting 
centralization of special education services, 
and those concerns generally fell into four 
themes (“barriers”): concerns about charter 
autonomy; the conflict posed by centraliza-
tion with NOLA Public Schools’ authorizer 
responsibilities and dissatisfaction with 
existing oversight mechanisms; NOLA Public 
Schools’ lack of staffing and readiness; and a 
lack of trust between schools and NOLA Public 
Schools. Across rich and nuanced discussions 
of these barriers to centralization, we surfaced 

eight corresponding solutions that could mit-
igate these barriers, ranging  from guaranteed 
components of a centralization entity to nec-
essary preconditions to launch centralization. 
These solutions emerged from stakeholders 
communicating similar ideas, as well as ideas 
explicitly proposed in the interview protocol 
for stakeholders to react to as a component 
of a centralization entity. We will brief each of 
the four barriers and present the correspond-
ing solutions. 

The concerns 
fell into four 

main themes 
(barriers):

1. Charter 
autonomy

2. Authorizer 
role and 

oversight 
dissatisfaction

3. Staffing 
and readiness 

issues

4. Lack of trust
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School stakeholders are unwilling to sacrifice autonomy for centralization. NOLA 
Public Schools should guarantee charter autonomy over decision-making and pro-
vide options for engagement to respect charter schools’ existing autonomy.

New Orleans charter schools, and the CMOs that operate them, currently hold expansive 
autonomy in their legal designation as Local Education Agencies. Stakeholders perceived that 
centralization of special education came at the expense of their charter autonomy, and had 
real concerns about what they might lose if centralization happened.8 CEO stakeholders were 
concerned about losing any autonomy while still retaining full accountability.

“With autonomy comes more account-
abil ity. But you can’t have it both ways. 
So to give up the autonomy, you need to 
be able to push some of that account-
abil ity off to the district. And so the 
district can’t have it both ways. That 
needs to be very clear.” CEO, SINGLE-SITE

“I  l ike the power and the responsibil-
ity together. . . what I  would be giving up 
is the power, and yet I ’d sti l l  have the 
responsibil ity as the LEA. And that just 
seems untenable to me.” CEO, LARGE CMO

––
Stakeholders voiced their concerns about the loss of autonomy by explaining why auton-

omy mattered so much to them. Stakeholders shared that autonomy enabled them to be 
flexible, responsive, and adaptive to meet the needs of their students with disabilities - that 
they made better decisions about how to meet students’ needs because they were closest to 
the students.

“We believe that decisions should be 
made closest to kids. I  l ike that we have 
the responsibil ity and also the power to 
craft IEPs the way we think they should 
be crafted. If anything goes wrong in 
special ed, it ’s on us.” CEO, LARGE CMO

“We really love our Single-site identity. 
We really cherish the autonomy that we 
have, and the abil ity to be flexible and 
adaptable to meet the needs of the kids 
who are in front of us.” CEO, SINGLE-SITE

S O L U T I O N :  G UA R A N T E E  C H A RT E R  AU TO N O M Y 

The first solution we surface is the need for a 
centralization entity to respect existing char-
ter autonomy. If NOLA Public Schools creates 
a centralization entity, it should offer two 
guarantees: to respect existing autonomy in 
charter LEA status and to respect existing 
funding arrangements that flow from charter 
LEA status. Guarantees to preserve these two 
things protect charter autonomy over deci-
sion making - which ranges from IEP team 
decisions, building scheduling decisions, and 
staffing decisions - all aspects of autonomy 

we heard cited as sacred in stakeholder 
interviews.

CEOs noted their openness to thoughtfully 
negotiating the line between centraliza-
tion and autonomy for their schools. In the 
design process of a centralization entity, 
CEOs wanted to understand exactly what 
their schools stood to gain and evaluate how 
it might increase their capacity to implement 
special education programming. 

If NOLA Public 
Schools 
creates a 
centralization 
entity, it should 
offer two 
guarantees: to 
respect existing 
autonomy in 
charter LEA 
status and 
to respect 
existing funding 
arrangements 
that flow from 
charter LEA 
status.
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S O L U T I O N :  O F F E R  M U LT I P L E  O PT I O N S  F O R  E N GAG E M E N T 

During interviews, we floated the idea of 
charter schools having multiple options 
for engagement with centralization. 73% of 
school stakeholders supported centraliza-
tion with multiple options for engagement 
and a la carte services. Support amongst 
CEOs is overwhelmingly favorable (85%). This 

reinforces the importance of charter auton-
omy to choose their level of engagement 
with centralization of special education pro-
gramming: there are no “one-size-fits-all” 
solutions for stakeholders.

The types of services to consider offering 
a la carte are narrated above in subsection I.

Stakeholders felt centralization of special education at NOLA Public Schools 
conflicted with its authorizer function and voiced dissatisfaction with existing over-
sight. NOLA Public Schools could mitigate these concerns with a firewall between 
authorizer and centralization and utilizing centralization to codify expectations and 
streamline supports.

Some stakeholders opposed NOLA Public 
Schools hosting centralization of spe-
cial education programming because of its 
existing role as charter authorizer. They 
felt it was a conflict of interest for NOLA 
Public Schools to act as both authorizer 
and centralized provider of special edu-
cation programming. For some, they were 
interested in centralization, but they could 
not reconcile it happening at NOLA Public 
Schools.

“I  am staunchly against it . I ’d have a really 
hard time with NOLA Public Schools pro-
viding my special education services 
and then trying to tell  me that there was 
something wrong with them.” CEO, SINGLE-SITE 

“NOLA Public Schools is also the autho-
rizer. Having it be an entity separate from 
your authorizer, separate from NOLA 
PS, I  definitely think is more appealing to 
me and I  believe it would be much more 
appealing to my board.” CEO, SINGLE-SITE

Relatedly, stakeholders had grievances with 
existing lines of oversight for special educa-
tion, in place in part due to an ongoing federal 
consent decree for systemic special education 
violations.9 Currently, New Orleans charter 
schools answer to multiple oversight bodies: 
NOLA Public Schools as charter authorizer, 
the Louisiana Department of Education for 
routine IDEA monitoring, and court-appointed 
independent monitors pursuant to the federal 

There are 
no “one-

size-fits-all” 
solutions for 

stakeholders.

73% of school 
stakeholders 

supported 
centralization 

with multiple 
options for 

engagement 
and a la carte 

services.

Autonomy is super valuable to us. But it also feels like a liability. We’re really inter-
ested in exploring some type of collaboration between other small schools in 
terms of combining back office functions, just to make sure that we have more 
capacity to detail and handle just purely the compliance stuff. The actual pro-
gramming can have the energy that it needs to function well.  CEO, SINGLE-SITE

I think that most of the charters ... want choice. If they feel like something is 
being taken away from them, they push back, even if that’s something that they 
really need. But if they feel like you have the option to use this, they’re going to 
use it all because we need it all.  SPECIAL EDUCATION LEADER, SMALL CMO
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consent decree. Stakeholders cited incidents 
in which these oversight bodies produced 
conflicting findings and recommendations, 
and these grievances were complicating stake-
holders’ feelings on NOLA Public Schools 
leading centralization. 

“The only real frustrating thing about 
our relationship with the district is that 
we don’t feel l ike we know the audit-
ing process, or what they’re looking 

for in this particular year. I  want to 
make sure that we have clarity around 
expectations and what both sides 
are going to be held accountable to.” 
SPECIAL EDUCATION LEADER, SINGLE-SITE

“Current environment, everything 
feels l ike a gotcha. If doing [central-
ization] means opening up my fi les to 
the district, I ’m out.” CEO, LARGE CMO

––
Amongst Special Education Leaders interviewed, many were frustrated by the lack of sup-

port and guidance from NOLA Public Schools to help them be prepared for special education 
oversight events. They wanted NOLA Public Schools to norm expectations and standards for 
compliance in special education programming for all charter schools in their portfolio.

S O L U T I O N :  A D O PT E X P L I C I T B O U N DA R I E S  A N D T R A N S PA R E N CY A RO U N D T H E 

I N T E R S ECT I O N  O F AU T H O R I Z E R  A N D C E N T R A L I Z AT I O N  F U N CT I O N S 

If NOLA Public Schools hosts a centralization 
entity, it should adopt explicit boundaries 
and transparency around the intersection 
with its authorizer function (i.e., a “firewall”). 
The interview protocol proposed a firewall as 
a possible component of centralization and 
asked stakeholders to weigh its significance 
- 49% of stakeholders interviewed ranked 
a firewall as important or critical if NOLA  
Public Schools centralized special education 
services.10 

For most of the 23% of stakeholders who 
felt a firewall had no impact on their willing-
ness to explore centralizing special education 
at NOLA Public Schools, they reasoned that 
an absolute firewall would prevent any dia-
logue between authorizer and centralization 
staff, creating new challenges and perpetu-
ating current dysfunctions.

If NOLA Public 
Schools 
hosts a 
centralization 
entity, it 
should adopt 
explicit 
boundaries 
and 
transparency 
around the 
intersection 
with its 
authorizer 
function (i.e., a 
“firewall”). 

There has to be alignment on expectations and some norms on how we comply with 
the law, and how we provide services. There’s too many examples and too many itera-
tions of service models in our one city alone. There would have to be an agreed-upon 
authority for what the answer was because otherwise, I don’t see a centralization 
effort ever getting together and being productive. SPECIAL EDUCATION LEADER, SMALL CMO

[A firewall is] [c]ritical, because what if you call and ask for help getting physical 
therapy because you couldn’t find it for six months, and then they turn around and 
tell accountability you haven’t had physical therapy for six months .  
SPECIAL EDUCATION LEADER, SMALL CMO
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“They need to talk to each other . . . If 
those two bodies are not talking to 
each other, we’re just creating now a 
fourth entity that works to meet their 
vision of excellence.” CEO, SINGLE-SITE

“I  would be super frustrated, if  I  was 
NOLA PS, and there was a firewall  and 
my special ed people knew there was a 
problem, but I  couldn’t get that informa-
tion. And then I  authorize a school. And 
then obviously, everyone’s l ike, ‘What the 
hell  is wrong with you? . . . your own peo-
ple were standing there.’” CEO, SMALL CMO

“I  almost feel l ike maybe the account-
abil ity office does need to play a role. 
Right now, accountabil ity and support 
are disjointed. Support doesn’t align with 
accountabil ity. . . I  feel l ike there does need 
to be some checks and balances and 
some sort of partnership.”  
SPECIAL EDUCATION LEADER, LARGE CMO

 

––
However, a few ranked it as having “no 

impact” because they didn’t believe a firewall 
would be honored by NOLA Public Schools (a 
tacit connection with the lack of trust barrier 
discussed below).

Stakeholders offered their thoughts on the 
contours of an effective firewall. Its details 
should be negotiated with stakeholders. It 

should ensure distinct and separate super-
vision and management of each function. 
There should be levels of centralization sup-
port and technical assistance that are always 
shielded from the authorizer staff, escalat-
ing to defined reasons why the centralization 
entity would communicate or share informa-
tion with authorizer staff.

I M P O R T A N C E  O F  C R E A T I N G  A  F I R E W A L L  O N 
W I L L I N G N E S S  T O  E X P L O R E  C E N T R A L I Z A T I O N 
49% of stakeholders ranked a firewall as important or criti-

cal for centralizing special education services at NOLA Public 

Schools. A few stakeholders ranked the firewall as "no impact" 

because they doubted NOLA Public Schools would honor it.

38% 
CRITICAL

11.9% 
IMPORTANT

5.90% 
NICE TO HAVE

20.59% 
N/A

23.5% 
NO IMPACT

We need meaningful sustained resources or opportunities. It would be great to 
have resources for [schools] to back up the fact that we’re doing things cor-
rectly in the right way, not just audit us and say you get a gold star. That sort of 
support system, with very clear detail about what would be offered, how it would 
be offered, and what it’s going to cost us.  SPECIAL EDUCATION LEADER, SMALL CMO
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S O L U T I O N :  A C E N T R A L I Z AT I O N  E N T I T Y W I T H I N  N O L A P U B L I C S C H O O LS 

P R E S E N TS  O P P O RT U N I T I E S  TO C O D I F Y E X P ECTAT I O N S  A N D S U P P O RTS 

As narrated above, school stakeholders 
experience a gap in NOLA Public Schools 
leadership around consistent expecta-
tions and support with oversight events. 
Centralization of special education program-
ming within NOLA Public Schools creates the 
policy context in which codification of expec-
tations and support mechanisms is possible. 
For instance, stakeholders cited the need 
for citywide norms and shared expectations 
for implementing various aspects of special 
education programming, including around 
conducting compliant evaluations to devel-
oping robust IEPs. Stakeholders also desired 
a centralized support body to help them with 
the nuances of special education program 
implementation, including support with han-
dling external entities that have monitoring 
and oversight powers over the schools. 

“[The most important factor that informs 
my opinion on centralization is] the need 
to have more involvement among schools 
ourselves. [It would be nice] [i]f all the 
branches can come back to the tree, and 
learn how to co-exist. Because we’re all try-
ing to speak this language that helps all of 
our students, and we all have a good way of 
doing it. But we don’t know what each other 
is saying.”  
SPECIAL EDUCATION LEADER, SINGLE-SITE
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Stakeholders pointed to NOLA Public Schools’ current lack of staffing and readiness 
to launch centralization as a barrier to their success. They should demonstrate con-
crete evidence of sufficient staffing before launching.

Across the totality of interviews, stakeholders cited concerns about the current staffing lev-
els and expertise at NOLA Public Schools to launch centralized special education programming. 

Stakeholders opined that NOLA Public Schools staff lacked appropriate expertise, as demon-
strated by disputes that arose through the authorization and renewal process. These deeply 
held beliefs hindered stakeholders’ faith in NOLA Public Schools’ ability to lead centralization.

“They do our special ed compli-
ance audits [and] every single 
time we have to teach them funda-
mental aspects of what is actually 
required in special ed.” CEO, LARGE CMO

“They sent people into buildings to do 
accountabil ity audits who don’t know 

about special ed. I  don’t know how, capac-
ity-wise, they would manage anything else 
without largely expanding their team. The 
accountabil ity team, the student support 
team, those folks are already stretched 
in a mil l ion different directions and strug-
gling to respond to emails.” CEO, SINGLE-SITE

For a few stakeholders who had previously opted in (and then out) of the NOLA Public 
Schools’ LEA, negative experiences with the district’s LEA option informed their concerns 
about NOLA Public Schools’ staffing and capacity.

“They couldn’t provide reimbursements 
of our finances in a reasonable period 
of time, and we couldn’t get the ser-
vice providers that they were required 
to provide us . . . . We couldn’t get the 
evaluations done in a fast way. A sub-
stantial portion of the evaluations that 
they did had to be redone when we 
became our own LEA.” CEO, SINGLE-SITE

“The amount of time it took somebody 
to come in and do the observations we 
needed for evaluations was such a long 
period of time that we only got a hand-
ful done every year.” CEO, SINGLE-SITE

S O L U T I O N :  AS  A P R E R EQ U I S I T E  TO L AU N C H I N G C E N T R A L I Z AT I O N , N O L A 

P U B L I C S C H O O LS  M U ST D E M O N ST R AT E  E V I D E N C E  O F S U F F I C I E N T A N D 

Q UA L I F I E D STA F F I N G A N D O P E R AT I O N S  TO I M P L E M E N T W H AT I S  P RO M I S E D

If NOLA Public Schools is going to launch 
an entity to centralize special education 
programming, its success is predicated on 
evidence of sufficient and qualified staff-
ing and sound operations before launch. 
Specifically, stakeholders wanted knowledge-
able, experienced leadership at the helm of 
the entity. Their expertise should be both 

in special education programming and con-
textual to the unique New Orleans school 
system. Additionally, stakeholders wanted to 
see a detailed staffing plan and staff bona fides. 
While many stakeholders were clearly harbor-
ing skepticism and concerns, many were also 
clear about what must be validated in order to 
get on board. 

If NOLA Public 
Schools is 

going to launch 
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cial education 
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ing and sound 

operations 
before launch.
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“We need to see a staffing model. 
What does accountabil ity look l ike? 
Timing and schedules are import-
ant. Do they have subs, occupational 
therapists, or ABA therapists? Are 
there back-ups?” CEO, SINGLE-SITE

“The people who are involved need to 
definitely know the ins and outs of New 
Orleans and special education as it has 
existed in the past and as they want it to go in 

the future. They need to have a clear connec-
tion to the community to know what it’s like 
in the different neighborhoods, what trauma 
looks like in the city, and how that’s affecting 
our kids.” SPECIAL EDUCATION LEADER, SINGLE-SITE 

“What are the skil l  sets of the trainers, 
the service providers, the resources 
available to us, the amount of resources, 
the professional development around 
training?” SPECIAL EDUCATION LEADER, LARGE CMO

There is both an institutionalized and relational lack of trust between stakehold-
ers and NOLA Public Schools. To address institutional distrust, NOLA Public Schools 
should create a Charter School Governing Board to oversee a centralization entity. 
To improve relational trust, NOLA Public Schools should collaboratively co-design the 
entity with charter schools.

For many stakeholders, the biggest barrier was simply a lack of trust. In this unique eco-
system, trust (or the lack thereof) was informed through two lenses. First, stakeholders’ lack 
of trust with NOLA Public Schools was institutionalized, rooted in their opposing interests in 
the charter authorization and oversight process, sentiments which are detailed above. Second, 
stakeholders’ lack of trust was also relational, referencing interactions where they felt NOLA 
Public Schools demonstrated insufficient leadership:

“The level of dialogue between the 
district and school leaders feels insuf-
ficient and inappropriate right now. 
There is a need for more collective 
planning. The last superintendent’s 
tenure basically neglected its duty 
to do any portfolio management. It 
just was not paying attention to how 
many students [with disabil it ies] were 
there in the district.” CEO, SINGLE-SITE

“[It ’s] never felt l ike a team. There 
was no transparency and trust 
of actually doing work together.” 
SPECIAL EDUCATION LEADER, LARGE CMO

“Is NOLA PS actually going to engage 
and give feedback? There’s a lot of 
trust that would have to be built up 
so that it  wasn’t . . . a waste of time.” 
SPECIAL EDUCATION LEADER, SMALL CMO

S O L U T I O N :  C R E AT E  A C H A RT E R  S C H O O L G OV E R N I N G B OA R D TO OV E RS E E  A N D 

D I R ECT C E N T R A L I Z AT I O N  O F S P EC I A L E D U CAT I O N  P RO G R A M M I N G

Charter schools and NOLA Public Schools will 
always exist in institutionalized tension given 
their opposing roles and interests in char-
ter school governance. Creating a Charter 
School Governing Board that oversees and 

directs NOLA Public Schools’ centralization 
of special education is a structural solution 
to this dilemma. CLE tested the concept of a 
charter school governing board during inter-
views and 65% of stakeholders ranked it as 

During 
interviews, 
65% of 
stakeholders 
ranked a 
charter school 
governing 
board as 
important or 
critical to their 
willingness 
to explore 
centralizing 
special 
education at 
NOLA Public 
Schools.
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important or critical to their willingness to 
explore centralizing special education at 
NOLA Public Schools.

For some, it was essential to their will-
ingness to consider NOLA Public Schools’ 
leadership of a centralization entity because 
it balanced the power between NOLA Public 
Schools and the charter schools. Responding 
to a question to rank the significance of 
a charter school governing board to their 
willingness to explore centralization, stake-
holders observed the following:

“[It ’s] [r]evolutionary. That would 
probably give me a l ittle bit more opti-
mism about this.” CEO, LARGE CMO

“That would help it to feel less dis-
trict-driven, and feel more l ike a 
collaborative effort. Making sure you 
preserve your voice is really import-
ant in this conglomerate kind of thing.” 
SPECIAL EDUCATION LEADER, LARGE CMO

For others, a charter school governing 
board represented a means of ensuring quality 
and responsiveness, ensuring that decisions 
were made closest to those impacted.

“I think it ’s pretty rare that the Governing 
Boards of places are informed by peo-
ple who are actually in the schools. If 
this organization is providing direct ser-
vices, the people who receive them 
should be the ones overseeing it.” 
SPECIAL EDUCATION LEADER, SINGLE-SITE

“In the absence of [this governing 
board], it ’s hard to imagine . . . we have 
any real change happening. We’ve strug-
gled when it ’s people who are not in 
schools or haven’t been in schools 
for a decade or more that are hand-
ing down decisions.” CEO, SINGLE-SITE

Some stakeholders offered their ideas 
for how the charter school governing board 
should be structured. They wanted to see it 
have explicit oversight and feedback func-
tions, active responsibilities, the power to 
make decisions and influence the direction of 
the entity, and to be comprised of a diversity 
of charter schools.

I M P O R T A N C E  O F  A  G O V E R N I N G  B O A R D  O F 
C H A R T E R  S C H O O L  M E M B E R S  F O R  O V E R S I G H T 
65% of stakeholders ranked a Charter School Governing 

Board that oversees and directs NOLA Public Schools’ cen-

tralization of special education as important or critical to 

their willingness to explore centralizing special education at 

NOLA Public Schools.

35% 
CRITICAL

29.4% 
IMPORTANT

11.8% 
NICE TO HAVE

17.7% 
N/A

5.9% 
NO IMPACT
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S O LU T I O N :  N O L A P U B L I C S C H O O LS  M U ST L E A D A D E S I G N  P RO C E S S  T H AT I S 

I N C LU S I V E ,  C O L L A B O R AT I V E ,  A N D C R E AT E S  C L A R I T Y A RO U N D T H E  E N T I T Y ’S  S C O P E 

A N D I M PACT

NOLA Public Schools can begin to repair trust 
with school stakeholders by demonstrating 
leadership in building a centralization entity. 
Their leadership should be inclusive and col-
laborative with charter schools, and the 
design process must create clarity around 
the entity’s scope and impact. The process of 
building a centralization entity is an opportu-
nity for NOLA Public Schools to demonstrate 
leadership, and doing so in an inclusive and 
collaborative way is necessary to gain the trust 
of skeptical schools.

“I  want to hear from the board [and] lead-
ership that it ’s a priority. I  want to hear 
from Dr. Wil l iams, Dr. Fulmore, and the 
board, ‘This is a priority. This is why we 
did this.’ And if we don’t hear that then I ’m 
l ike, let ’s do our own thing.” CEO, LARGE CMO

“ I  wou ld h ave to see them as gen-
u inely g iv in g us a p athway to mo re 
involvement , and not  just  say-
ing, ‘Hey, we’re kno cking o n your 
door,  only at  th is  one t ime a yea r.’ ” 
SPECIAL EDUCATION LEADER, SINGLE-SITE

Some stakeholders offered ideas for the 
design process, like piloting the entity on a 
smaller scale, seating a steering committee 
comprised of special education directors or 
families, and prioritizing the voices of com-
munity members. Others raised questions or 
topics that would need to be addressed. 

 •  How is the entity funded? What are the 
costs or financial implications for schools?

 •  What services will be offered? What is the 
cost of those services?

 •  What is the direct impact on CMOs? 
What are they giving up and what are 
they getting?

 •  Who are the providers? How do they get 
hired and recruited? Who coaches and 
manages them?

 •  How is the entity held accountable? How is 
the entity staffed and operated? 

 •  What are the engagement options for 
CMOs? Are there elements of centraliza-
tion that are optional versus mandatory? 

 •  If centralization is optional, what if no 
one uses it? What is the scale for sus-
tainability?

 •  If the centralization entity takes over 
specialized programming, what’s the juris-
dictional impact on student enrollment?

 •  What are the terms and conditions of a 
Memorandum of Understanding to join 
the entity?

Additionally, stakeholders repeatedly empha-
sized the importance of quality in the entity’s 
implementation. Heeding this advice will con-
tribute to a design process that is transparent, 
inclusive, and collaborative.

How effective will this truly be for the entire city of New Orleans?... It has to be a 
game changer for those students and for those families. We need to do a better job 
with working with the families, we need to do a better job with the outcomes... All the 
details need to be examined. If it’s centralized, and we do all of this work, it really 
has to be worth it. CEO, SINGLE-SITE

The process 
of building a 
centraliza-
tion entity is 
an opportu-
nity for NOLA 
Public Schools 
to demonstrate 
leadership, and 
doing so in an 
inclusive and 
collaborative 
way is neces-
sary to gain the 
trust of skepti-
cal schools.
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PA R T  I I I

Centralization through an 
Educational Service Agency
AN EDUCATIONAL SERVICE AGENCY (ESA) is 
a feasible mechanism by which NOLA Public 
Schools can host centralization of aspects of 
special education programming11 and honor 
the school boundaries articulated above in 
Part 2. An Educational Service Agency12 is 
an attractive option to meet stakeholders’ 
needs in this local context: it is a regional 
public multi-service agency authorized 
by state statute to develop, manage, and 

provide services or programs on behalf of 
LEAs in a defined region, with the transpar-
ency and accountability that attach to any 
public body. For more detailed information 
about ESAs and promising examples in the 
field, please see CLE’s companion publica-
tion, “Educational Service Agencies: Public 
Infrastructure to Solve Charter Schools’ 
Special Education Capacity Challenges.”

An ESA for 
New Orleans 

mitigates 
tension with 

charter auton-
omy because 

its creation 
doesn’t dis-

rupt existing 
charter LEA 

status. 
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A better future: what’s possible with 
an Educational Service Agency

An ESA for New Orleans mitigates tension 
with charter autonomy because its creation 
doesn’t disrupt existing charter LEA status. 
As an intermediate level of public education 
infrastructure, it exists between the state edu-
cation agency (SEA) and LEAs. An ESA can offer 
multiple service options, and charter schools 
can retain their decision-making autonomy 
over how much they wish to engage with it. 
This ability to centralize without disrupting 
LEA status fundamentally distinguishes it from 
the school system’s current option to desig-
nate LEA status to NOLA Public Schools.

An ESA creates an additional layer of pub-
lic education infrastructure, which creates 
opportunities to bring coherency amongst 
the current lines of oversight. For instance, an 
ESA could standardize expectations around 
elements of practice that stretch beyond 

the existing jurisdiction of the authorizer’s 
compliance and oversight functions. At this 
moment, navigating eight years of federal 
court oversight, an Education Service Agency 
presents an opportunity for the school system 
to own long-term solutions to long-docu-
mented problems, sending a strong message 
to external entities that the system is serious 
about improving outcomes for students with 
disabilities.

As a public entity anchored in state statute, 
an ESA should include a Governing Board with 
enumerated powers, comprised of charter 
schools who reflect its constituents. A defin-
ing feature of Educational Service Agencies is 
their statutorily empowered governing boards 
seated by the LEAs who utilize them, with 
authority to appoint its leadership and pro-
vide oversight and direction on its operations.

*New Orleans Public Schools = 72  charter schools in 36 Charter Management Organizations (CMOs) in the 2022–23 school year

*New Orleans Public Schools = 72  charter schools in 36 Charter Management Organizations (CMOs) in the 2022–23 school year

Point of Entry for Health & Social Services

Specialized Programs & Services

Roster of Service Providers Record Keeping & Compliance 

Library of Assistive Technologies

Proposed Future State | Educational Services Agency
With an ESA, schools can coordinate the spectrum of special education 
programs, services, and related infrastructure—most of which can be jointly 
shared, with each school deciding how they want to participate. 
Each charter retains LEA status, fulfilling individual responsibilities 
through the collective ESA.

A Charter School Governing Board would work with 
NOLA Public Schools to manage the ESA. This Board 
should have an explicit oversight function and 
the power to make decisions and influence the direction 
of the centralization entity, and it must comprise a 
diversity of charter schools. 

Schools may operate specialized 
programs as outposts, accessible to 
other schools and guaranteed by the ESA. 
This shared approach improves resource efficiency 
and increased availability of programs.

Some CMOs may choose not to participate 
in the ESA, and can retain their current 
structures. Other schools may choose to buy 
into only some of the available services, and 
opt out of others.

NEW ORLEANS PUBLIC SCHOOLS

Charter School LEA

Charter Management 
Organization

Educational 
Services Agency

School District
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Charter schools can and should directly 
shape the level of staffing, services, and pro-
gramming they wish to centralize within an 
Educational Service Agency. Based on the total-
ity of stakeholder feedback, options include: 
 •  Unified special education records database 

to ease student transfers within the city; 
 •  Centralized contracts or in-house staff 
for major related services needs. The 
chance to command better economies 
of scale on par with neighboring par-
ishes could draw talent back to the city; 
alternatively, a single point of entry for 
providers promises a more coherent and 
stable partnership opportunity for higher 
education or other sectors. 

 •  Formalized network of specialized pro-
grams, hosted by partnering schools, 
addressing areas of identified need. 
Through a single point of entry and local-
ized costs born by all and maintained 
within the public system, it offers a more 
transparent and sustainable path.

 •  Access to unified professional development 
and greater purchasing power to secure 
high-quality training opportunities

 •  Library of assistive technology 

 •  Coordinated, citywide transportation as an 
IEP service

 •  Centralized Medicaid billing

There is a path forward for NOLA Public 
Schools to centralize special education pro-
gramming by creating an Educational Service 
Agency. It’s time to change the trajectory 
of education for students with disabilities. 
Together, New Orleans educators and lead-
ers can confront the complex, pervasive, and 
systemic barriers that prevent students with 
disabilities from learning and thriving. 

I would really like not just for [centralization] to be something that we talk about 
and brainstorm, but something that actually starts happening. It’s a huge need. I 
would say in just the New Orleans area, that we aren’t able to really give students 
what they need, we have to give them what we have. And it’s frustrating for fam-
ilies, it’s frustrating for staff because nobody wants to not give kids what they 
need... Like, there has to be a better way. SPECIAL EDUCATION LEADER, SMALL CMO

There’s an orientation that everybody on the team needs to have - us as charters, 
district, all personnel, that like this is really critical for us to figure out for kids. 
Leave your judgment, leave your past experiences, and let’s try to create some-
thing. I’d be happy about that. CEO, LARGE CMO

After eight 
years of 

federal court 
oversight, an 

Education 
Service 

Agency offers 
the school 

system a 
chance to 

own long-term 
solutions to 

persistent 
issues, 

showing 
commitment 
to improving 

outcomes for 
students with 

disabilities.
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Appendices
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A P P E N D I X  1

Stakeholder Perceptions of Current Special 
Education Program Implementation

Overview & Summary 13

WE ASKED CEOs (n=14) and Special Education 
Leaders (n=20) their perceptions of special education 
programming and implementation as it functioned 
in the currently decentralized system. During our 
interviews with families of students with disabili-
ties (n=12), we explored two topics: their experience 
navigating the uniquely decentralized school sys-
tem; and their experience with or perception of the 
challenges identified by school stakeholders. In pre-
senting our findings, in some places, we disaggregate 

school stakeholder data by their role (CEO or Special 
Education Leader), their CMO peer group (Large, 
Small, or Single-site), or the intersection of both.

First, we present the three core themes that 
emerged from school stakeholders’ perceptions about 
the current state of special education program imple-
mentation; where family voice directly overlapped, we 
integrate those perspectives. Second, we summarize 
the themes that emerged from families’ perspectives 
on the current state of special education.

School stakeholders correlated CMO size with ease of special 
education program implementation.
Across the totality of our interviews, school stake-
holders frequently correlated their CMO’s size 
and relative economies of scale to their ease of 
providing various aspects of special education 
programming. For instance, school stakeholders 
referenced their enrollment of a sufficient number 
of students with similar need profiles or their rela-
tive purchasing power to bring services or programs 
in-house and allocate cost across the network as 
critical components that informed their rationale 
about the relative ease of some aspect of special 
education program implementation. 

Representatives of Large CMOs reflected that 
their special education capacity correlated with 
their size:

“I  think we’re at a good place with a good feel 
for what related service provider caseloads 
and possibil it ies are, and how we can efficiently 
share things across the network. We know how 
big the team needs to be and the different types 
of roles that need to be in there.. . It ’s predictable 
cost because it ’s just a salary.” CEO, LARGE CMO

“We’re big enough to have centralized a bunch 
of stuff within ourselves.” CEO, LARGE CMO

In contrast, Small and Single-site CMOs felt their 
size hindered their capacity. Stakeholders in these 
peer groups expressed frustration about excessive 
spending on special education programmatic needs 
relative to the number of students who needed those 
services. They spoke to a constant tension over their 
budgetary limits and how to most efficiently access 
necessary staff - they couldn’t afford to bring staff 
in-house if they couldn’t spread those costs across 
multiple sites, but external contractors were some-
times too expensive as well.

“We are way over-spending what we should 
around our special education programming . . . 
by l ike, over $500,000. [My financial consultant 
said] this isn’t really going to be sustainable . . . 
and you need to start thinking about outsourc-
ing more, and not having a full  t ime [staff] . . . 
When we were two sites and we were sharing 
some of those people across schools, I  would 
say that it  was much more cost-effective than 
what we’re experiencing now.” CEO, SINGLE-SITE

“A challenge is just being a small  LEA. Staffing 
is such a challenge, not just because we can’t 
find the right folks, but because we might only 



S h i f t i n g  t h e  Ti d e :  E x p l o r i n g  C e n t r a l i z a t i o n  o f  S e r v i c e s  f o r  S t u d e n t s  w i t h  D i s a b i l i t i e s  i n  N e w  O r l e a n s  | 31

have two kids who need a certain thing, but we 
sti l l  need a full-time teacher to do that thing. And 
it becomes really expensive.. . The other chal-
lenge we have is around related services.. . last 
year we had two students who needed [physi-
cal therapy but] . . . now we only have one. It  has 
just been impossible to find a physical thera-
pist to come out and service one student for an 
hour a week.” SPECIAL EDUCATION LEADER, SINGLE-SITE

Some pointed to the decentralized nature of the 
city’s school system itself as a major cause of collec-
tive capacity challenges.

“We’re at a space where we can be a lot of 
things to a lot of kids, but we can’t be absolutely 
everything that everybody needs. People need 
to step up and be the experts in some of these 
areas. And there may be one expert in the city 
on certain things. And you know, there may be 
10 kids that need that expert, but instead, we 
have the 10 kids spread all  over.” CEO, SMALL CMO

“I moved to New Orleans nine years ago and I’m 
consistently sad and a little bit gobsmacked at 
what a penalty kids pay here for not having a cen-
tralized district.” SPECIAL EDUCATION LEADER, SINGLE-SITE

Reflecting on NOLA public schools’ optional LEA

PER STATE STATUTE, by default New Orleans char-
ter schools are legally designated as their own Local 
Educational Agencies (LEA) for purposes of special edu-
cation. However, New Orleans charter schools have the 
option, in their sole discretion, to designate their LEA 
status back to the Orleans Parish School Board (NOLA 
Public Schools). In the 2022-2023 school year, five char-
ter schools (less than 7%) opted to do this.14 Because this 
is the sole existing centralization option for special edu-
cation programming, we sought to understand school 
stakeholders’ perspectives on it. We learned that 30% 
of our school stakeholder pool had previously or was 
currently utilizing the LEA option. For those currently 
opting in, they were happy and satisfied.

We explored why designating LEA status to NOLA 
Public Schools was not an attractive solution for 
stakeholders who were communicating critical chal-
lenges with marshaling the necessary staffing and 
resources for special education program implemen-
tation. We surfaced two key themes. 

First, stakeholders did not feel that the current 
LEA option was worth the money in exchange for 
what was provided - they felt they could do it more 
efficiently on their own. 

“It made sense [for us] in the early years as a 
start-up school. It  al lowed for resources, guid-
ance, and advice as a growing organization. As 
the school grew into a ‘fully grown’ organization, 
with all  the pieces as far as administration and 
oversight, it  made sense to leave.” CEO, SINGLE-SITE

“[We] opted out because of money. It 
was a higher percentage [and] we could 
use the money in a much better way.” 
SPECIAL EDUCATION LEADER, SINGLE-SITE

Second, charter schools were loath to sacrifice the 
autonomy that comes with their LEA status; it is an 
integral component of their educational philosophy. 
When meeting the needs of their students with dis-
abilities, stakeholders felt autonomy enabled them to 
be flexible, responsive, and adaptive - that they made 
better decisions about how to meet students’ needs 
because they were closest to the students. 

“I  just think that decision-making belongs 
as close to students as possible. I  think 
that is a core tenet of charter schools.” 
SPECIAL EDUCATION LEADER, LARGE CMO

Our exploration revealed cognitive dissonance 
between stakeholders rejecting the current central-
ization option because, as one stakeholder noted, 
“every administration [ felt], ‘we could do this,’” with 
this report’s findings that narrate all the ways in which 
schools are saying that they can’t, in fact, “do this.” It 
emphasizes how non-negotiable autonomy and choice 
are to New Orleans charter schools, and that the cur-
rent LEA option does not sufficiently provide that 
autonomy and choice to schools to be an attractive 
solution for most.
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Stakeholders struggle to secure the necessary staff to 
implement special education programs and services.

Stakeholders were asked to share their perspec-
tives on their access to qualified staff across a 
range of positions: special educators, related 
services providers, pupil appraisal staff and eval-
uators, and paraprofessionals. Stakeholders 
reported that they were struggling to secure the 
necessary staff to implement all aspects of special 
education programming for students with disabil-
ities, with pupil appraisal and evaluation staff as 
the lone exception. Notably, despite Large CMO 
stakeholders strongly correlating their network 
size with improved economies of scale to coor-
dinate programming and services, the staffing 
struggles detailed below were noted by stakehold-
ers across CMO peer groups.

Stakeholders consistently pointed to common 
causes for the city’s special education talent pipeline 
crisis. First, they felt COVID-19 dramatically wors-
ened existing staffing pipelines.

“Post-pandemic, it  has been pretty difficult. 
We are just challenged in finding a person, 
much less someone who’s a good fit for the 
program.” SPECIAL EDUCATION LEADER, SMALL CMO

“I  think some of the biggest challenges right 
now exist in staffing. Generally, we’re sti l l  really 
struggling to be fully staffed at all  t imes. And 
even with the staff that we do have, there’s 
very low numbers of actually special educa-
tion certified, especially special education 
trained individuals who are applying and 
currently seem to exist in the city with expe-
rience.. .” SPECIAL EDUCATION LEADER, LARGE CMO

Second, stakeholders noted intense competition 
amongst the city’s schools and an environment where 
demand was greater than the supply of talent.

“Special ed case manager candidates go in 
two piles: very passionate people committed 
to staying in public ed, and it ’s very competi-
tive to secure them, they end up with multiple 

offers across the city. . . But the other pile 
is semi-experienced people who look quali-
fied on paper and need an extreme amount 
of training to actually be really good at the 
job.” SPECIAL EDUCATION LEADER, SINGLE-SITE SCHOOL

“We’ve lost some of our best folks who’ve 
decided to go to another school or 
another charter organization because 
of higher pay.” CEO, SINGLE-SITE SCHOOL 

Third, for non-educator staff who could work in 
the health or private sectors, school stakeholders felt 
they couldn’t compete with the salaries and stability 
offered in those sectors. 

“We can find providers if we’re wil l ing to pay 
more for them as contractors, and they work for 
someone else, and not directly us.” CEO, SINGLE-SITE

“I  think that a lot of people got out of providing 
school-based services because . . . t]here was 
a job that was very consistent previously in big 
districts, and now they could go to a hospital 
and provide it and get paid significantly more. I 
think the benefits that exist in a charter school 
. . . are really geared towards alternative certi-
fication, short-term teachers.. . We lost a lot of 
professionals.” SPECIAL EDUCATION LEADER, SMALL CMO

Talent pipeline crisis for special educators
We asked Special Education Leaders (n=20) their 
opinion on recruiting and hiring qualified special 
educators, and the majority (75%) rated it some level 
of difficult.15

For the 20% of stakeholders who felt it was easy, 
they attributed it to strong teacher retention through 
the pandemic and not having to contend with the 
current shortages. We heard this from school stake-
holders across the spectrum of peer groups (Large, 
Small, and Single-site), suggesting that a network’s 
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staff retention rates don’t necessarily correlate with 
network size.

Critical shortage of qualified 
related service providers
We also asked stakeholders to rate their experience 
with securing qualified related service providers, and 
a majority (68%) of respondents rated this some level 
of difficult. Specifically, 41% of respondents consid-
ered it challenging, 26% considered it moderately 
difficult, and only 18% found it easy. 

“If this were any other year, I ’d say, ‘so 
easy.’ But it  has been the most chal-
lenging year -  over a year, really -  to 
find folks.” SPECIAL ED LEADER, LARGE CMO

“An organization we’re working with [for] 
different contractors, they can’t find any-
one.. . and it ’s frustrating because we don’t 
ever want to not provide students with ser-
vices. And l ike, we just can’t do it if  we don’t 
have the people to do it .” CEO, SINGLE-SITE

When disaggregated by CMO peer group, surpris-
ing and distinct trends emerge - stakeholders from 
Large and Small CMOs rank access to needed related 
service providers as “challenging” at far greater rates 
than Single-sites. 

Some of the Single-sites who ranked it easy 
attributed the ease to using NOLA Public Schools as 
their LEA.16 Specifically, when one Special Education 
Leader at a Single-site that opted into the NOLA PS 
LEA was asked if there had been any related service 
needs for which they’ve struggled to secure a pro-
vider, they answered, “Nope, not a one.” 

Stakeholders pointed to a critical shortage of phys-
ical therapists, speech language pathologists, and 
occupational therapists. 

“I  can’t seem to hire enough of [speech pathol-
ogists] through outsourced providers and [I] 
sti l l  pay through the nose.” CEO, LARGE CMO

“We are now doing teletherapy for speech, 
which is not ideal, but it  was truly the 

only option.. . Speech is wild. I  don’t know 
what’s going on. I ’m l ike, ‘where is every-
body ?’” SPECIAL EDUCATION LEADER, LARGE CMO

“With occupational and physical therapists 
recently, it ’s been incredibly challenging, 
because there’s such a competition for so 
few people.” SPECIAL EDUCATION LEADER, SMALL CMO

R E C R U I T I N G  A N D  H I R I N G  S P E C I A L  E D U C AT O R S

S E C U R I N G  Q U A L I F I E D  R E L AT E D 
S E R V I C E  P R O V I D E R S

35% 
CRITICAL

35% 
MODERATELY 

DIFFICULT

26.5% 
MODERATELY 

DIFFICULT

5% 
NO ANSWER

14.7% 
NO ANSWER

20% 
EASY

17.6% 
EASY

40% 
CHALLENGING

41.2% 
CHALLENGING

A C C E S S  T O  N E E D E D  S E R V I C E 
P R O V I D E R S  B Y  C M O  P E E R  G R O U P

EASY MODERATELY DIFFICULT CHALLENGING NO ANSWER

  Large CMOs 
  Small CMOs
  Single Sites

60 %

0
10
20
30
40
50
60
70
80



34 | S h i f t i n g  t h e  Ti d e :  E x p l o r i n g  C e n t r a l i z a t i o n  o f  S e r v i c e s  f o r  S t u d e n t s  w i t h  D i s a b i l i t i e s  i n  N e w  O r l e a n s

“We have trouble with contract-
ing folks - we have to contract for 
everything. We can’t find a physical ther-
apist.” SPECIAL EDUCATION LEADER, SINGLE-SITE

In direct contrast to stakeholder perception that 
increased CMO size correlated with improved capacity 
for special education, Large CMOs are not spared in the 
critical shortage of related services personnel. Specifically, 
Large CMO stakeholders made up 60% of the stakehold-
ers who cited speech as a “hard to find” service, along with 
physical therapy as another top-cited need.

Multiple families reached in our focus groups 
complained about the lack of speech-language 
pathologists amongst other types of services that 
their children should have received, but didn’t, for 
extended periods of time. In fact, 66% of focus group 
participants said their children had not gotten the 
services written into their IEPs.

“My child was tel l ing me ‘Oh, I  don’t have speech, 

mom. I  don’t go to speech [any] more.’ And I ’m 

l ike, What is going on? [and] I  cal led the prin-

cipal . . .  for three weeks to f ind out what was 

going on. It  took them all  the way from August 

to Januar y to [f ind a speech provider] .”

“The school got the funding, but they weren’t 

providing the ser vices because they didn’t  have 

somebody on staff and they didn’t  notify us.”

We asked families to explain the impact that not get-
ting related services had on their children.

“He had been making some real strides but 

after going so long without these particular 

[occupational therapy] ser vices, we definitely 

saw the regression there and ended up hav-

ing to go back to private ser vices, al l  the 

while sti l l  advocating and tr ying to push to 

get the ser vices through the school.”

“With my child, he started doing well  academi-

cally, but what keeps him from being completely 

independent in the class and not requiring so 

much assistance is the lack of [occupational . . . 

. . .  therapy]. He just struggled so much with writ-

ing. He can verbally give you the answers. . . . 

but in order for him to be able to not require 

so much assistance with test taking or activi-

t ies in class, he just needs more [occupational 

therapy], to be able to work through some of 

these issues with his f ine motor ski l ls. For 

him, it ’s been a decrease in independence.”

“[After not getting speech,]  she’s backtracked, 

regressed, and has developed a stutter.”

“My son started to regress as far as speech and 

more so with his behaviors. . .  Once my son got 

into a public school, the speech therapy that 

he was supposed to get, he wasn’t getting it  as 

often as he was so he was supposed to get it . 

He was supposed to get it  three times a week. 

Sometimes he was getting it  once a week, but it 

was almost never three times a week. . .  As t ime 

progressed with this school, he went from not 

being aggressive with other people but being 

aggressive with himself -  he was infl icting self 

harm, he’s bit ing himself. He’s hitt ing himself.”

Some challenges with paraprofessional recruitment
We asked special education leaders to rank their 
experience with recruiting and retaining parapro-
fessionals. We learned that 55% of special education 
leaders consider hiring qualified paraprofessionals 
either “moderately difficult” or  “challenging.”
When asked to describe why hiring qualified para-
professionals is difficult or challenging, stakeholders 
noted the following:
 •  Finding the right person with the right qualifica-

tions was time-consuming. Many applicants for 
these roles did not have qualifications or educa-
tion experience.

 •  Most paraprofessionals needed to receive training 
in order to perform their responsibilities.

 •  Paraprofessional positions are “easiest to fill but 
hard to keep.” Due to fluctuations in student 
enrollment and needs, it is difficult to keep para-
professionals for multiple school years.
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“The sheer number of teaching assistants 
and one-to-one paraprofessionals we have 
to hire are astronomical.”  CEO, SINGLE-SITE

Alternatively, some stakeholders spoke to strong 
paraprofessional retention for multiple years, and 
their success cultivating teacher pipelines through 
their paraprofessional staff - this is a definite 
bright spot and promising practice worth further 
exploration.

Bright spot: securing qualified evaluators for pupil 
appraisal & evaluations
A majority of special education leaders (60%) con-
sidered it easy to secure qualified evaluators for 
pupil appraisal and evaluation needs. This is the one 

relative bright spot of special education service deliv-
ery, where stakeholders report being satisfied and 
having sufficient access to staff.

Some networks attributed the ease to hiring school 
psychologists on staff (including special education 
leaders who were themselves school psychologists). 
Others attributed the ease to reliable contracts with 
large external providers with whom they were happy.

“We have a great contract provider that ’s 
better than when [we] had an in-house 
school psychologist.”  CEO, SINGLE-SITE

“It unlocks access to a team of dozens of peo-
ple and various specializations (bil ingual, 
etc.)  . . . There’s benefits to the contract-out-
sourcing vs. in-house - there’s more incentive 
to be efficient and they don’t get pulled into 
other business.” SPECIAL ED LEADER, SINGLE-SITE

The minority who considered it moderately dif-
ficult or challenging reported trying to bring pupil 
appraisal staff in-house, but struggling to fill posi-
tions or being unsatisfied with the quality of those 
personnel. For others, they found the internal man-
agement of external vendors to be challenging. 

“We tried to bring people in-house, but l it-
erally every person hired was not a good 
fit . . . I  had to then have it all  redone a cou-
ple of years later because I  knew how bad 
they were.” SPECIAL ED LEADER, SMALL CMO

“We looked for a school psychologist and l it-
erally couldn’t find anybody.. . We’re sti l l 
contracting out for all  evals and re-evals. So 
it ’s just financially a l ittle untenable for us. 
We’re outsourcing all  of our evals . . . which 
is extremely time-consuming, because 
we have to renegotiate everyone’s roles 
and responsibil it ies.” CEO, SINGLE-SITE
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R E TA I N I N G  PA R A P R O F E S S I O N A L S
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Stakeholders struggle to provide or access the IDEA continuum 
of placements and services.

We asked Special Education Leaders to reflect on 
their ability to provide or access the IDEA continuum 
of placements (i.e., inclusion, resource, self-con-
tained, and specialized settings), as well as the extent 
to which their IEP teams may make decisions based 
on what they knew they could provide. CEOs often 
organically spoke to the topic of placements as well.

The majority of respondents (70%) considered pro-
viding the IDEA continuum of placements to be 
moderately difficult or challenging. 
When disaggregated by peer group, the perceived 
sense of difficulty correlates with CMO size: the 
smaller the charter entity, the greater the difficulty. 
Specifically, 63% of Single-sites found it moderately 
difficult; 50% of Small CMOs found it challenging, 
and 40% of Large CMOs found it moderately difficult 
(while an equal 40% find it easy). 

This is strongly aligned with the first theme, that 
stakeholders correlated CMO network size with the 
perceived ease of implementing special education 
programming. Logically, the ease of providing and 
implementing a broader continuum of placements, 
especially at the deeper end of the continuum for 
small groups of students requiring resource-intensive 
programming, would tend to correlate with the econ-
omies of scale commanded by larger CMO networks. 

School stakeholders named similar reasons why 
providing or accessing the IDEA continuum of place-
ments felt difficult or challenging, with many pointing 
to the lack of specialized staff and facilities.

“It ’s definitely been difficult to find staffing to 
fully get the continuum of services that we’ve 
needed.” SPECIAL EDUCATION LEADER, SINGLE-SITE

“What’s difficult is work[ing] with the school 
leader who may not understand it the way that 
we understand it . They’re dealing with staff-
ing challenges and space issues, and they’re 
hearing us say, ‘you need a resource class-
room, you need this self-contained classroom, 
you need this.’ And they’re l ike, ‘how am I gonna 
do that?’” SPECIAL EDUCATION LEADER, SMALL CMO 

Others cited the challenges of navigating external 
partnerships with programs outside of their CMO.

 “ It  really takes a group effort, you have to get 
the family involved, you have to get the parents 
involved, and everybody kind of on board with all 
the agencies.” SPECIAL EDUCATION LEADER, SINGLE-SITE

Lastly, some noted that fluid and evolving student 
enrollments challenged the stability of a school’s 
planned and staffed placement options. 

“Because of OneApp, we are definitely receiv-
ing students with various disabil it ies from 
different levels constantly coming in. . . It  may 
call  for a different staff member with differ-
ent qualifications that we may not currently 
have.” SPECIAL EDUCATION LEADER, LARGE CMO
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Stakeholders reflected on which parts of the IDEA 
continuum felt more challenging to provide or access, 
and 29% mentioned specialized programming for stu-
dents with significant needs - sometimes organically, 
in response to other questions. Stakeholders across 
the spectrum of CMO peer groups noted challenges 
with specialized programming, specifically for the 
following student profiles: 
 •  Students with autism, including programming 

that embedded Applied Behavioral Analysis ther-
apy or Board-Certified Behavioral Analysts 
(BCBAs).

 •  Students with significant emotional and behav-
ioral health needs - specifically, the need to 
create or expand additional therapeutic behav-
ioral settings with more centralized access points.

 •  Students who are deaf or hard of hearing or stu-
dents who are blind or visually impaired: 

“We only have two [Blind] students who require 
that service, which makes it even more chal-
lenging when you only have a few students.. . 
We’re not l ike Jefferson [Parish] who can hire 
that one person and just send them across 
schools . . . If  you’re asking me if I  feel l ike I  found 
a solution, I ’m going to have to say a resound-
ing no.” SPECIAL EDUCATION LEADER, SMALL CMO

“We haven’t spent the time to build the contin-
uum of what we want a specialized program to 
look l ike. . . and I  think some of that is just capac-
ity. . . I ’m trying to build the program for kids 
with cognitive needs . . . you’ve got other peo-
ple doing emotionally disturbed, doing autism, 
but they’re also running regular schools . . . So 
you consistently feel l ike, ‘ I ’m not doing a good 
job’ when l ike, I  am spending every resource 
and doing everything I  know how to do, but don’t 
have this very specialized thing.”  CEO, LARGE CMO

“The reality is, we all  end up with sub-
par programs everywhere. Our current 
model does not incentivize schools to cre-
ate specialized programs.”  CEO, SMALL CMO

While specialized programming dominated dis-
cussions about the continuum of placements, some 
stakeholders noted concerns about the quality of 
instruction in inclusive settings.

“I  don’t know that anyone has prepared 
the general education teachers who inter-
act with some students with greater levels of 
IEPs, for the types of training that they might 
need to support those kids.” CEO, SMALL CMO

“Our challenges l ie with doing push-in and 
differentiation, and with training class-
room teachers to differentiate for kids with 
IEPs.” SPECIAL EDUCATION LEADER, SINGLE-SITE

To understand the ways in which perceived access to 
staffing and placements might be impacting school 
decision-making, we asked Special Education Leaders 
to agree or disagree with the following statement: 
“My teams have had to make IEP decisions based 
on what we knew we could provide or access for 
that child.” 50% of respondents answered “agree,” 
 with 40% answering “disagree” and 10% not answer-
ing.17 One Special Education Leader at a Single-site 
narrated the tension that unfolded with placement 
decisions and budgets, illustrating the dilemma posed 
by the interview question:

“It ’s not that the CMO team or the folks who 
are approving different positions aren’t sup-
portive.. . But I  know sometimes it ’s l ike, ‘Well , 
is there any other way we can do this? Is there 
any other placement we might be able to try 
before we’re doing this?’ And even though I 
may know what the best placement for the 
student is, I  always have to keep in mind the 
amount of resources we have, especially if we 
get a kid in the middle of the school year.” 

When answers were disaggregated by CMO peer 
group, a surprising trend emerged: 100% of Large 
CMO Special Education Leaders agreed that their 
teams had had to make IEP decisions based on what 
they knew they could provide.

At face value, this seems incongruous with our 
much-discussed finding that increased CMO network 
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size correlates with the perceived ease of implement-
ing special education programming. We know from 
companion analysis of student enrollment trends by 
the Public Consulting Group that Large CMOs are 
enrolling higher numbers of students with more sig-
nificant disabilities,18 and thus are responsible for a 
broader array of specialized services and supports to 
a more diverse set of students than other CMO peer 
groups. At least one Special Education Leader at a 
Single-site acknowledged this, noting “We’re a small 
school, we’re doing the inclusion model, I don’t have 
any students right now that need to be in a resource 
room more than 20% of the day... but if somebody 
came in tomorrow that needed that, I’d be in real 
trouble.” Despite their comparatively advantaged 

scale over their smaller counterparts, Large CMO 
answers to this question suggest that perhaps even 
they are unable to independently command access to 
the full continuum of placements and services that 
any student with a disability might require.

Families’ views on the state of special education.

We conducted focus groups with families of stu-
dents with disabilities enrolled in New Orleans public 
schools to capture their perspectives and experiences 
with navigating the unique school system, and their 
children’s experiences with receiving special educa-
tion services. In addition to their findings integrated 
above, we surfaced the following themes.

Parents shared that it can be challenging to find 
information to make informed enrollment choices 
about schools and programs with services that match 
their children’s needs. For some parents, this resulted 
in them changing school enrollment within the city in 
search of a school that could meet their child’s needs.

“ It  was ver y difficult  to f ind a school . . .  because 
you’re not advised of what schools are the 
best schools for your chi ld to go to based on 
their diagnoses. Mine is f ive years old and 
has autism. . . .No one knows what the school 
offers. What ’s the best school? You’re not 
given that information about anyone.”

“ I  decided to switch my son’s school because 
he had an IEP and was receiving zero ser-
vices. He was sitt ing in a l ibrar y watching 
DVDs and eating animal crackers. He’s 
ver y intel l igent, but needed certain ser-
vices so I  decided to switch [schools] .”

“ I  am from New Orleans, born and raised by 
a reputable school. So I  wanted my daughter 
in public school. I  bel ieve in public education. 
It  got me to where I  was. When I  picked the 
school, I  looked for a school that had a rep-
utation of having a good overall  state grade 
or for having excellent teachers and par-
ent involvement. What I  did not realize was 
that some of that data can be misleading.” 

“We’re not continuing with the school that we 
chose because of their lack of ser vices given 
to my child and other chi ldren in her class-
room. . . .  We picked it  because of where it  was, 
how it  was promoted, and the diversit y of the 
school and the location. . . .  They fai led mis-
erably. The teacher was wonderful . But the 
administration fai led the teacher and fai led the 
students. My child did not get the ser vices.”

Some families also expressed feelings of despair 
and frustration encountering many well-intentioned 
but insufficiently trained educators in schools that 
don’t seem to improve.

“We’ve been promised a lot of things. We were 
told al l  the right things but then when we go 
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through the door that ’s just not how it  played 
out. I  think a lot of it  came down to ignorance. 
We ended up at a school that did not have expe-
rience with diverse learners. I  don’t think they 
were tr ying to not do what they were supposed 
to do. I  just don’t think they had a clue what to 
do. And they ’re f iguring it  out and it ’s a slow pro-
cess. I  do see it  getting better. But it  is ver y 
slow, especial ly if  you’ve got a kid caught in 
the middle of it . . .  I  think they just really did not 
know any better because they had never had a 
large population of diverse learners before.”

“ I  don’t understand how it ’s not a requirement 
for the staff to be trained to deal with vari-
ous diagnoses from autism to ADHD and then 
other things. If  they ’re not trained, there’s 
no way that they can be a ser vice or help-
ful  to those individuals and there’s no way that 
the child can even get to their ful lest poten-
tial  without them knowing what to do.”

“ I  think they l isten. I  think that if  you were 
to call  them right now they would be able 
to tel l  you al l  of my concerns and issues. 
They just haven’t done anything about it .”

“[They l isten] if  it  f its with something they 
already offer. They ’re happy to l isten and 
get it  going. . .  but if  it ’s not convenient for 
them, that ’s where you don’t get anything 
back. I  don’t even get a counteroffer.”

“No one cares . . .  I ’m sure I ’m not the only par-
ent that has been email ing and talking and 
texting unti l  we[‘re] blue in the face. And noth-
ing has been done. I  don’t even want to attend 
this [focus group] meeting. Because I ’ve gone 
to other meetings where they have parents 
focus in-person, and they ’re l ike, ‘oh, we’l l  give 
you a $25 gift card.’ I  don’t want a gift  card. I 
want change. [But] nothing is happening.”

We asked participants to raise their hands if “you 
feel like your school has high expectations for what 
your child can achieve,” and separately, “if you feel 
like your child is currently achieving up to their full 
potential.” Zero participants raised their hands in 
agreement with either statement.

Families shared that they want schools with the 
following qualities, commitments, and services for 
their children with disabilities:
 •  Educating students with disabilities is a priority 

for school leadership
 •  Special education teachers and services are avail-

able, willing, and capable.
 •  Transparency in communication with parents 

about the availability of staff and services
 •  A school administration that is transparent and 

accountable
 •  A smaller classroom setting
 • At least two teachers in a classroom
 •  Counselors who can provide services when 

needed 
 •  Good academic programs while addressing 

behavioral problems 

Relative strengths and bright spots
During school stakeholder interviews, we invited 
stakeholders to share their network’s relative 
strengths. Across the totality of responses, school 
stakeholders observed the following:
 •  Ensuring every child is as fully included in the 

typical classroom as possible 
 •  Meeting the individualized needs of every kid 
 •  Willingness to creatively adapt, evolve, and try 

something different 
 •  Providing various levels of programming and a 

range of services (e.g., specific curriculum inter-
vention)

 •  Maintaining deep relationships with families and 
service providers

 •  Training general education and special education 
teachers to work collaboratively 

 •  Ensuring adequate placements for students 
 •  Providing coaching and professional develop-

ment support to special education teachers by 
content experts 
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A P P E N D I X  2

Detailed Methodology and 
Scope of Interview Pools
TO CONDUCT THE STUDY and gather stakeholder 
perception data, CLE interviewed both school stake-
holders (i.e., individuals who work in a New Orleans 
charter school) and families of students with disabili-
ties currently enrolled in New Orleans public schools. 
We will provide details regarding the pool of school 
stakeholders, and then discuss our focus group 
methodology for engaging families of students with 
disabilities. Lastly, we provide a copy of our school 
stakeholder interview protocol.

Designing the School Interview Sample
To collect data representative of the local ecosys-
tem of schools for this qualitative study, CLE used a 
quota sampling method by selecting a diverse pool of 
charter management organizations (CMOs) currently 
operating schools in New Orleans. CLE’s sample sizes 
and corresponding analysis are tied to the 2022-2023 
school year when interviews occurred. In the 2022-
2023 school year, there were 72 public charter schools 
operated by 36 charter management organizations 
(CMOs), all of whom are authorized by the Orleans 
Parish School Board (OPSB) and NOLA Public Schools.19

To select a diverse pool, we peer-grouped CMOs 
by the underlying number of schools they operate, 
defining three peer groups of CMOs:

(1) Large CMOs, running three or more schools, 
(2) Small CMOs, running two to three schools, and 
(3) CMOs operating Single-site schools (i.e., 

“Single-sites”). 
When viewing the school system through this lens, 

there are six large CMOs, six small CMOs, and 24 
Single-sites operating schools authorized by OPSB/
NOLA Public Schools in the 2022-2023 school year. 
Applying our quota sampling method, CLE invited 24 
CMOs to interview:
 • 5 of 6 Large CMOs, 
 • 5 of 6 Small CMOs, and 
 • 14 of 24 Single-sites for interviews.

For each CMO invited, CLE requested two inter-
views, with both the CEO (or their designee) and the 

Special Education Leader to get a diverse perspec-
tive on the subject matter. Our total interviewee pool 
reached 48 individuals (two per CMO). In our inter-
view protocol, CLE invited each interviewee to share 
facts about all schools in their network. 

Regarding response rates by CMO (N=24), 96% 
responded and participated. Regarding response 
rates by stakeholders (N=48), 71% responded and par-
ticipated on behalf of their CMO. To understand our 
response rate with regards to getting both the CEO 
and Special Education Leader of a CMO: 
 •  for 46% of CMOs we contacted, both the CEO and 

Special Education Leader participated on behalf 
of their CMO (meaning, 2 interviews for that 
CMO); 

 •  for 50% of the CMOs contacted, either the CEO or 
Special Education Leader participated (1 interview 
for that CMO); 

 •  for 4% of CMOs contacted, neither candidate 
responded. 
After reaching out to these CMOs, CLE contin-

ued monitoring and tracking the types of charter 
schools that participated in this research to ensure 
that the completed interviews represent a diverse 
enough sample so that no subtypes in the local 
school ecosystem were underrepresented. Because 
of the nature of qualitative research and our use of 
quota sampling (instead of random sampling), CLE 
acknowledges the limitations of our data collection 
methodology and does not claim that the findings 
from this research can be generalized to represent 
the entirety of the NOLA Public Schools ecosystem. 
We sought to engage with a diverse enough group of 
leaders to get a deeper dive into their understanding 
and opinions about special education and the cen-
tralization proposal. 

Scope of School stakeholders
All told, CLE interviewed 34 school stakeholders rep-
resenting 23 CMOs. The scope and representation of 
this interview sample can be understood in multiple  
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ways, narrated below. Significantly, the interview 
sample reaches 76% all public charter schools within 
OPSB/NOLA Public Schools’ portfolio, and 63% of the 
charter management organizations (CMOs) autho-
rized to operate these schools. 

By the number of CMOs currently authorized to run 
charter schools by OPSB/NOLA Public Schools, dis-
aggregated by peer group
If one understands the New Orleans school system 
by the number of CMOs authorized by OPSB/NOLA 
Public Schools to operate LEA charter schools,20 then 
our sample size (N=23) reaches 63% of CMOs in the 
city (N=36). 

Applying CLE’s sampling methodology of Large 
CMOs, Small CMOs, and Single-site peer groups, our 
interviews reflect 83% of Large CMOs, 83% of Small 
CMOs, and 54% of Single-sites.

CLE Sample 
(Total)

% of Peer 
Group

Large 
CMOs (3+ 
schools)

5 (of 6) 83%

Small 
CMOs
(2-3 
schools)

5 (of 6) 83%

Single 
Sites
(1 school)

13 (of 24) 54%

23 of 36 charter operators,  
or 63% of charter operators

By the number of schools represented by the 23 CMOs
Because each unique CMO operates differing num-
bers of schools (each of whom holds LEA status), we 
also wish to interpret our sample size by the schools 
represented. Totaling the number of schools oper-
ated by each CMO represented in the interview 
sample, aggregated by peer group, the interview sam-
ple reaches 55 schools, or 76%, of a total 72 charter 
schools authorized by OPSB / NOLA Public Schools. 

Number of 
schools run 
by CMOs 
in CLE’s 
Sample

Total number 
of schools 
reflected 
in the peer 
group city-
wide

Large CMOs 
(n=5)

28 32

Small CMOs 
(n=5)

14 17

Single Sites 
(n=13)

13 24

Total 55 72

By the percent of the CMO sample that is currently or 
has previously delegated LEA status to OPSB
While the state statutory default is for each New 
Orleans charter school to be legally designated as 
their own Local Educational Agencies (LEAs) for pur-
poses of special education, New Orleans CMOs have 
the option of designating the Orleans Parish School 
Board to act as the LEA of their schools. Of the 23 
CMOs interviewed, 30% are currently or have previ-
ously opted into OPSB’s LEA for purposes of special 
education.

The percent of stakeholders who are CEOs vs Special 
Education Leaders
Of the 34 stakeholders, 14 were CEOs and 20 were 
Special Education Leaders. Thus, 41% of our stake-
holders represent CEOs and 59% of our stakeholders 
represent special education leaders (at the CMO net-
work level, unless a Single-site).

Cross-tabulating interviewee role (CEO or Special 
Education Leader) by peer group (Large CMO, Small 
CMO, or Single-site) 
If we cross-tabulate our stakeholders by role and 
CMO peer group, we understand that the largest con-
tingent is Single-sites: 20% of the sample is CEOs of 
Single-site charter schools and 32% of the sample 
is Special Education Leaders of Single-site charter 
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schools. The next largest stakeholder group is Special 
Education Leaders of Large CMOs, 14% of the sample.

 Stakeholders’ tenure in their respective roles and 
experience outside the unique New Orleans charter 
ecosystem
 We asked each of our stakeholders to share their ten-
ure in their roles and whether they had experience 
working outside of the New Orleans school system.
 •  Of the CEOs we interviewed, the average length 

of their tenure as CEO was 7.4 years. The range 
of tenure length stretched from 1 year to 17 
years. 79% of CEOs interviewed had experi-
ence working outside of the New Orleans public 
school ecosystem.

 •  Of the Special Ed Leaders we interviewed, the 
average length of their tenure in their current 
role was 5.8 years. The range of tenure length 
stretched from 1 year to 12 years. 75% of special 
education leaders interviewed had experience 
working outside of the New Orleans public school 
ecosystem.

Interviews with families of students with disabilities
CLE partnered with Families Helping Families (FHF) 
NOLA, a nonprofit family advocacy organization, to 
host three virtual focus group sessions for families 
of students with disabilities in June 2023. We used a 

focus group as a group interview method with peo-
ple who share similar experiences regarding students 
with disabilities in NOLA Public Schools. FHF NOLA 
led outreach, recruitment, and registration for the 
focus groups with their extensive network as a grass-
roots advocacy organization for families of children 
with disabilities. FHF NOLA also provided expert 
advice and guidance on all aspects of designing the 
focus group process, including the decision to have 
the focus groups be virtual in lieu of in-person. At 
each focus group, we obtained informed consent 
from these participants and compensated them with 
a small stipend in recognition of their time.

A total of 16 stakeholders participated in CLE’s 
three virtual focus groups: 12 parents, one educator, 
and two young adults with disabilities who are alumni 
of the post-Katrina public school system.21 
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School Interview Protocol
CLE conducted school stakeholder interviews using a semi-structured interview protocol. CLE’s school 
stakeholder interviews were conducted in November and December of 2022, with outreach and individual 
invitations to stakeholders beginning in October 2022.

BEFORE THE INTERVIEW

» Interview Overview: Review the purpose of the 
study and ask for consent to record. 

» Begin recording the interview. 

OPENING 

» Can you introduce yourself and tell me how long 
have you been in your leadership role?

» Prior to this role, have you worked in other char-
ter networks? Locally or elsewhere? In a traditional 
district?

» How would you describe the population of 

students with disabilities in your school or network, 
in terms of proportion of the student body and 
their range of needs?

» How big is your special education staff? (Special 
Education Leaders only)

Research Topic 1: Current Perceptions of Special Education 

“Our first topic relates to your perceptions and 
experiences with coordinating and delivering spe-
cial education programs and services to best meet 
the needs of your students with disabilities.”

» When it comes to your school or network’s 
special education programs for students with dis-
abilities, in what ways do you excel? What are the 
components of that success?

» In what ways are you challenged? What do you 
think is the cause of that challenge?

» How would you rate your experience with retain-
ing special ed leadership? Easy; Moderately difficult; 
challenging - why? (CEOs only).

» How would you rate your experience with 
recruiting and hiring highly qualified special educa-
tors? Easy; Moderately difficult; challenging - why? 
(Special Education Leaders only)

» How would you rate your experience with 

securing qualified professionals to conduct evalu-
ations & re-evaluations? Easy; Moderately difficult; 
challenging - why? (Special Education Leaders only)

» How would you rate your experience with secur-
ing qualified providers for related services? Easy; 
Moderately difficult; challenging - why? (Special 
Education Leaders only)

 •  Are there related services providers that are hard 
to find?

 •  To what extent do you contract with third party 
providers for some aspect of special education 
services? 

» How would you rate your effectiveness at hiring 
qualified paraprofessionals? Easy; Moderately difficult; 
challenging - why? (Special Education Leaders only)

» How would you rate your effectiveness at provid-
ing or accessing the IDEA continuum of placements 
(inclusion, resource, self-contained, specialized 
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setting)? Easy; Moderately difficult; challenging - 
why? (Special Education Leaders only)

 •  Is there a particular part of this continuum that 
has been more challenging to deliver or access? 

» “My teams have had to make IEP decisions based 
on what we knew we could provide or access for 
that child.” Would you agree or disagree with that 
statement? (Special Education Leaders only)

» “My teams have had to rely on paraprofessionals to 
meet the needs of individual students in the absence 
of a specialized setting.” Would you agree or disagree 
with that statement? (Special Education Leaders only)

 
» When it comes to current special education fund-
ing, are you getting sufficient per-student funds to 
cover the costs of the special education programs 
that your students need? (CEOs only).

 • If it is insufficient, what is the cause for the 
ongoing gap?

» Is there anything you’ve gotten really good at 
right-sizing the cost of? What do you attribute 
that to?

Research Topic 2: Centralization, in Theory 

“I’m going to ask you some questions to bet-
ter understand the impact of decentralization 
and get your opinion on centralizing special 
education in theory. Our system is highly decen-
tralized, with every school legally its own LEA, or 
school district. This means every school is indi-
vidually responsible for the full array of special 
education responsibilities.”

» Has your school or network ever opted into the 
OPSB LEA? 

 • If not, why?

 • If yes, what motivated your decision to join?

 • If you have since left the LEA, why?

» Does a proposal to “centralize special educa-
tion” sound like something that would improve your 
ability to meet the needs of your students with dis-
abilities? Why or why not?

 • Is there a specific population of students with 
disabilities that come to mind to inform your 
answer?

 • What would be the benefits? What would be the 
drawbacks?

» What if centralization of special education came 
with multiple levels of engagement, and you could 
opt into a la carte services - would that be benefi-
cial? What types of services would you consider?

» What aspects of autonomy would you be will-
ing to give up because centralization would make it 
worth it? (CEOs only).

» Do you have a tipping point where it stops mak-
ing sense to do something in house? i.e., you could 
develop a program in house for $60K per student 
but pay $40K in tuition to another school instead? 
(CEOs only).

Research Topic 3: Needs, Bottom Lines, and Motivating Factors

“Now I want to get your opinion on the tactical 
components of making centralization happen.”

» If you could pick an entity to be a centralized 
hub for special education services, who would you 
choose?

» I’m going to read a statement and ask you to fill in 
the blank. “If NOLA Public Schools convenes schools 
to discuss centralizing special education, ...

 • _____ needs to true for me to consider it.”
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 • _____needs to be addressed during the planning 
process.”

» One idea is to create a governing board of char-
ter schools to oversee the centralization entity - its 
operations and governance. How significant does 
that feel to your willingness to explore centralizing 
special education? Critical; important; nice to have; 
no impact 

» What’s your reaction to NOLA Public Schools 
being the entity where centralized special educa-
tion services are coordinated?

» What would have to change for you to consider 
NOLA Public Schools as the place for centralized 
services?

» If NOLA Public Schools is the entity that hosts 
centralized special education services, one idea 
is to explore creating a firewall to separate the 
centralized services department from the account-
ability office. How significant does that feel to 
your willingness to explore centralizing special 
education? Critical; important; nice to have; no 
impact 

» What is the most significant factor that informs 
your opinion on centralizing special education?

CLOSING

» What questions do you wish I had asked  
that I didn’t?

» Is there anything else you’d like 
to add about this idea?
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Endnotes
1 For the remainder of this paper, 
we will refer to “special education” 
and “special education program-
ming” as an imperfect but efficient 
way to refer to a totality of programs, 
services, and supports for students 
with disabilities eligible for services 
under the federal Individuals with 
Disabilities Education Act (IDEA). 
Special education is neither a place 
nor a label; it is a set of services 
that some students receive to sup-
port their academic and behavioral 
success. The purpose of special edu-
cation is to provide individualized 
services to ensure that students with 
disabilities can access learning and 
achieve their most ambitious per-
sonal goals.

2 An “Educational Service Agency” 
is a “regional public multiser-
vice agency (i) authorized by state 
law to develop, manage, and pro-
vide services or programs to local 
educational agencies; and (ii) rec-
ognized as an administrative agency 
for purposes of the provision of spe-
cial education and related services 
provided within public elementary 
schools and secondary schools of the 
state.” Individuals with Disabilities 
Education Act (IDEA), 20 U.S.C. § 
1401(5). For more information, please 
see CLE’s companion publication, 
Educational Service Agencies: Public 
Infrastructure to Solve Charter 
Schools’ Special Education Capacity 
Challenges.

3 Smith, V. “How Teacher 
Preparation Programs Can 
Help All Teachers Better Serve 
Students with Disabilities.” 
American Progress. January 2020. 
https://www.americanprog-
ress.org/issues/education-k-12/
news/2020/01/23/479675/teach-
er-preparation-programs-can-help. 
Cai, J. “Black Students in the 
Condition of Education 2020.” 
National School Boards Association. 

June 2020. https://www.nsba.org/
Perspectives/2020/black-stu-
dents-condition-education.

4 By “decentralized system” we 
mean every New Orleans charter 
school authorized by NOLA Public 
Schools / Orleans Parish School 
Board is designated its own Local 
Educational Agency (LEA) for pur-
poses of special education, pursuant 
to the state charter school statute.

5 To ensure a diversity of char-
ter school perspectives, we identified 
three peer groups of CMOs: Large 
CMOs, operating three or more 
schools; Small CMOs, operating two 
to three schools; and Single-site 
CMOs, operating one school. We 
solicited stakeholder interviews with 
mindfulness to capture a diversity of 
voices across these peer groups.

6 We also heard from several stake-
holders about their interest in 
centralization for meeting the needs 
of English Learners, an issue that 
came up multiple times across the 
totality of interview data.

7 For a refresher on the exist-
ing option to delegate LEA status to 
NOLA Public Schools, please see the 
snapshot, Reflecting on NOLA Public 
Schools’ Optional LEA on page 31.

8 Anticipating this barrier, our 
interview protocol explored this 
theme with CEOs, asking whether, 
why, and under what conditions 
they were willing to give up some 
autonomy because centralization 
would make it worth it. Additionally, 
concerns with infringements on 
autonomy came up organically in 
response to other questions.

9 P.B. et. al. v Brumley, 2:10-cv-
04049. Eastern District of Louisiana. 
Filed Oct. 26, 2010. For more infor-
mation see https://bit.ly/3MtTdwH.

10 Specifically, CLE asked stake-
holders, “If NOLA Public Schools is 
the entity that hosts centralized spe-
cial education services, one idea 
is to explore creating a firewall to 
separate the centralized services 
department from the accountability 
office. How significant does that feel 
to your willingness to explore cen-
tralizing special education? Critical, 
Important, Nice to Have, no impact.”

11 An Educational Service Agency 
as a vehicle for city-wide central-
ized services is not limited to special 
education - it can contain centraliza-
tion of any agreed-upon systemwide 
function that stakeholders see fit to 
allocate. We note that school stake-
holders already raised other service 
areas in their interviews, ranging 
from English Learner programming 
and services to Medicaid billing and 
transportation.

12 20 U.S.C. § 7801(17)

13 As a general note, this section 
on stakeholder perceptions around 
special education presumes a level 
of fluency and knowledge of core 
aspects of special education pro-
gram delivery. Further context and 
definition of these components of 
law and practice will not be provided 
in this paper. For more information, 
please visit the U.S. Department of 
Education’s landing page for infor-
mation regarding the Individuals with 
Disabilities Education Act (IDEA), at 
https://sites.ed.gov/idea/topic-ar-
eas/. 

14 Cowen Institute at Tulane 
University. “New Orleans Public 
Schools Governance Chart 2022-
2023.” https://bit.ly/45XVA1G. 
Hereinafter, “Cowen Governance 
Chart.”

15 This crisis is not unique to New 
Orleans. There is a widely docu-
mented national talent pipeline and 

https://www.americanprogress.org/issues/education-k-12/news/2020/01/23/479675/teacher-preparation-programs-can-help
https://www.americanprogress.org/issues/education-k-12/news/2020/01/23/479675/teacher-preparation-programs-can-help
https://www.americanprogress.org/issues/education-k-12/news/2020/01/23/479675/teacher-preparation-programs-can-help
https://www.americanprogress.org/issues/education-k-12/news/2020/01/23/479675/teacher-preparation-programs-can-help
https://www.nsba.org/Perspectives/2020/black-students-condition-education
https://www.nsba.org/Perspectives/2020/black-students-condition-education
https://www.nsba.org/Perspectives/2020/black-students-condition-education
https://bit.ly/3MtTdwH
https://sites.ed.gov/idea/topic-areas/
https://sites.ed.gov/idea/topic-areas/
https://bit.ly/45XVA1G
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attrition crisis for special educa-
tors. See Hawkins, Beth. “Yes, There’s 
a Shortage of Special Education 
Teachers, and That’s Nothing New.” 
The 74. Sept. 15, 2022. https://bit.
ly/3FMWzXM. We also acknowledge 
the significant leadership and invest-
ments by the Orleans Parish School 
Board and New Schools for New 
Orleans in tackling broader educa-
tor pipeline crises. We hope that our 
findings shed helpful light on new 
ways to understand the problem. See 
New Schools for New Orleans. “First 
Round of Systemwide Needs Program 
Funding Helped Train and Hire New 
Teachers and Provide Support for 
Specialized Programming.” Jan. 10, 
2023. http://bit.ly/469b6HT.

16 Note: only five Single-site 
schools opted into designating NOLA 
Public Schools as their LEA in the 
2022-2023 school year. See Cowen 
Governance Chart supra fn. 9.

17 We recognize that during our 
interviews, many special education 
leaders found this question to be 
provocative.

18 We reference the Public 
Consulting Group’s (PCG) com-
panion findings that Large CMOs 
enroll greater numbers of students 
at the highest tiers of special edu-
cation minutes compared to other 
CMO peer groups. PCG’s findings 
are based upon the District Level 
Funding Allocation (DLFA) formula, 
which includes five tiers of funding 
for students with disabilities based 
on special education service min-
utes. For more information on DLFA, 
see New Schools for New Orleans. 
“Just the Facts: The Superintendent’s 
Role in School Funding.” Feb. 3, 2022. 
https://bit.ly/40qYL0K. 

19 See Cowen Governance Chart, 
sourced above in fn. 9. We acknowl-
edge that these numbers have 

changed in subsequent school years 
due to the nature of the charter 
authorizing process, with some oper-
ators and schools closing and other 
schools switching operators.

20 Each CMO operates one or more 
schools - some operate one, and 
some operate as many as eight. 

21 To ensure consistency within the 
family data set, we limited our data 
analysis of key relevant statistics (i.e., 
% whose children had not received 
an IEP service) to the 12 parents of 
students with disabilities currently 
enrolled at a New Orleans charter 
school as of June 2023.

https://bit.ly/3FMWzXM
https://bit.ly/3FMWzXM
http://bit.ly/469b6HT
https://bit.ly/40qYL0K
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