
 

 

Integrating Special Education Into Key Authorizer Practices: 
Rubrics to Examine Charter Applications, 

Operations, and Renewals 
 

LAUREN:  

Good afternoon. The focus of the webinar today is 

integrating special education into key authorizer 

practices. We’ll be introducing rubrics to examine 

charter applications, operations, and renewals, and 

I’m presenting a project that was developed that I 

coauthored with my colleague Paul O’Neill as part 

of the Building the Capacity of Charter Schools: 

Effectively Serving Students With Disabilities 

project and one-day meeting.  
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The webinar this afternoon will start out with a brief 

project description about the rubrics, and then we’ll 

actually dive into the procedures involved with 

looking at the rubrics and how we anticipate folks 

using them as they’re developing their authorizer 

practices. For the live session, we’ll have some 

scenarios that will lead to a discussion, and then 

we’ll lead to the final slides—being resources—

which we hope folks will find helpful as they’re 

exploring these topics more deeply.  
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First off, we want to start the session by thanking 

the National Charter School Resource Center and 

the National Association of State Directors of 

Special Education. Both organizations have 

committed significant resources to supporting 

efforts to improve practice related to educating 

students with disabilities in the charter sector, and 

they’re the sponsors of the work that Paul O’Neill 

and I have done to develop these rubrics. I just 

wanted to thank our sponsors for that.  
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So, diving into it.… The rubrics that we developed 

were in response to the practical reality that 20 

years into the charter sector, charter schools 

continue to struggle to provide high-quality special 

education programs.  
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A variety of issues contribute to those challenges—

they’re both procedural challenges as well as 

operational challenges. On the procedural challenge 

front, you have a core lack of clarity regarding 

legal responsibility. Under the Individuals with 

Disabilities Education Act [IDEA], the state then 

assigns responsibility to local districts to provide 

special education and related services. However, 

when the laws were written, they didn’t anticipate the 

creation of charter schools, which are autonomous 

public schools, and, specifically, the law didn’t 

anticipate independent, single school districts or 

independent schools operating as part of an existing 

district. As a result, there’s been a lack of clarity at 

times regarding what is the definition of a charter 

school, and understanding the definition of a charter 

school really sets the parameters to understand their 

responsibilities related to special education. Those 

challenges have occurred both at the state level and, 

in terms of setting policy, at the authorizer level and 

implementing it and then, of course, at the school 

level, in terms of understanding all their 

responsibilities related to educating students with 

disabilities.  
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The second procedural challenge is also generally 

connected to state charter school laws [and] 

pertains to limited access to standard service 

infrastructures. If you were to do a survey and 
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look across the nation and you look at how special 

education services are delivered in traditional public 

schools, you would see a web of organizations, not 

just local schools and districts, but a variety of 

intermediate agencies and cooperatives and 

associations that come together to share resources 

and to build capacity, especially in the area of low-

incidence disabilities—where you may only have a 

couple of kids with a specific disability—in contrast 

to what we call high-incidence disabilities—where 

you may have a large number—so individual 

schools would be creating programs and expertise 

to provide students with those types of needs. Due 

to a variety of things, some being history, some 

being the state charter school law, in practice, 

charter schools have not been able to tap into the 

same service infrastructure that has long been a 

critical part of what traditional public schools have 

used to really augment their expertise and the level 

of service that they’re able to provide to children 

with disabilities. So, those are the procedural 

challenges, or kind of the background context.  

  

At more of a school level, we have operational 

challenges, and those challenges, the first being 

simply amassing the special education capacity. 

Many charter schools are very small, they’ve got 

limited personnel, the personnel are wearing many 

different hats, and it can be very difficult to build 

special education capacity. This challenge isn’t that 

unique to charter schools. While they are small size 

and their newness can contribute to it, many 

traditional public schools also struggle, especially 

schools in small rural communities can struggle to 

amass special education capacity, so that’s not totally 

unique to the charter sector.  
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Next, they’re managing with limited special 

education dollars. Again, that’s a common theme 

in many schools, especially small rural schools. But 

in many districts, or many states, charter schools 
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are operating with less, sometimes significantly 

less, funding overall to operate their schools, and 

then that, of course, has a domino effect when 

they're trying to amass enough resources to 

provide special education services.  

  

The third is navigating a shared service delivery 

model, so in many instances when charter schools 

are part of a local district, they need to work with their 

local district to share the responsibilities for providing 

services for students with disabilities. Ideally, the local 

district and the charter school will negotiate a very 

positive relationship where they both see the value 

they bring to the table and can share delivery of 

services. Unfortunately, at times that relationship 

initially isn’t that strong. It can be a real barrier to 

charter schools figuring out how to provide services 

and simply establishing working relationships with the 

local district to first decide who provides what 

services and then to decide how to go about 

providing those actual services.  

 

  

The final operational challenge is a more global, 

just balancing autonomy and accountability—

how do you operate autonomously and be a 

mission-driven school while at the same time being 

held accountable in the same way the traditional 

public schools are? That can be a real challenge for 

charter schools as they’re trying to figure out how 

children with disabilities fit into their programs and 

the mission they’re trying to fulfill and then being 

held accountable for that mission.  
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While noting the challenges in the charter sector, 

there are also opportunities in the sector, which I 

think are particularly noteworthy for children with 

disabilities in that charter schools are in general—

the goal of the charter sector as mission-driven 

schools, that from their core as new schools, they 

have the opportunity to include students with 

disabilities by design rather than as an add-on after 

the fact, and that’s a unique opportunity. Most 

traditional public schools were operating long 

before IDEA, and then they figured out over the 

years how to patchwork in special education 

services and related services to their program. With 

a charter school, you have an opportunity to create 

a school from scratch and really [inaudible] 

integrate the service and education of children with 

disabilities into the program from the beginning—

kind of a universal design approach as opposed to 

an add-on—which is an exciting opportunity of 

thinking differently about how special education is 

provided.  
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The second opportunity that’s noteworthy in the 

sector is to develop innovative service provision 

models in a rapid manner. So, rather than going 

into traditional schools and saying we’re going to 

change and redo special education and you’ve got 

to work with the challenges of driving a change in 

an environment that’s got very set policies and 

procedures, a new charter creates an opportunity to 

develop innovative service models without having 

to overcome resistance from established service 

models.  

 

  

The third strength is that you have the opportunity 

to cultivate new special education 

infrastructures. I mentioned earlier the existence 

of cooperatives and associations where people pool 

resources, but, as the charter sector grows, you’ve 

got an opportunity to think about delivering special 
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education differently and different structures to do 

that. Whether it’s co-op models or creating different 

approaches to providing special education, 

individual schools banding together versus multiple 

schools, and also with these new infrastructures, 

you’ve got the opportunity to conduct research to 

track effectiveness and financial sustainability, 

which can be very difficult in traditional public 

schools.  

  

[Audio skip] that provides is exciting when you think 

about how to educate children with disabilities is the 

ability to introduce online and hybrid/blended 

learning environments that can be highly 

individualized for students with disabilities and 

reflecting the current research about the potential 

value of technology or technology integration and 

what it can mean for children with a diverse array of 

disabilities. Again, some of the earlier opportunities 

I introduced, the charter sector can generally, or 

schools in the charter sector can generally, 

introduce these types of models more quickly, and 

they’re a little more nimble in terms of thinking 

about doing things differently.  

 

  

So, there are lots of opportunities in the charter 

sector to think about doing special education 

differently. However, the challenge that this project 

is responding to is that in order to realize the full 

potential of the charter sector, to take advantage of 

the opportunities in the sector, schools must build 

capacity in order to be appealing to and be able to 

educate children with disabilities. What we’ve seen 

based on going on 15 years of research and 

technical assistance is that charter authorizers are 

really the key players and the ones playing a critical 

role in building that capacity.  
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So, with that knowledge, we decided to pursue a 

technical assistance project aimed at building 

authorizer capacity. So, the rubric project. What we 

realized is that, to date, most of the technical 

assistance that has been provided related to 

special education in charter schools has focused 

primarily on charter school operators.  
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But we know that authorizers are uniquely positioned 

because they are the ones that interact with new and 

replication applicants, the people who want to enter 

the sector. The authorizers are the gatekeepers of the 

charter school sector, so they’re the ones who have 

the opportunity to look at an application, to look at 

what an applicant knows about special education and 

help them think through the special education policies 

and procedures during the process of creating their 

charter. But also they have the opportunity to look at 

existing schools that are in operation and to examine 

the extent to which they are offering quality special 

education services and to ensure that children with 

disabilities are being provided access to schools and 

then to hold them accountable during the renewal or 

the renewal process.  

Slide 10 

  

When schools have been operating, whether their 

contract, whatever the duration of their contract, 

when they go to renew their contract, there’s a 

chance for the operator to look at their operations 

and say this is a strength, keep doing this, or this is 

a problem area, you need to address this. Or, your 

charter is potentially at risk for not getting renewed. 

So, the authorizer really is the key entity that can 

watch over the operations of charter schools to 

ensure that they’re set up and prepared and have 

the capacity to educate students with disabilities.  
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So, based on identifying that problem with existing 

technical assistance work, we created the rubric 

project. What we did was we developed three 

phases of a rubric that’s a document. It’s not your 

traditional rubric where you give schools a 1 or a 2 

or a 3, but rather what it does is it lays out the 

specific questions that authorizers should be asking 

applicants and operators and renewal applicants to 

examine. It provides a definition of what those issues 

are, identifies the specific questions that the 

authorizer should be asking, and then has a column 

in the rubric that identifies some best practices, and 

I’ll present an example of some of the rubric sections 

in just a moment. So, we worked on developing the 

rubric with the goal of disseminating it to authorizers 

in the hope that they would integrate this rubric tool 

and perhaps modify it to fit their specific state 

context into their authorizer application process, their 

monitoring and supervision process, and then their 

renewal process.  
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The source of information for the rubric was a 

research base that both Paul and I, the coauthors 

of the rubric, as well as other colleagues that have 

worked extensively in this area. We drew on 

technical assistance documents that were produced 

by the National Association of State Directors of 

Special Education [NASDSE], multiple research 

projects that were funded by the U.S. Department 

of Education, namely Project Search and 

SPEDTACS, based at NASDSE, and then also 

Project Intersect, which was based at the University 

of Maryland. That was a straight research project 

as Search and SPEDTACS were both research and 

technical assistance. And then the TA Customizer 

Project, which is funded by the U.S. Department of 

Education also. It also draws on work that was 

commissioned by the Center [on] Reinventing 

Public Education [CRPE] that led to a book about 

special education in the charter sector, so, 
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collectively, that research and that technical 

assistance base that informs the concept that went 

into the rubric.  

  

The timeline for the development was June to 

September of 2011 when we were drafting it. Last 

October, at the meeting of the National Association 

of Charter School Authorizers [NACSA], we vetted 

it with key stakeholders and, specifically, a core 

group of authorizers both in an invited session and 

also a general session to get feedback about the 

content in the rubric, and then we made 

adjustments to it afterward. Then between last 

November and this June, we’ve been revising it and 

also working on a soft release with select 

authorizers to pilot it. So, sharing it with a handful of 

authorizers and then walking through—okay, how 

can you use this, how can you integrate this into 

your procedures as well as modify it to come up 

with a rubric specific to your state context, your 

authorizer context. Moving forward from June to 

September, we will be working on finalizing the 

rubric and disseminating it, documenting the pilot, 

and developing a brief that provides feedback about 

the pilot entities—what they learned, how they’re 

using it—that will hopefully help other authorizers 

as they work on integrating the rubric into their 

practices.  
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To turn specifically to the structure of the rubric, 

based on what we knew from providing technical 

assistance and connecting research, the three key 

opportunities for authorizers to really look and do a 

deep dive regarding special education in the 

sector—one is application, which also could be 

replication, and we think there’s a difference. 

When you’re applying as a brand new novice 

operator, the application process ideally should be 

different than if you’re asking to replicate an 

existing school—there will be different metrics to 
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assess those two applications. Then the second 

phase of the rubric pertains to operations. Once a 

school is operating, these are the things that you 

should be looking at as an authorizer. Then the 

third phase is the renewal/reauthorization.  

  

So, we have these three phases, and we also have 

two rubrics—one is geared toward charter schools 

that are part of an LEA, and the other one is 

geared toward charter schools that are their own 

local education agency because, as I mentioned 

earlier, the two, depending on whether you are an 

independent LEA or you are part of an LEA, you’re 

responsibilities are different.  

 

  

What’s important to note is that the rubric does not 

present a blueprint of how special education should 

be done because that should be highly 

individualized to each school and to each authorizer 

within the broad parameters of what IDEA dictates 

but also what the state charter school law. So, what 

we’ve tried to do in the rubric is really lay out the 

key questions that need to be established. So, for 

instance, you might, one of the questions would be 

regarding the IEP process and deciding what 

services children with disabilities need in the 

charter school. We don’t, in the rubric, it doesn’t 

include a statement of what that should look like—

the rubric walks folks through. This is a critical 

process that the authorizer and the applicant or the 

existing operator need to think through and make 

sure they’ve actually got something in place. So, 

again, the rubric doesn’t present a right or a wrong 

way or a better way to do things, but rather tries to 

articulate what do we know from practice and also 

what are the key questions that need to be asked.  
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So, to go into a little more depth, the rubric 

addresses multiple issues at the application phase. 

The first is to provide authorizers with a tool to 

assess applicant’s capacity. It’s really geared 

toward asking enough questions, and then an 

authorizer can establish that this Applicant A 

understands what special education is, understands 

the federal law in order to be able to implement it. 

What we’ve found in the past is that frequently an 

authorizer would ask an applicant to agree or 

assure that they would follow the requirements of 

the Individuals with Disabilities Education Act, and 

the operator would sign onto that without any more 

in-depth analysis of to what extent the operator 

actually understood what those responsibilities 

were. That’s a key aspect of what the application 

phase of the rubric aims to tease out.  
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The second component of the application phase is 

really to infuse a layer of transparency into the 

authorization process, so that applicants that are 

applying have a very clear understanding. Our hope 

is that authorizers would share their version of the 

rubric with all applicants and say these are the 

questions that you need to address. It’s not you 

need to provide an assurance that you’ll provide 

special education, but you need to address how 

you plan to provide services, how you plan to 

recruit, all of your special education policies and 

procedures that you plan to implement or how you 

plan to develop a plan to implement them.  

 

  

So, what we see as a blueprint for applicants 

about what they need to do to make certain they 

are prepared to educate children with disabilities. 

Again, it doesn’t dictate exactly what they should 

do, but it’s what they need to be thinking about in 

order to provide the services.  
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The process is different for first-time applicants, as I 

mentioned already [inaudible] those looking to 

replicate existing schools. For new applicants, it 

really is a matter of looking at the group’s 

understanding of the challenges and requirements 

of serving students with disabilities in the charter 

setting. For those that are looking to replicate, the 

authorizer really should be looking for a track 

record of success. So, you wouldn’t want a school 

that had not successfully educated children with 

disabilities to be granted another charter to open 

another school unless they were able to 

demonstrate that they really could provide services 

to children with disabilities.  

Slide 16 

  

During the operations and the oversight phase, the 

goal is to help authorizers to ensure that the 

currently operating charter schools are meeting 

their obligations related to special education and 

that they’re serving them in a way that meets their 

educational needs as well as meeting the 

compliance requirements under IDEA. There are 

very specific questions about all the—in the rubric, 

there are very specific components of the aspects 

of operations that the authorizer should be asking 

about in their questions related to things like what 

percentage of children in your school are identified 

as having disabilities, how do you go about 

deciding service provision, how do you go about 

examining outcomes for children with disabilities. 

Those kinds of questions are important for the 

operations in the oversight phase.  
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During the renewal and the closure phase of the 

rubric, it really is a matter of looking backwards and 

saying okay, you laid out this plan, these are the 

services you’re going to provide, and here’s the 

chance to actually go in and look and say have you 

met those requirements, and are you providing 

services to students with disabilities, and did you 

meet the requirements during the course of 

operations. Issues that should inform the renewal 

decision include: 

 The approach to Child Find. 

 What are the enrollment policies and 

procedures? 

 How did the charter school handle initial 

evaluations? 

 How did they handle development of IEPs? 

 Do they provide adequate related services 

and transition services if they’re a high 

school? 

 And then what are the academic outcomes? 

 

Those are key components of the rubric that we 

would really, through publishing the rubric, we want 

authorizers to be asking these questions of all 

applicants looking for renewal because, again, 

these three key points of contact are an opportunity 

for an authorizer to check in to make sure that the 

charter school is operating in a way that (a) is 

appealing and that children with disabilities are 

encouraged and excited about applying, but also 

that they’re receiving the services they require to be 

successful academically once they’re enrolled in 

the school.  
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Examples of the rubric categories, Slide 19, I’m not 

going to go through them, but you can see we tried 

to be very detailed, so it’s as specific as policies 

and practices, enrollment, discipline policies, 

facilities issues in terms of looking at access. The 

rubric includes questions regarding if a school has 

a virtual or blended learning environment. 

These are questions that should be asked. Staffing 

and administration and, again, looking at 

academic outcomes as I mentioned. So those are 

just examples of the rubric categories that are 

embedded in each of the three phases.  
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Here we have on Slide 20 is an actual example of a 

component of the rubric. As I mentioned, the first 

column are the categories, the big buckets. For 

instance, this is an example from the operations 

phase of the rubric, and the first category I’ve got 

here is enrollment and retention, and the second 

one is admissions. The second column looks at 

core elements, really kind of providing a definition 

of what we mean by enrollment and retention.  
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The third column is key considerations. These are 

what we think are the critical questions that 

authorizers should be asking. Again, there’s no one 

right answer to these questions, unlike a traditional 

rubric. We’re not providing a this answer gets you 

one point, this answer gets you two points, but 

rather these are the questions because based on 

the research and technical assistance we’ve done, 

we found that frequently there’s a gap between 

what operators know and what authorizers have 

asked of them and some assumptions between 

those two of authorizers not asking the questions 

and operators assuming they didn’t need to know 

the answers to these. So, no right answer, but 

these are the key considerations that we think that 

if you answer these questions that it provides a 

much greater chance that the school is going to be 
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prepared to provide services to children with 

disabilities. Under enrollment and retention, the key 

considerations are does the school monitor the 

percentage of students with disabilities enrolled, 

does it keep information about the category of 

disability, and does it take ongoing steps to ensure 

retention of students with disabilities because it’s 

not just about enrollment, it’s about retaining.  

  

Then the fourth column is where we’ve tried to 

synthesize much of the research that we’ve done 

about special education in the charter sector and to 

identify some best practices. Again, not saying this 

is the only way to do it, but this is what the research 

says, and the aim here is that hopefully this will 

help advance the knowledge about these topics so 

that each individual authorizer doesn’t have to go 

out and review all of the research and the lessons 

learned. This is kind of a CliffsNotes version of what 

we know about the best practices based on what 

we’ve seen in the charter sector.  

 

  

At this point in the live presentation, we’ll switch to 

reading scenarios. In this form, what we’ve 

developed is two different scenarios for special 

education in the charter sector and identified some 

key challenges as a way to facilitate a conversation 

about how would you go about addressing these 

issues, and how could a rubric help address or 

preempt them from happening. Or, once they’re in 

place, what are some questions and some policies 

and procedures you could establish to address the 

challenges.  
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The next slide is a discussion based on the content 

presented and then the scenario discussion that if 

you are using this at home, this could help you 

have a conversation internally with your authorizer. 

Or, perhaps if you’re working with a charter support 

organization, or you’re working with individual 

schools to have a discussion about what are the 

challenges that schools are facing while educating 

children with disabilities, what policies and 

procedures could be put in place to be more 

intentional to address and preempt problems before 

they arise, and discussing what strategies you’ve 

already developed and the role of the authorizer in 

helping figure out the solution to the problems.  
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The final slide for the webinar [is] a list of resources 

that are the source of the information that’s been 

presented so far and really the underlying base of 

information that’s reflected in the rubric.  
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Then the final slide is our contact information. If you 

were to have any questions and you wanted to 

touch base with me or my colleague, Paul O’Neill, 

we would encourage you to send us an e-mail—

reach out and we’re happy if we can’t help to direct 

you to resources that you could find helpful. Thank 

you very much.  
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