
Arkansas Department of Education 
Little Rock Area Public Education Stakeholder Group 

Monday, September 26, 2016 - 5:00 PM 

ADE Auditorium 

 

AGENDA 

 

I. Little Rock Area Public Education Stakeholder Group Meeting Called to Order 
Presenter: Chair Tommy Branch 

 

II. Consideration to Approve Minutes - August 29, 2016 
The members are requested to approve the minutes for the August 29, 2016, 
meeting of the Little Rock Area Stakeholder Group. 
Presenter: Deborah Coffman 
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III. Consideration of Feedback from the Arkansas State Board of Education 
On September 9, 2016, the group presented a progress report to the State Board 
of Education. 
Presenter: Jim McKenzie, Vice-Chair 

 

IV. Consideration of the Little Rock School District School Improvement Plan 
Presenter: Michael Poore, Superintendent 

5 

V. Consideration of the Scope of Work and Timeline Proposal from the Center on 
Reinventing Public Education (CRPE) 
On August 29, 2016, the group requested a scope of work and timeline from Dr. 
Jordan Posamentier, Deputy Policy Director for the Center on Reinventing Public 
Education (CRPE). 
 
Presenter: Dr. Jordan Posamentier, Deputy Policy Director 
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VI. Consideration of Next Steps 
Presenter: Dr. Denise Airola 

13 

VII. Consideration of Agenda for Next Meeting 
Presenter: Chair Tommy Branch 

 

VIII. Adjournment 
Presenter: Chair Tommy Branch 
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Minutes 
Little Rock Area Public Education Stakeholder Group Meeting 

Monday, August 29, 2016 
 

The Little Rock Area Public Education Stakeholder Group met Monday, August 29, 
2016, in the Arkansas Department of Education Auditorium.  Chair Tommy Branch 
called the meeting to order at 5:03 p.m. 
 
Members Present:  Tommy Branch, Chair; Jim McKenzie, Vice-Chair; Tamika Edwards; 
Ann Brown Marshall; Antwan Phillips; Leticia Reta; and Dianna Varady. 
 
Members Absent: none. 
 
Audience:  ADE staff, general public, and press. 
 
The meeting was live streamed and the recording was posted on the ADE website at 
http://www.arkansased.gov/state-board/minutes/board_meeting_categories/2016. 
 
 
Consideration to Approve Minutes – August 15, 2016 
 
Mr. McKenzie moved, seconded by Ms. Edwards, to approve the August 15, 2016, 
minutes.  The motion carried unanimously.   
 
 
State Procurement Process and Timeline 
 
Assistant Commissioner of Fiscal and Administrative Services Mr. Greg Rogers 
provided definitions for terms used in the procurement process.  Mr. Rogers explained 
the procurement process and timeline. 
 
 
Consideration of Report from ForwARd Arkansas 
 
On July 11, 2016, the Stakeholder Group requested to learn more about ForwARd 
Arkansas.  Executive Director of ForwARd Arkansas Ms. Susan Harriman said 
ForwARd Arkansas was a statewide coalition committed to ensuring all Arkansas 
students graduate prepared for success in college and the workplace.  She said the 
work is a collaborative effort by the Walton Family Foundation, Rockefeller Foundation, 
and the Arkansas State Board of Education.  She said the State of Education report 
provided a comprehensive view of the current state of education in Arkansas.  She said 
the strategic goal of ForwARd Arkansas was to be the leading state in education by 
improving student achievement at a historically ambitious yet achievable rate and to 
close the achievement gap within a generation.  She said there are seven (7) bold focus 
areas and 94 recommendations in the vision. 

2



	
	

2	

 
Associate Director Mr. Cory Biggs said survey data indicated that central Arkansas 
parents wanted a better education system for their children.  He said the data indicated 
these stakeholders valued quality education.  He said ForwARd Arkansas would 
continue to grow and support ForwARd Communities and the vision through listening, 
learning, and action. 
 
Ms. Harriman said ForwARd Arkansas would be available to assist this group.  The 
group requested any assistance and support available for the identified area south of 
the river. 
 
 
Consideration of the Center on Reinventing Public Education (CRPE) 
 
Deputy Policy Director for the Center on Reinventing Public Education (CRPE) Dr. 
Jordan Posamentier said CRPE was interested in identifying the key elements within 
education systems that produce student excellence.  He said within the six identified 
issues there are four challenges: not all students are achieving at high levels, students 
are leaving for other options, declining funds, and resource challenges (e.g., facilities, 
human capital, expenses).   
 
Dr. Posamentier outlined three theories of action.  He said the central office guided the 
central driven model.  He said schools compete for students in a market driven model.  
Schools respond to student need in a school driven model within a performance driven 
experience. 
 
Dr. Sean Gill, Research Analyst for CRPE, said CRPE partnered with collaboration 
compacts in 25 districts.  He said the collaboration theory of change would lead to 
shared resources and responsibility between school districts, charter schools, and 
communities.  He said conditions that supported success for district-charter 
collaboration included a district-charter stake in the work, others taking interest in 
success, and agreements that specified tangible outcomes that provide accountability.   
 
Dr. Posamentier said CRPE has used parent surveys and focus groups to answer 
questions about school choices.  He said data could be analyzed to determine where 
the students are attending unless the students moved to private or homeschool.  He 
said the portfolio strategy was a problem-solving framework to differentiate school 
opportunities and permit students to select the best fit.  He said the effective schools 
were expanded or replicated.  Less effective schools may be closed or repurposed. 
 
Dr. Posamentier said analyzing the data would be a shorter process.  He said focus 
groups and more personal interaction would take longer.  He said CRPE would provide 
a timeline and scope of work to the group for consideration.  Office of Innovation for 
Education Director Dr. Denise Airola said her office would collaborate with CRPE to 
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identify which data questions could be answered quickly and which sets would need 
additional information. 

The Group requested information on additional researchers.  Dr. Posamentier said he 
would provide a list of potential researchers to match the identified research questions. 

 

Consideration of Additional Information Requested Information 

Dr. Denise Airola said the focus of the Office of Innovation in Education was on 
supporting and growing innovation in public schools.  She invited the group to attend the 
two-day Education Innovation Summit on September 26-27 at the Little Rock Marriott.  
A link to the registration is available at http://innovateded.org. 

 

Consideration of Public Comment 

Public Comment  Parent Mr. Lill Lewis asked the group to consider transportation 
needs for equity of services to students. 

 
 
Consideration of Agenda for Next Meeting 
 
The group will meet September 26, 2016, from 5:00-7:00pm.   
 
The group requested to discuss the Little Rock School District’s School Improvement 
Plan at the next meeting. 
 
Dr. Posamentier said he would provide a scope of work and timeline for consideration. 

The group will consider feedback from the State Board.  The group will provide a 
progress report to the State Board on September 9, 2016. 

 
 
 

Adjournment 
 

Mr. Phillips moved, seconded by Mr. McKenzie, to adjourn.  The motion carried 
unanimously.  The meeting adjourned at 7:10 p.m. 
 
Minutes recorded by Deborah Coffman  
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Directions for accessing the Little Rock School District 
ACSIP report: 
 

1. Go to http://www.indistar.org 
2. Click on “user login” in top right corner. 
3. Enter login:  guestDAR402 
4. Enter password: guestDAR402 
5. Click on Wiseways/Indicators & Rubrics tab. 
6. Click on Comprehensive Plan for the full report. 
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September 19, 2016  
  
To the Little Rock Area Public Education Stakeholder Group:  
 
Thank you for inviting the Center on Reinventing Public Education (CRPE) to meet with you last month in Little Rock. 
We learned a lot and appreciate the important task ahead of you.  
 
This memo is in response to the list of Stakeholder Questions you sent. We reviewed the list carefully as we considered 
the nation’s experts as potential supports for you in your work. Below, we have provided comments and recommendations 
on how you might wish to proceed on these questions, offering estimates on cost/time where we can. Your next step 
would likely be to generate a Request For Proposal (RFP) that lays out specific timeframe, scope of work, and payment 
for people or organizations that wish to bid on the work at hand. As it stands, answering all questions posed will likely 
require multiple firms, be time-consuming, and possibly be cost prohibitive. The group may wish to consolidate or narrow 
down which research is essential for your purposes of generating recommendations.   
 
Respectfully, we’d like to make one suggestion. This stakeholder group might be well positioned to sustain its function as 
an education “watchdog” over time, beyond its initial call to provide recommendations over the six listed areas of 
concern. The group could generate a performance tracking system on school quality, equity, and access, which would 
likely entail answering many of the questions posed. This would serve as an overarching solution that could help and 
encourage education leaders from across education sectors and throughout the city to collaborate toward, around or at 
least be held accountable to, a unifying strategy.  
 
Stakeholder Questions CRPE Comments Estimated 

Cost/Time 

1. How every student can have access to a school that is 
achieving; 

a. What constitutes an achieving school? The extent 
to which students have access to an achieving 
school depends on how you define this term. 
See 
https://v3.boardbook.org/Public/PublicItemDo
wnload.aspx?ik=38927664 and the section titled 
Measures of Success 

i. Based on how you define an 
achieving school, which schools are 
or are not achieving schools within 
the south of the river Little Rock 
area? 

ii. To what extent do all students have access 
to an achieving school? 

1. What factors impact access to an 
achieving school? 

 
Questions added by Stakeholder Group at meeting on 

Invariably, the answer to this 
question and its sub-parts is uniquely 
shaped by the city and its residents 
and should reflect city values. It 
would be worth the time to convene 
and reflect locally on “what success 
looks like” for your schools, along 
with how to measure such success. 
CRPE has not facilitated convenings 
like this. You might consider 
contacting Laura Weeldreyer at UPD 
consulting. CRPE has contracted 
with her for this kind of work 
previously. If there is urgency in 
answering this question and its sub-
parts, then you might consider, at 
least for the interim, accepting the 
state’s existing definitions and 
measures.  
 
Also, during the August 29 meeting, 

CRPE has 
contracted with 
Laura to 
facilitate 
discussions on 
forming 
common school 
performance 
frameworks. 
Laura W. 
identified and 
interviewed 
stakeholders 
and facilitated 
in-person and 
remotely, both 
stakeholder and 
community 
meetings. The 
cost for this 
was $100,000, 
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July 11, 2016 

! Need to clarify term definitions: How does a 
quality school differ from an achieving school? 

o What factors promote or impede access to 
an achieving school? 

! Compare and contrast the elements in successful 
schools vs non achieving schools? 

! Need Data by school and grade levels for: 
truancy, absenteeism, tardiness, and disciplinary 
data by grade/gender/race, expulsions, and 
suspensions. Denise Note: Perhaps use these 
data in addition to the achievement and growth 
data to compare and contrast. 

! What success models (within/outside of Pulaski 
Co) are worthy of exploring/emulating in Pulaski 
Co Schools? 

! What opportunities do school leaders and 
teachers have to cross-pollinate 
ideas/methodologies with one another? 
(especially between traditional schools and any 
break-the-mold charters or classrooms of 
innovation) 

! Extent to which each school has viable 
school volunteer programs & partners in 
Education? Rank school over time in a bell 
curve. Does the curve move forward? 
Should we close persistently low 
performing (survival of the fittest)? 

 

the group expressed interest in the 
idea of an Equity Report. I refer you 
to Washington DC’s work in this 
area, as well as New Orleans’ work 
on the same.  

plus travel 
expenses, for a 
fourteen-month 
engagement. 
(Note: we 
searched the 
UPD website, 
and it appears 
they work or 
have worked 
on data 
dashboards for 
Little Rock 
education.) 

2.  How schools can best meet the educational needs of a 
student population markedly diverse in terms of income 
levels, achievement levels, English-language learners, and 
students with disabilities; 

a. To what extent are the educational needs of the 
diverse student population being met or not 
met? Are there factors that might impact the 
degree to which students’ needs are being met 
in all schools? Some schools? 

i. Note: One concern was whether 
concentrations of students living in 
poverty within a school impact the 
ability to meet the needs of students to 

As we understand it, this question 
aims to address student outcomes, 
divided by certain subgroups, in light 
of the funds and resources allocated 
and expended for those students. We 
recommend contacting Marguerite 
Roza at Edunomics Lab for this 
work, which has the expertise for 
these kinds of analyses. (CRPE 
works closely with the organization.) 
Other organizations that perform 
similar work include ERS, Allovue, 
and possibly Edbuild.  
 

Please see our 
response in this 
column for 
question 3.   
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the same degree as in schools with 
lower poverty concentrations. 

ii. Do all students have access to excellent 
teachers? 

iii. Are human and fiscal resources 
allocated with equity given the 
diversity of student populations? 

iv. Are there instructional models that are 
successful for diverse student 
populations that are occurring within 
schools south of the river? 
(Innovation, waivers, etc.—charter or 
traditional?) 

 
Questions added by Stakeholder Group at meeting on 
July 11, 2016 

! What constitutes an “excellent” teacher? 
 

 

3. How to be most cost effective and fiscally efficient in the 
delivery of education;  

a. What fiscal plans are in place that 
enable, replicate, and expand strong 
positive student outcomes? 

i. This is usually answered in one way by 
a district and another (or several other 
ways) by the charter sector. 

b. To what extent are funds allocated to and expended 
by schools based on student need? 

i. For a district, this often raises the 
question of how much central 
office, rather than schools 
themselves, manages funds, 
whether funds are distributed 
equitably, and related to the equity 
question, to what extent funds are 
directed toward “legacy” or fixed 
costs. 

ii. For a charter school, this often raises 
the question of whether funds are being 
spent on facilities, transportation, 
recruiting, food, and other expenses in 
education that are outside the 

Again, similar to our comment in 
response to question 2, we 
recommend Edunomics Lab for 
these kinds of analyses, and then 
ERS, Allovue, and possibly Edbuild. 

In 
conversations 
with 
Edunomics Lab 
staff, we 
understand the 
sorts of 
analyses here 
(often called 
‘return on 
investment’ 
analyses) range 
from as low as 
$50,000 to up 
to $250,000. 
We strongly 
recommend 
calling 
Marguerite. 
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classroom. 
 

Questions added by Stakeholder Group at meeting on 
July 11, 2016 

 
! Duplicate systems in same geography – 

duplicate/excess facilities – Excessive transport 
costs 

! How can we get a statistical map of where we were 
and where we are now? 

 
 
4. How to respond to patterns that students with certain 

characteristics (in terms of achievement levels, 
demographics, etc.) are more likely, at present, to seek 
out open-enrollment charter options; 

a. Which students/families are exercising 
choice into charter schools? What are their 
primary reasons for seeking charter 
enrollment? 

b. For those who do not seek to choice into an 
open-enrollment charter school, what are 
the primary reasons for not doing so? 

i. Are there services available within 
students’ schools of residence that are 
not available in charter? 
Transportation, special education, etc. 

ii. Are there preferences or 
perceptions that influence 
families’ desire to opt out of 
traditional public schools into 
the charter schools or vice 
versa? 

 
Questions added by Stakeholder Group at meeting on 
July 11, 2016 

 
! What are the impacts of concentrations 

of poverty? How should these 
concentrations be considered in future 
plans? 

! Are there traditional schools that are 
retaining the student body? Why? 

The work needed to answer these 
questions is twofold.  
First, it would require tracking 
student-level data over time to 
determine students’ migratory 
patterns, e.g., whether or to what 
extent they are “choicing” into and 
out of certain school environments 
and into others. It is unlikely you can 
get a complete picture of this 
because student-level data will be 
unavailable for students who left the 
state or who “choiced” into 
homeschool or private school 
environments. But an incomplete 
picture with the data available might 
still be worthwhile for you. This is 
not a difficult analysis. We believe 
one simple, low-cost solution would 
be to use a graduate-level researcher, 
perhaps from the University of 
Arkansas to do this work. 
Alternatively, if you feel that more 
expertise is required, Marcus 
Winters from the Manhattan Institute 
has performed this kind of “student 
migratory patterns” work with 
respect to special education students 
in certain locales. You might also 
consider contacting Celeste 
Caruthers from  University of 
Tennessee at Knoxville, who has 
researched migratory patterns of 
students between the traditional and 

The second 
part of this 
work, which 
can occur over 
the same time 
period as the 
first and would 
likely take six 
months in total, 
would 
separately cost 
$75,000-
$85,000.   
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What are the characteristics of these 
schools? 

! What are the rules governing 
enrollment that may create barriers 
to students in our district/charter 
taking classes at another 
school/charter? If Any? 

! How to draw kids from private schools into public 
charters? Zero sum game. 

! Why are parents making the decision to leave 
the district? Is it data related? Is it achievement, 
facilities, demographics, or a factor beyond 
what a school can control? 

 
 

charter sectors.  
 
Second, to understand what families 
prefer or why families are choosing 
certain school environments, we 
would recommend a parent survey. 
For it to be worthwhile, you will 
likely need a sample of about 850 
parents, being sure to over-sample 
smaller subgroups of parents. CRPE 
does this kind of research by 
partnering with a local group that 
knows the area.  
 
 
 

5. How facilities should be modernized and spread across the 
area based on the current demographics of the area with 
an eye to future demographic patterns; 

 
Questions added by Stakeholder Group at meeting on 
July 11, 2016 

 
! Who decides this with multiple competing 

systems? 
! Is there a statistical relationship between facility 

status and achievement and growth? 
! How are existing state of facilities (not just 

disrepair, but other factors, i.e. Overall 
look/feel and modern amenities) contributing to 
student mobility and choice. 

! What does “eye to future demographic 
patterns” mean? Can we affect future 
demographic pattern? 

! Maps- overlay schools- race, poverty, and feeder 
patterns. 

 

The only group that we know that 
specializes in mapping school siting, 
quality, and capacity is IFF. This is a 
neglected area of study. We 
recommend contacting them for 
questions of that nature.  
 
For questions related to 
modernization of facilities, we 
recommend contacting an 
architectural firm that specializes in 
school buildings. We do not have 
recommendations for which firm.  

 

6. How collaboration between traditional public 
schools and open-enrollment charter educational 
offerings can maximize the achievement of 
students and fiscal efficiency of the system of public 
education south of the river. 

a. What are Little Rock’s traditional public schools’ 
and charter public schools’ respective strengths 

While CRPE does not facilitate 
negotiations on district-charter 
collaboration, per se, we have done 
briefings, served as a “thought 
partner,” and have generated reports 
related to collaboration for other 
locales. Such work would lead to 

We estimate 
this line of 
work at 
$75,000 over 
1.5 years.  
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and weaknesses? 
i. What is the “low hanging fruit” where 

collaboration might allow for an early 
win? 

1. Practice-sharing 
2. Combining basic 

performance information in a 
user-friendly way for parents 
to help them make better 
schooling choices for their 
children; 

3. Aligning school enrollment dates; 
4. Combining school fairs, etc. 

b. What are some successful models of collaboration 
from which we can learn? 

i. What short term benefits have been 
experienced in other communities? 

ii. What long term benefits have been 
experienced in other communities? 

iii. What challenges and recommendations 
can be identified from the lessons 
learned from communities that have 
done this work previously? 

c. What resources are needed to support this work? 
d. What resources are available to support this work? 

 
Questions added by Stakeholder Group at meeting on July 11, 
2016 

! What are the barriers or factors contributing to a 
disproportionately low number of educational “at risk” 
students enrolling in charter schools? Denise Question: 
What are the data on proportion of educational “at risk” 
enrolling in charter schools? 

! Does collaboration include the perception of 
equity and fairness re: resources and high 
achieving students? 

! Can current demographics and testing data affect the 
expansion and creation of new charters? 

! What are growth models can be shared traditional and 
charter schools? 

! Can charter schools focus only math growth at middle school 
level? 

answers for many, possibly all, of 
these questions.  
    
 

Please feel free to contact me with any questions or comments on the above.   
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Sincerely, 
 
Jordan Posamentier 
Deputy Policy Director  
jpos@uw.edu 
206-673-6258 
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Summary

Context

The devastation wrought by Hurricane Katrina in 2005 triggered a dramatic overhaul of 
the public education system in New Orleans, Louisiana. Two months after the hurricane, in 
November 2005, the state of Louisiana took over nearly all of the district’s schools and began 
developing a radically different system of schools featuring charter schools and parental choice. 
Before Katrina, the New Orleans Public School District was one of the nation’s most belea-
guered districts, and only a handful of charter schools existed in the city (Boston Consulting 
Group, 2007). As of the spring of 2010, however, the city was home to 62 charter schools, 
which jointly served 61 percent of its more than 38,000 public school students (Cowen Insti-
tute, 2010; New Orleans Parent Organizing Network, 2010). New Orleans is the first city 
in the nation to implement a charter-school model at this scale (National Alliance for Public 
Charter Schools, 2010a).

Administrative authority over public schools in the city is now primarily divided between 
two separate districts. The largest is the Recovery School District (RSD), which is overseen by 
the state and includes 71 of the city’s 90 public schools. The other district is run by the Orleans 
Parish School Board (OPSB). It is a remnant of the pre-Katrina school district and oversees 17 
schools that were not taken over by the RSD because of low performance. Schools run by the 
OPSB thus tend to be among the city’s highest-performing schools and, as was true before the 
storm, a subset are selective admission schools (Boston Consulting Group, 2007).

Consistent with the state’s mission to decentralize public education in New Orleans and 
introduce competition, both the RSD and the OPSB operate a set of traditional schools and 
oversee their own portfolios of charter schools. In addition, the Louisiana Board of Elementary 
and Secondary Education (BESE) oversees two schools in the city, both of which are charter 
schools. Each New Orleans charter school, in turn, is managed day to day by one of more than 
30 charter operating organizations (Save Our Schools NOLA, 2008). 

Because New Orleans is the first city in the nation to carry out a charter-based reform at 
this scale, its experiences have direct implications not only for the future of the city’s public 
education system but also for the national conversation about charter schools and choice. 
Despite the growing prevalence of charter schools nationally during the past two decades, 
these schools remain controversial (Henig, 2008). Advocates argue that charter schools’ free-
dom from administrative bureaucracy allows innovation to flourish and that the market and 
policy pressure facing schools in a system of choice can ultimately raise the quality of school-
ing options for all students (Chubb and Moe, 1990; Hill and Celio, 1998; Lake, 2010). Mean-
while, critics worry that charter schools siphon critical funds and the most motivated families 
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away from traditional public schools. This concern has been voiced with particular vigor in 
New Orleans, where the traditional schools run by the RSD are sometimes viewed as schools of 
last resort in comparison to RSD charter schools and to OPSB charter and traditional schools 
(Cowen Institute, 2008).1 RSD traditional schools also serve a more racially segregated and 
economically disadvantaged population of students than do other schools in the city (Institute 
on Race and Poverty, 2010).

Research on the effectiveness of charter schools relative to traditional schools in raising 
student achievement and attainment has shown mixed effects as well as considerable variation 
among charter schools (Abdulkadiroglu et al., 2009; Center for Research on Education Out-
comes, 2009; Hoxby and Rockoff, 2004; Lake, 2008; Zimmer et al., 2009). In addition, there 
has been only limited research on how charter schools differ from their traditional school coun-
terparts in terms of operations, instruction, personnel, and relationships to students’ families 
(Gross and Pochop, 2008; National Alliance for Public Charter Schools, 2010b). Consequently, 
the aim of this study was to shed additional light on prominent local and national questions 
about how charter school practices differ from those of their traditional school counterparts. 
However, it is important to clarify that the noncharter schools in this study, which we refer to 
as “traditional schools,” operate alongside their charter school counterparts in a post-Katrina 
system of citywide school choice and in the absence of collective bargaining. This context is 
very different from the pre-Katrina system of neighborhood-based school assignments within 
a single district in which teachers maintained collective bargaining rights (Boston Consulting 
Group, 2007). Moreover, because the RSD and OPSB districts oversee both charter and non-
charter schools, and some in the OPSB maintain selective admission policies, our examination 
of charter and “traditional” schools post-Katrina represents merely one way of examining a 
complex and multifaceted “system of schools” (Cowen Institute, 2008, p. 3). For this reason, 
we report in many cases on supplemental findings disaggregated by both district (RSD versus 
OPSB) and type (charter versus traditional), and we acknowledge that the traditional schools 
we refer to in post-Katrina New Orleans operate within a decidedly nontraditional context. 

The complex assortment of schools and school operators in post-Katrina New Orleans 
presents an unusual opportunity for researchers to examine the operational, instructional, 
human capital, and family outreach policies and practices of charter and traditional schools. 
Seeing this, Tulane University’s Cowen Institute for Public Education Initiatives asked RAND 
to partner with it in using a U.S. Department of Education grant to examine differences in 
policies and practices between charter and traditional schools in post-Katrina New Orleans. 
RAND and the Cowen Institute then collaborated to design and administer a set of surveys 
directly to principals, teachers, and parents in both traditional and charter schools in the city. 

In this technical report, we examine charter and traditional schools’ policies and practices 
in four central dimensions of interest: governance and operations, educational contexts, educa-
tor quality and mobility, and parents’ choice of and involvement in their children’s schools. The 
four dimensions represent prominent local policy concerns, including teacher qualifications 
and parental access and choice, as well as topics of school governance and instructional con-
texts that have been identified by charter school research and theory as warranting additional 
understanding. A fifth topic provides a descriptive analysis of the relationship between school 

1 As noted above, the schools allowed to remain in the OPSB after the storm were already the city’s highest performing. 
Several were selective admission schools, and some OPSB charter schools retain that status today (New Orleans Parent 
Organizing Network, 2010).
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characteristics and schools’ academic performance during the survey year, 2008–09. Our spe-
cific research questions were as follows:

1. How do New Orleans’ charter and traditional schools differ in terms of their gover-
nance and organizational practices, as reported by principals and teachers?

2. How do New Orleans’ charter and traditional schools differ with regard to their edu-
cational contexts, including instructional practices and learning environments, as 
described by principals, teachers, and parents?

3. How do New Orleans’ charter and traditional schools differ in terms of the qualifica-
tions and mobility of their teachers and principals, as reported by those individuals?

4. How do New Orleans’ charter and traditional schools differ with regard to their efforts 
to engage parents and in terms of parents’ experiences with the schools, as described by 
principals, teachers, and parents?

5. How do charter and traditional schools differ in terms of school performance and per-
formance growth, and what, if any, observable school characteristics or practices are 
associated with these differences?

Methods and Limitations

For this study, we sent surveys to the principals of 75 of the 86 public schools operational in 
school year 2008–09, 42 in charter and 33 in traditional, district-run schools. We excluded 
schools that were newly constituted in 2008–09 and consisted of only a few grades. In addi-
tion, we surveyed a random sample of 436 teachers of elementary education, secondary Eng-
lish/language arts, and secondary mathematics, stratified by grade level and subject area, 
and representing the 59 schools that provided teacher rosters from which we could draw the 
random sample. We also sent parent surveys to 411 parents from the 55 schools that provided 
mailing addresses for the randomly drawn sample or agreed to distribute the surveys based on 
our instructions for drawing a random sample. 

Survey questionnaires were mailed to principals and to sampled teachers and parents 
in the spring of 2009. The principal survey asked about enrollment, admission policies, aca-
demic programs, governance, accountability, teachers, professional development, operations, 
and school finance. The teacher survey asked about school governance, instructional feedback, 
professional development, instructional methods, parent communications and involvement, 
and teachers’ career plans and professional backgrounds. The parent survey inquired about 
parents’ choice of school, the school’s academic programs, school communications, parent 
involvement, and parents’ demographic backgrounds. Follow-up surveys, emails, and (in 
some cases) phone calls were sent to nonrespondents. Final response rates were approximately  
32 percent for principals, 52 percent for teachers, and 36 percent for parents. Of 75 schools 
targeted by the surveys, principal survey respondents represented 24 schools (10 charter and  
14 traditional), teacher survey respondents represented 57 schools (36 charter and 21 tradi-
tional), and parent survey respondents represented 51 schools (30 charter and 21 traditional). 
Overlap among schools represented by principal, teacher, and parent respondents was imper-
fect, with 32 of the 75 targeted schools represented by both teacher and parent respondents, 
and only 15 of 75 targeted schools represented in all three survey samples.
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Survey data were tabulated using Stata 10.0 (StataCorp, 2007), disaggregated by  
charter versus traditional school type and, in some cases, also by district (OPSB or BESE 
versus RSD). Teachers’ and parents’ responses were adjusted to reflect the nesting of indi-
viduals within schools. In addition, we used ordinary least squares and multilevel regression 
analyses to describe the relationship between aggregate school performance in the survey year 
and school characteristics, including but not limited to school characteristics reported on the 
teacher surveys.

Most of the schools that participated in the teacher and parent surveys were represented 
by at least one respondent (97 percent of schools participating in the teacher surveys and  
93 percent of those participating in the parent survey, respectively), and these represent 76 per-
cent and 73 percent, respectively, of the 75 targeted schools. However, overall response rates 
were lower than anticipated. Because respondents within a school may differ systematically 
from nonrespondents, nonresponse bias is a possible threat to the interpretation of data from 
these surveys. Moreover, because schools willing to participate in the surveys may differ from 
those not willing to do so, teachers’ and parents’ survey responses cannot be generalized to all 
of the targeted schools. Also, because we received principal survey responses from only 32 per-
cent of the 75 targeted schools, it is not possible to generalize those results to other charter and 
traditional schools in the city. 

Other limitations associated with reliance on survey data include imprecision in partici-
pants’ responses, as well as social desirability bias, although participants were assured that their 
responses would be treated as confidential. In addition, it is important to emphasize that our 
results are descriptive. Because differences among schools in terms of their survey results or 
their performance data may be due to unmeasured characteristics, there is no basis for drawing 
causal inferences about any of the relationships described in the report. Another critical limita-
tion is that the survey results were captured at a single point in time so may not reflect more 
recent developments in the city’s schools. Moreover, because we do not have parallel survey 
data from the years before Hurricane Katrina, our data do not permit even descriptive conclu-
sions about how the schools in New Orleans have changed since the time before the storm or as 
a result of the citywide reform. As noted above, what is clear is that New Orleans schools now 
function in a dynamic, choice-based context, which means that even those schools we refer 
to in this report as “traditional” are operating within a nontraditional and swiftly changing 
public education environment.

Summary of Findings

The survey responses revealed both similarities and differences by school type (charter versus 
traditional) in schools’ practices and parents’ experiences. The following summary highlights 
key findings in each of our four domains of interest—governance and operations, educational 
contexts, educator quality and mobility, and parental choice and involvement. It also describes 
key findings about observed relationships between particular school characteristics and school 
performance.

Governance and Operations
As the largely independent nature of charter schools would suggest, principals reported having 
greater control over many leadership and decisionmaking practices of their schools, including 
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instructional practices, staff hiring and discipline, student assessments, budgeting, and cur-
riculum. Nevertheless, both charter and traditional school principals placed similar ratings of 
importance on each of these categories.

The governance of charter and traditional schools where principals completed surveys 
appeared similar in many regards. 

• Principals at both types of schools reported having steering committees that met about 
weekly or monthly, and teachers in both types of schools also reported meeting regularly 
to discuss issues relating to student assessments, instruction, and discipline.

• According to principal respondents, charter and traditional schools differed in terms of 
the providers of a variety of their operational services. In traditional schools, such func-
tions as transportation, food services, and facility maintenance were reportedly carried 
out by the district, whereas the majority of responding charter school principals said that 
they contracted out for such services. 

• Similarly, although most responding charter and traditional school principals reported 
that their schools offered nursing, social work, counseling, and speech therapy services, 10 
to 30 percent of charter school principals reported contracting for such services, whereas 
none of the traditional school principals reported using contractors.

In short, the governance and operational practices of charter and traditional schools in 
the response samples differed with regard to schools’ autonomy and provision of services, but 
we found little evidence that they differed markedly in school-level leadership and decision-
making practices.

Educational Contexts
When we examined the educational contexts of charter and traditional schools in New Orleans, 
including their allocation of instructional time, course offerings and programs, and instruc-
tional practices, we again found few meaningful differences between the practices reported by 
principals, teachers, and to some extent, parents. Key findings were as follows:

• According to principals, neither the length of the school year or school day was notably 
different between charter and traditional schools. Specifically, the average reported school 
year length was 177 days in the former and 179 in the latter, and the average school day 
was reportedly 7.1 hours in the former and 7.6 in the latter.

• Teachers at charter schools reported stronger agreement than traditional school teachers 
with the statement that it was easy to maintain discipline at their schools (2.5 versus 1.9 
on a scale of 1 to 4), though their responses were similar in terms of other school climate 
dimensions, such as the school having a strong sense of mission.

• Teachers in charter and traditional schools reported almost no meaningful differences 
in terms of their instructional practices. For instance, teachers in charter and traditional 
schools reported devoting an almost identical share of instructional time to activities 
that promoted higher-order thinking skills (about 30 percent of instructional time), were 
based on real-life situations (about 23 percent), required students to work independently 
(about 21 percent), and involved thematic instruction (about 12 percent). 
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The most critical differences that emerged between charter and traditional schools in 
terms of educational contexts involved educators’ perceived challenges to improving student 
achievement. Principal and teacher respondents rated all 12 potential challenges presented to 
them (most notably, parent involvement, student discipline, and student transfers) as more seri-
ous in traditional schools than in charter schools, with the exception of facilities, which was 
rated as the most prominent challenge among charter school principals. 

Educator Qualifications and Mobility
Our inquiry into educator qualifications and mobility examined the preparation, training, 
professional development experiences, and career plans of the surveyed teachers and principals. 
Key findings included the following: 

• Among responding principals, those at charter schools reported being somewhat more 
likely than their traditional school counterparts to have hired a teacher directly from a 
traditional licensure program (16 percent versus 7 percent of their newly hired teachers, 
respectively), whereas charter school principals were reportedly less likely than their tra-
ditional school counterparts to have hired a teacher from the alternative route program 
Teach for America. However, this counterintuitive finding is most prominent in the RSD, 
where the district maintained a nonbinding contract with Teach for America stating that 
it planned to hire a certain number of its corps members each year (Carr, 2009a).

• Charter and traditional school principals gave similar ratings of teachers they had hired 
from traditional versus alternative licensure programs, rating the former at 3.3 on a satis-
faction scale of 1 to 4, versus 2.8 for Teach for America Teachers. 

• Charter and traditional school principals described encountering similar hiring difficul-
ties, which were reportedly greatest in science, foreign languages, and mathematics, with 
25, 21, and 17 percent of respondents reporting difficulties in each of these subjects, 
respectively.

• Teachers also reported a similar distribution of preparation routes and educational attain-
ment levels, regardless of whether they worked in charter or traditional schools. The larg-
est proportion of respondents (69 percent in charter schools and 73 percent in traditional 
schools) said that they held only a bachelor’s degree. 

• Traditional school teachers reported having about 3.3 more years of experience than their 
charter school counterparts, at 13 versus 9.7 years, on average. This difference in average 
experience level also accounted for a slightly higher average salary level reported by tradi-
tional school teacher respondents than their charter school counterparts.

• Charter school teachers reported receiving about 21 fewer hours, on average, of pro-
fessional development than their traditional school counterparts, at 70 versus 91 hours 
during the school year and preceding summer.

• Charter and traditional school principals reported that the proportion of teachers return-
ing to the school from the prior year was quite high, at 87 and 81 percent, respectively. 
Meanwhile, about 74 percent of teachers reported that they planned to return to their 
current schools the following year, and the difference between charter and traditional 
schools was not substantively noteworthy.

• Two-thirds of responding charter school principals and all responding traditional school 
principals reported holding an administrative credential. 
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Taken together, the survey results suggest that charter and traditional schools did not 
differ notably in terms of their human resource policies and practices, including their hiring 
priorities and needs, incentive structures, or professional development offerings. Teachers’ 
anticipated career plans also did not differ notably between charter and traditional schools.

Parental Choice and Involvement
Finally, the surveys asked principals, teachers, and parents about their schools’ recruitment, 
admissions, and parental outreach practices, and they asked parents specifically about their 
experiences in an environment of citywide school choice. Key findings were as follows: 

• According to principals’ reports, charter schools had larger applicant pools, lower accep-
tance rates, and lower rates of transfer into and out of the schools during the academic 
year than their traditional school counterparts. A likely explanation for the lower accep-
tance rates is that charter schools are permitted to cap their enrollments.

• The reasons parents gave for their choice of schools differed markedly between charter 
and traditional schools. When parents were asked why they chose their child’s current 
school, the most common reason given by charter school respondents was the school’s 
academic curriculum, followed by its record of student achievement and its attendance 
and discipline policies (chosen by 37 percent, 32 percent, and 27 percent, respectively). In 
contrast, the most common reason given by traditional school respondents was that the 
school provided transportation; the next reasons given were that the child could walk to 
school or use public transportation and the sense that it was the only school available to 
them (chosen by 43 percent, 30 percent, and 19 percent, respectively).

• Parents whose children attended charter schools reported higher satisfaction with their 
child’s school overall and with several facets of the school, including its location, safety, 
educational quality, and discipline, as well as its communication about community ser-
vices and volunteer opportunities, special education services, and gifted and talented edu-
cation services. For instance, on a scale of 1 to 4, the average rating of educational quality 
was 3.6 among charter school parents and only 3.0 among traditional school parents. In 
addition, 41 percent of charter school parents gave their child’s school a letter grade of A 
on a scale of A to F, as opposed to only 18 percent of traditional school parents.

In short, although survey responses showed few notable differences between charter and 
traditional schools with regard to their governance practices, educational and instructional 
contexts, and human resource practices, we found numerous differences in terms of the per-
ceptions and experiences of charter and traditional school parents. Charter school parents per-
ceived a greater sense of choice and greater satisfaction with their children’s schools, on average, 
than their counterparts in traditional schools.

School Performance in Relation to School Characteristics
Our analysis of school performance made use of the School Performance Scores (SPS) gener-
ated annually by the state of Louisiana, which are based on student test scores, dropout/gradu-
ation rates, and attendance. It focused on the 75 established New Orleans schools included in 
our 2008–09 target survey sample, and it used school data from the 2008–09 academic year, 
including baseline and end-of-year SPS scores. In examining the baseline scores, we estimated 
that RSD schools markedly underperformed in comparison to OPSB and BESE schools, even 

23



xx    The Transformation of a School System

though the relationship between charter status and student achievement was positive only in 
the RSD and only when student demographics, school grade levels, and a school’s admission 
policies (selective or open) were held constant.2 However, none of these characteristics were 
statistically significant predictors of growth from baseline to the end-of-year scores.3 More-
over, information we gathered from the teacher surveys about their respective schools’ policies, 
teachers, and instruction—including professional development, class size, instructional prac-
tices, parent outreach, teacher experience, and teacher mobility plans—did not predict growth 
in a school’s SPS among the schools represented in the teacher survey sample.4

Conclusions

New Orleans has been on the cutting edge of choice-based school reform efforts in the years 
since Hurricane Katrina struck the city. However, even six years after the hurricane, questions 
remain about the variation in schools’ policies and practices in the wake of the reform and 
about parents’ experiences in an environment of school choice. This study set out to address 
some of those questions through surveys of principals, teachers, and parents. In particular, we 
sought to uncover similarities and differences between charter and traditional schools with 
regard to the schools’ governance and operational practices, educational contexts, educator 
qualifications and mobility, and parents’ perceptions and experiences.

We found few differences between charter and traditional schools in terms of their 
school-based leadership practices, though the principals of charter schools did report having 
more autonomy than their traditional school counterparts. They also reported contracting out 
for some services, such as transportation, food services, and facilities maintenance, that were 
provided by the district in traditional schools. 

Regarding educational contexts, principals and teachers again reported similar instruc-
tional practices regardless of whether they worked in charter or traditional schools, though 
teachers and principals in traditional schools reported facing greater challenges than their 
charter school counterparts, particularly in terms of parent involvement, student discipline, 
and student transfers. There were also few reported differences between charter and traditional 
schools in terms of their hiring priorities and needs, incentive structures, or professional devel-
opment offerings. A key area in which differences did emerge, however, involved the percep-
tions and experiences of parents. Parents of students in charter schools perceived a greater sense 
of choice and greater satisfaction with their children’s schools, on average, than their counter-
parts in traditional schools. 

Moreover, charter school parents in the sample and charter school students in the city 
appeared more advantaged, on average, than their traditional school counterparts. Thus, one 
possible explanation for the difference in satisfaction and challenges may involve systematic 
differences between families enrolling their children in charter and traditional schools. Given 
that charter school parents who responded to the survey reported having a greater sense of 
choice than their traditional school counterparts, a lingering policy question is whether the 

2 This analysis was limited to the 71 schools in the targeted sample for which baseline scores were available.
3 Based on the 53 schools for which SPS growth scores were available.
4 Based on 43 schools with teacher survey data and SPS growth scores available.
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system of citywide choice is equally accessible and navigable by all citizens of New Orleans. 
The parent responses we received would suggest that it may not be.

The fact that information about the policies and practices of New Orleans schools has not 
previously been available in the post-Katrina context also suggests the need for more mecha-
nisms by which charter and traditional schools can share best practices and learn from their 
peers’ innovations. Finally, we would encourage the development of stronger ties between the 
research and practice communities in New Orleans. Strengthened ties and coordinated data 
collection efforts may help fortify future efforts to inform policymakers and families about the 
range of school policies and practices under way in the city.
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