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Prior to Katrina, New Orleans was perhaps the country’s worst urban school system
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“New Orleans public schools 
are rotting away” 

- GAO Report to U.S. Congress (1995)

“In the dismal gallery of failing 
urban school systems, New 
Orleans' may be the biggest 
horror of them all.” 

- Associated Press (2005)

Performance

Leadership & 
Management

Corruption

By almost any measure – performance, system management, or corruption – public schools in New Orleans 
were failing in 2005 before Katrina.  

Source: Cowen Institute, The State of Public Education in New Orleans Five Years After Katrina, 
2010; http://bit.ly/YUEQGJ
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>80% +charters
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Charter expansion since 2007
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Each year in New Orleans, more children attend higher-performing schools
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Along multiple dimensions, we see progress
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Three core principles have guided structural transformation in New Orleans

While unique in our nation, this model is intuitive: 
Educators who are closest to students 
make the most important decisions.

3. ACCOUNTABILITY 
Government hold schools accountable for performance and equity – ensuring that 
the public system meets community goals  

2. EDUCATOR AUTONOMY 
Educators are granted the opportunity to operate schools via non-profits – allowing 
them to develop rich educational opportunities for children in their communities 

1. CHOICE
Families can choose from a diverse set of schools to find a learning environment 
that best meet their children’s needs



What has changed?

10

0%

10%

20%

30%

40% 2010

Distribution of students across performance band

0%

10%

20%

30%

40%
2015



11

A fourth principle has emerged in New Orleans

Autonomy Equity

• Centralized enrollment
• Centralized expulsion
• Universal transportation
• Differentiated funding

• Therapeutic day program
• Expansion of SPED services
• Youth Opportunity Center

Equity of Access

Quality support



Invest in 
great public schools

We invest in the launch or 
expansion of high-performing, 

open-enrollment 
public charter schools.

Help schools
become more effective

We provide schools with 
direct support to help 
accelerate academic 

improvement.

Every child in an excellent school

Our three-year strategy is designed to address barriers on the path to excellence

Coordinate solutions to citywide challenges

We develop strategies to address citywide challenges 
and remove barriers to academic excellence.



How we are structured in 2015-16…
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Recovery School 
District

Louisiana Board of Elementary & Secondary Education

Orleans Parish 
School Board

18 Charter 
Schools

6 Traditional 
Schools

52 RSD Charter 
Schools

5 “Type 2” Charter 
Schools



What has changed?
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Our essential questions…

1. Can an elected school board make tough portfolio decisions, and minimize 
politics?

2. How do we get more great schools when making schools better is getting more 
difficult?

3. How do we get more excellent people to teach – and stay – in public schools?

4. How do we provide quality pathways to career and technical education without 
closing the door to college or lowering expectations?

5. What is the role of schools to provide non-academic supports to students 
(medicine, behavioral and emotional support, after- and before-care, etc) 

6. Is the model we’ve been using for school the right one, or should we be looking 
at ways to use technology to better personalize the school experience?

7. How do we unify our city behind a shared vision for public education when we 
continue to see persistent frustration and opposition to reform – often deeply 
intertwined with issues of race and class 


