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At NSNO, our mission is to deliver on the promise 
of excellent schools for every child in New Orleans. 
One of the ways we do this is by providing data 
and information to elected officials and decision 
makers to support the development of legislation, 
policies, and practices that focus on improving ac-
ademic and life outcomes for New Orleans public 
school students.

In a fall 2021 poll by Tulane University’s Cowen In-
stitute, from a list of nine major issues, New Orle-
ans parents selected “education” as a top concern, 
only behind “crime” and “the economy and jobs.”1

In this same poll, parents showed increasing con-
fidence in the city’s public schools. Nearly half of 
all parents gave the city’s schools an A or a B 
grade, up 10% from 2020.2

 
How would you rank New Orleans  
public schools?

 

New Orleans Public Schools
Until 2018, public schools in New Orleans were 
governed by a number of different entities with 
varying policies, laws, and practices: the Orleans 
Parish School Board (OPSB), the Recovery School 
District (RSD), the Board of Elementary and Sec-
ondary Education (BESE), and the Louisiana Legis-
lature. Each of these entities worked hard over the 
 

1.  Babineau, K. & Rossmeier, V. “Cowen Institute Poll Brief: New Orleans Parents’ Opinions on Public K-12 Education.” Cowen Institute at Tulane University, Jan. 
2022. For more information, see www.coweninstitute.org.  

2.  See Note 1.

 years to remove obstacles to positive change and 
create opportunities to fast-track ideas and prac-
tices that would help students learn and achieve at 
their greatest potential.
In 2016, the Louisiana Legislature passed Act 91 
(now La. R.S. 17:10.7.1) to unify New Orleans public 
schools under local school board control. The  
NOLA-PS Superintendent, the RSD, and New 
Orleans lawmakers collaboratively developed 
Act 91. It received widespread bi-partisan sup-
port, including seventeen authors and unani-
mous support of the Senate. Most importantly, 
Act 91 presented an opportunity to codify and 
unify the best practices and policies into a single, 
permanent framework to help public schools in 
New Orleans continue to improve and thrive.
Act 91 preserves an infrastructure supported by 
three groups of critical stakeholders in local educa-
tion—regulators, innovators, and collaborators. In 
partnership with, and in service of families and com-
munity, these three groups work together to create 
the conditions necessary to put students first. 
 

 
New Orleans public schools are 
governed and supported by OPSB—
people in and elected by our own 
community. 
 

 
Those closest to students— 
educators—are empowered to  
quickly meet the real-time needs  
of students and plan for the future. 
 

 
Knowledgeable third-party entities, 
such as mission-driven non-profit  
organizations, collaborate with 
schools and NOLA-PS to fill gaps  
and implement new solutions.

Introduction
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Regulators
• OPSB and NOLA-PS hold schools to high standards of academic and operational accountability, while also 

ensuring equity for families.

• The school board hires the superintendent and holds them accountable for executing a vision to ensure  
a high-quality school system for all New Orleans public school students.

• The superintendent has the authority to make decisions and take actions to make this happen.

The separation of powers between the school board and NOLA-PS provides critical checks and balances  
in this work and fosters collaboration between NOLA-PS and school leaders on important issues.

CITYWIDE PLANNING

• Develop a vision and plan to ensure a high-quality 
public school system for all students

• Make decisions about which schools open, close, 
expand, or change location as a means to enable 
more students to enroll in quality schools

• Ensure there are enough schools and set conditions 
so that each school can serve an optimal number of 
students

RESOURCE ALLOCATION

• Determine NOLA-PS’ budget and make other 
citywide funding decisions, including the per-pupil 
distribution of MFP funds to schools

• Raise and set rates for local taxes  

• Own and oversee school property and facilities, 
including maintenance, repair, and construction

CITYWIDE SUPPORT

• Create policies to regulate the fair treatment of stu-
dents and families by NOLA-PS and all schools

• Provide citywide functions for all schools, including 
student enrollment, student expulsion hearings, 
and early intervention evaluations

• Identify areas of additional citywide need and devel-
op solutions, such as specialized school programs 
and trainings

SCHOOL OVERSIGHT

• Set high standards for schools in academic, financial, 
and organizational performance in the Charter 
School Accountability Framework

• Monitor and report on school performance, using 
this data to make important planning decisions

• Provide information on best practices and connect 
schools to expert partners

In many school districts, unique, advanced, or highly-specialized programming is only available at selective admission or magnet schools.  
In New Orleans, some open-enrollment schools—open to all students—provide programs such as these:

• Language immersion

• Montessori

• Edible Schoolyard

• Arts integration

• Trauma-informed therapeutic settings

• Classics education

• Coding and software development

• Project-based learning

• International Baccalaureate

• Industry certifications and apprenticeships 

• 13th Year programs

• Early college high school

Innovators
• Under the governance of mission-driven non-profit charter school boards, schools make decisions related 

to academic programming, personnel, operations, and partnerships.

• This allows schools to develop creative, rigorous school models that are responsive to the needs of diverse 
student communities.

• NOLA-PS works in partnership with school leaders to develop citywide solutions to better meet the needs 
of all students.

OPSB: 

Publicly elected, 
seven-member 
school board

NOLA-PS  
Superintendent:

Hired by OPSB to 
execute its vision

Together, the school 
board and the  
superintendent:
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NSNO is just one of many collaborators in our system. We support schools through work across our five priorities:

Collaborators
• Mission-driven non-profit organizations, community organizations, and local businesses partner with schools 

to provide direct services for students, staff, and administrators.

• University and talent preparation organizations train and provide ongoing development for our principals  
and teachers.

• Advocacy, community, and policy organizations ensure elected officials and other decision makers create 
policies and processes that support continued improvement.

• Foundations and other philanthropic organizations raise and secure funds to provide additional financial 
support for our schools.

As regulators, innovators, and collaborators work together to improve educational outcomes for students, Act 91 lays out the framework that 
guides their actions and decision-making. Act 91 codified four critical elements of the New Orleans system that have significantly contributed 
to students’ academic growth: autonomy, accountability, equity, and choice.

AUTONOMY
 
Instead of adopting a one-size-fits-all 
approach to the educational experiences 
and opportunities of our students, schools 
make innovative decisions that correspond 
to their unique student communities.

ACCOUNTABILITY
 
NOLA-PS holds schools to high standards, 
and schools that persistently fail to meet 
expectations are not allowed to continue 
operating. 

EQUITY AND CHOICE
 
OPSB policies and district processes 
require fair treatment and equal access to 
opportunities for all students and families.

POLICY
We advocate for 

policies to maintain 
an environment that 

supports positive out-
comes for students.

CURRICULUM
We help schools make the 

curricular and instruc-
tional shifts necessary 
to meet more rigorous 
academic standards.

COMMUNICATION
We provide clear educational 
data, share the successes and 

challenges of our system of 
schools, and offer platforms for 
voices across our community.

TALENT
We help coordinate a city-
wide strategy to support 

our educators by providing 
development, funding, and 

opportunities to collaborate.

PORTFOLIO
We invest in schools and 
partner with NOLA Pub-

lic Schools to improve 
the quality of New Orle-

ans’ school options.

ACT 91 . . .

• Empowers schools to make critical 
decisions in several areas, including 
programming, instruction, curriculum, 
materials, staffing, compensation, 
scheduling, and contracting

• Allows schools to control their own 
budgets and gives schools the option 
to act as their own Local Education 
Agencies (LEAs) 
 

ACT 91 . . .

• Requires the NOLA-PS superintendent 
to make authorizing decisions (charter 
approvals, extensions, renewals, and 
revocations) based on high standards 
of accountability in academic, financial, 
and organizational performance

• Gives the NOLA-PS superintendent 
power to take swift action in the event 
of an emergency, serious instances of 
noncompliance, or when health, safety, 
or welfare of students is at issue

ACT 91 . . .

• Requires NOLA-PS to distribute 
per-pupil funding equitably, based on 
individual student needs

• Gives families the ability to choose the 
best school for their children through a 
common NOLA-PS enrollment system 
that offers equitable access

• Ensures all schools participate in the 
centralized NOLA-PS student expulsion 
process, which has reduced expulsions 
significantly

Act 91
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New Orleans by the Numbers

Students with 
Disabilities

Students of Color Economically 
Disadvantaged

15%92% 86%

7644,000 NOLA-PS schoolsStudents
As of 2019, New 
Orleans saw 
the greatest 
decrease  
in schools with 

“F” letter grades, 
compared to 
other large 
school systems.

Due to impact of 
COVID-19, school letter 
grades have not been 
updated since 2019.

New Orleans

62%

8%

23%

Baton Rouge

12%
20%

Caddo  
Parish

22%

7%

Jefferson 
Parish

17%

More New Orleans  
students are graduating 
from high school and 
enrolling in college.

79.8%
Class of 2020

54%
Class of 2004

Graduation Rate

57.4%
Class of 2020

37%
Class of 2004

College Entry Rate

In 2020, economically disadvan-
taged students in New Orleans grad-
uated at a higher rate than their peers 
in other similar large urban parishes 
across Louisiana.

The New Orleans Class of 2020 enrolled in college  
at a higher rate than the state overall, as well as 
across subgroups.

78%

Caddo 
Parish

70%

East Baton  
Rouge 

20192005

 More New Orleans students are graduating from high school on time and enrolling in college.

We are not aware of any other 
districts that have made such large 
improvements in such a short time.
Doug Harris, Founding Director, Education Research 

Alliance for New Orleans at Tulane University

Percentage of Class of 2020 Graduates Enrolling in College by Fall 2020

80.4%
74.6%

Jefferson 
Parish New Orleans All Graduates Students with 

Disabilities
Students  
of Color

Economically 
Disadvantaged

2019 2021

25%
34%

30%

19%

We now have rigorous benchmarks to 
measure progress.

Because 2018–19 was the first school year in which 
all state tests were fully aligned to the LEAP 2025 
standards, test results from this school year have 
special significance as a new benchmark for measur-
ing progress moving forward. 

LEAP 2025: % “Mastery and Above” All Subjects and Grades

As our state transitioned to new, more rigorous standards, 
COVID-19 caused declines in achievement across the state. 

LouisianaNew Orleans

LouisianaNew Orleans

20%

40%

60%

80%

100%

2005 2014

68%

58%

62%

35%

 Historical State Assessment:  
% “Basic and Above” All 
Subjects and Grades

LEAP standards have changed

We cannot make “apples to apples” comparisons of 
achievement from 2005 to recent years because complex 
transitions have been underway since 2014. Specifically:

• Louisiana transitioned to new, more rigorous assess-
ments, called “LEAP 2025” tests, beginning in 2014–15 
with ELA and Math, followed by social studies, and  
finally, science.

• Also in 2014–15, Louisiana began raising the bar for  
what was considered on “grade-level” or “meeting  
expectations” for students. 

2005:  
Old Standards

Present:  
Current Standards

Scores
Considered
Meeting
Expectations

“Basic and Above”

Advanced

Mastery

Basic

Approaching Basic

Unsatisfactory

“Mastery and Above”

Advanced

Mastery

Basic

Approaching Basic

Unsatisfactory

LouisianaNew Orleans

Due to the impact of 
COVID-19, LEAP was 

not administered in the 
2019–20 school year

2020

Louisiana has raised our expectations for what students learn.

57.4%
53.8%

34.4%

23.0%

55.9%
49.3%

53.3%

44.5%
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NOLA-PS makes decisions about which schools open, close, expand, or change location to help 
more students enroll in high-quality schools. 

NOLA-PS bases these decisions on several factors, including: 1) the impact on students and families; 
2) rigorous analyses of school performance; and 3) whether existing quality schools will be able to 
enroll enough students to support financial sustainability and continued improvement.

The Challenge
In a recent Cowen Institute poll, when asked what con-
cerns families had with public school enrollment, the top 
response was that the family  did not get assigned to their 
desired school, followed closely by parents saying they 
had “no concerns.”3

In the same poll, while nearly half of all families rated 
the quality of New Orleans public schools as an “A”  
or “B,” only one-quarter of all families believe schools 
are getting better, and half believe school quality is 
staying the same.4

In order to improve school quality and ensure more 
families are able to get into the schools they want, quality 
schools must expand to serve more students. To make 
this happen, lower-quality schools must be closed or 
transformed, with real supports for students and teach-
ers whose school is closing. Closures and transforma-
tions may be necessary, but they are difficult, costly, and 
oftentimes unsettling for students and parents.

• A recent report by NSNO shows that, due to declining 
birth rates and stagnating population growth in our 
city, public and private school enrollment rates in New 
Orleans are on the decline. This means that there are 
not enough new children in our city to sustain the 
growth of new schools or significant school expan-
sions without also closing or shrinking other schools.5

• New Orleans rebuilt and renovated many schools 
in the past fifteen years, thanks to FEMA funds, but 
many older school buildings still need renovations. 
Without millions of additional dollars to renovate these 
facilities, the only way to allow higher-quality schools 
to expand or replicate is to replace lower-performing 
schools in quality buildings.

• Many schools in our city are currently under-enrolled 
in lower grades, which means these schools receive 
less per-pupil funds to help cover fixed costs. These 
lost dollars undermine school sustainability and 
improvement efforts, especially for new or expanding 
schools. 

3. See Note 1.

4. See Note 1.

5. “Enrollment Landscape Analysis.” New Schools for New Orle-
ans, Feb. 2022. For more information, see https://newschools-
forneworleans.org/nsno-enrollment-landscape-analysis/.

Issue Spotlight: 

Replicating Quality Schools

Recent Local Efforts
All three groups of stakeholders have been working together to overcome these 
obstacles so more children can enroll in quality schools that parents want.

In the past two years, NOLA-PS has:

• Approved the closure of two low-performing schools; and

• Approved the transformation of seven low-performing 
schools by higher-performing charter school organizations.

• Many of our quality schools have taken on the very difficult 
work of transforming entire low-performing schools or 
expanding to serve students from closed schools who  
are often performing several grade levels behind.

• Charter school operators are voluntarily working to help 
right-size the school system in response to declining 
school enrollment. This year, two under-enrolled schools 
are voluntarily closing, and a number of schools are  
investigating future school mergers.

• NSNO and other philanthropic non-profits provide  
start-up grants to quality charter organizations approved 
by NOLA-PS to transform low-performing schools or 
expand high-performing schools that are highly sought 
after by parents.

• Students at closing schools get top priority in the annual 
enrollment process. NSNO partners with the non-profit 
EdNavigator to provide individualized supports for fami-
lies at these schools as they select the best new school  
for their children.

• NSNO recently partnered with NOLA-PS to develop a de-
tailed enrollment landscape analysis to support citywide 
planning by NOLA-PS and charter schools to ensure that, 
as enrollment in our city declines, quality and supports  
for students do not suffer. 

INNOVATORS

COLLABORATORS

REGULATORS

ACCOUNTABILITY
NOLA-PS makes district planning 

decisions to create more high-
quality schools that families want.
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All New Orleans public schools are open to all New Orleans families, regardless of which New Orle-
ans neighborhood they may live in. This allows families to choose schools based on perceptions of 
school quality, convenience, and other important factors. New Orleans public schools are required 
to provide free transportation to students, regardless of where they live, which ensures that the 
choice is real for all families.

 

Issue Spotlight: 

Enrollment and Transportation

The Challenge
Families are clear that they want to 
continue to have the option to choose 
schools outside of their neighborhood. 
But, for families who choose schools 
outside of their neighborhood and 
rely on school bus transportation, that 
can mean longer school bus rides for 
children and higher transportation costs 
for schools.

• In a recent Cowen Institute survey, 
parents rated academic perfor-
mance as the most important factor 
when choosing their children’s 
school, even above school location.6 
This information is backed by data 
from NOLA-PS that, on a consistent 
basis, half of the #1 school choices 
on the OneApp are for schools out-
side of the student’s neighborhood.7

• A 2018 analysis by NOLA-PS shows 
that although 80% of student bus 
riders had morning trips shorter 
than one hour, the remaining 5,000 
bus riders had morning trips longer 
than that.8

• Due to these citywide bus routes, 
it’s estimated that on average, New 
Orleans schools spend nearly $200 
more per student on transportation 
than schools statewide.9    

6. See Note 1.

7. “Enrollment and Transportation Update”. 
Orleans Parish School Board Policy Commit-
tee, Jul. 2018.

8. See Note 7.

9. Louisiana Department of Education.

10. See Note 1.

11. Glenn, B. “How Does Student Mobility 
Affect New Orleans Students?” Education 
Research Alliance for New Orleans, Mar. 2022. 
For more information, see www.educationre-
searchalliancenola.org.

• School operations leaders are working together in NOLA-PS’s enrollment 
and transportation working groups to discover new citywide options to 
improve enrollment and transportation for all students.

• Schools are continually working to improve transportation quality and lower 
costs through practices such as tiering buses, revising bus routes, and 
rebidding bus contracts.

• Local policy and advocacy groups have worked to ensure that any policy 
change related to transportation and enrollment puts families first and 
maintains their ability to choose schools.

• Various research and data organizations have provided data, studies, and 
conducted surveys to help NOLA-PS and schools better understand how to 
improve enrollment and transportation. For example, a recent publication 
by Tulane University’s Education Research Alliance examines whether NCAP 
and its greater choice for families may inadvertently lead to higher student 
mobility rates (students switching schools).11 The study found that over 
75% of New Orleans students did not make any school moves, and when 
comparing Orleans Parish to Jefferson Parish’s public school district, which 
has a much smaller number of charter and magnet schools, student mo-
bility rates are similar, with Jefferson Parish showing slightly higher student 
mobility rates. 

Recent Local Efforts
NOLA-PS, schools, and other groups are working to maintain real choice for families, while 
improving bus safety and identifying ways to keep transportation costs down.

INNOVATORS

COLLABORATORS

REGULATORS
• In 2021, NOLA-PS re-branded and improved the citywide enrollment  

process as the NOLA-PS Common Application Process/NCAP (formerly  
EnrollNOLA or OneApp). In the Cowen Institute’s annual poll, for the past 
two years, when asked about satisfaction with the enrollment process,  
over 70% of families responded that they feel positive or neutral.10

• Since the centralized enrollment process began in 2011, families have re-
ceived priority for open seats in schools located within the geographic zone 
where they live. In 2018, NOLA-PS enhanced this priority by also providing 
families who live within half a mile of an elementary or middle school an en-
rollment priority over families who live farther away, ensuring those families 
living closest to the school have the opportunity to enroll there.

• Also in 2018, after engagement with families, students, and schools, OPSB 
passed a new policy to prohibit school buses from picking up children in the 
morning any earlier than 6:05am.

EQUITY AND CHOICE
Families choose schools, schools 
serve all students, and NOLA-PS 

ensures families are treated fairly.


