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This is dedicated to my mother. Her support, comments and criticism has been
invaluable. Thank you.

The moment one gives close attention to any thing, even a blade of grass it becomes a
mysterious, awesome, indescribably magnificent world in itself.

Henry Miller

This project has been my blade of grass. As the education experiment in New Orleans is
not complete, my interest only grows. All I can claim to have done is opened a can of
worms for myself that I find extremely complex and 1mportant I wait anxiously to see
what will occur in 2010.
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Introduction

At exceptional points in history, Mother Nature profoundly impacts regions inhabited by
humans so that entire infrastructures and social systems are almost instantaneously dismantled.
On August 29, 2005, Hurricane Katrina devastated the Gulf Coast of the United States, including
the historic city of New Orleans, Louisiana. Plagued by a failing school system and a long
history of relatively unsuccessful education reform, New Orleans’ residents watched in horror as
their neighborhood public schools literally blew away. Some saw the empty fields left behind as
reminders of the most devastating catastrophe they would ever experience. Charter School
lobbyists and other groups interested in education reform saw a tabula rasa: a once in a lifetime
opportunity to start a school system from scratch. These reformers knew, just as reformers in
Louisiana had in the past, that the public school system in New Orleans was distinct in that it had
a majority low-income, African American student population, and has suffered from
mismanagement for many years under incompetent, corrupt and even blatantly racist school
boards.

Policy is never created in a vacuum. Rather it is affected by anyone involved, the
geographic and historic context, as well as by the prevailing social theories of the time.
Educational reform is not new to New Orleans; rather its public school system has been evolving
since its creation in 1841. This study focuses on reform efforts that affected or influenced the
educational opportunities of African Americans and low-income residents in Louisiana,
specifically, the Freedom School movement, Reconstruction era integration in New Orleans,
Huey P. Long’s education reform, the Civil Rights era desegregation effort and the creation of

the most recent system up to Katrina. Each of these reform efforts dramatically transformed the



public school system, creating both positive and negative consequences for African American
children.

Whether consciously or not, each reform effort over the years has utilized different
theories on the achievement gap to explain why some people perform at higher levels than
others. Historically the debate over the achievement gap has concentrated on the performance
disparities between African Americans and people of other ethnic origins. More currently, the
debate seems to be moving away from the racial explanations towards class-based explanations.
I hope to shed light on how the current reform effort is utilizing different theories regarding the
racial achievement gap in America and to what ends. Understanding how the earlier
achievement gap theories, including the long dismissed theories of scientific racism, shaped
previous reform efforts in New Orleans helps us to understand and evaluate the design of the
current education experiment.

My second goal is to show how those directly involved in the experiment, including but
not limited to teachers, students, parents and reformers, are responding to the current reform
effort. A final goal revolves around determining if the reform effort has truly addressed the core
problems of the previous system, namely student achievement and managerial problems. Doing
so required me to travel to New Orleans and conduct interviews with as many people as possible
that were in some way connected to the experiment. Despite great effort, it proved difficult to
visit schools, especially the new charter schools, and to speak with their administrators. Bauduit
Elementary School provided the exception and opened its doors to me, and their dedicated
principal provided a small peek into the complex world of the grticulation and application of |

reform theory. Meetings with representatives of non-profits proved easier to obtain, and from




them I was able to gain a greater sense of the underlying perspectives on the problem, as well as
critical statistical data on the success of the effort thus far.

Many parties are involved and some even depend on this reform effort being a success.
However, not all stakeholder groups see the effort’s design or expression thus far as a success.
Looking at each perspective allows for a more comprehensive midpoint assessment of the reform
effort. Attention will be paid to the perspectives of teachers, students, administrators, the head
researching party in the reform effort, the Scott Cowen Institute, as well as other interests, such
as the state and charter school organizations. Each of these groups has particular needs, views on
the problems of the previous school system, and opinions about what types of solutions are
needed to bring about meaningful change to urban schools in New Orleans, and hopefully in
future policy, the rest of the nation. In the end, my goal is to identify reoccurring trends in each
of the stakeholder analyses and provide a synthesis of the various perspectives in order to
provide a comprehensive and collaborative explanation of what really needs to be done in New
Orleans and whether or not these issues are being addressed in the current effort.

New Orleans’ public education system prior to Hurricane Katrina was one of the worst in
the nation. Historically, reform efforts in Louisiana have utilized different theories on racial
differentiation and the achievement gap to improve student achievement. Historians and
scholars have long debated how to address the achievement gap and have advanced numerous
theories. All of their theories have strengths and weaknesses, but too often reformers efforts try
to find a single solution to the problem. The current reform effort is no exception. The current
experiment is utilizing a variety of theories pertaining to the achievement gap to improve public
education in New Orleans, specifically those that argue that efficient management and

organization, as well as teacher quality are directly related to academic achievement. However,



a variety of problems still exist with the system, especially in regards to over-fragmentation of
opinions about the effort and addressing the needs of special needs children.

My midpoint analysis of the experiment, with a firm understanding of achievement gap
theories and the history of education reform in Louisiana, is needed to correct these lingering
problems before the end of the experiment in 2010. In looking at the most pertinent perspectives
on the reform effort, applying theory and weighing in any personal interest or bias that may have
been present, the reform effort appears to be moving New Orleans public education in a positive
direction. However, not enough has been done yet to solve the major problems that were
exposed by Hurricane Katrina. I contend that the state of Louisiana should create a separate
standardized test for children of special needs, so that charters will be more inclined to admit
more of these exceptional children. New Orleans should also do more to recruit and retain
veteran teachers, as they are the most qualified to teach in urban classrooms, as well as develop a
bargaining agreement that gives teachers a greater sense of job stability. Lastly, the complete
fragmentation of the school system as a result of the reform effort is a growing problem leading
to inefficiency and waste. A happy medium must be found between fragmentation and over-
centralization to avoid communication and financial problems in the future. Essentially, the
current reform effort should attempt to counter the achievement gap on all possible levels, not
just one or two. The children of New Orleans deserve a quality education in which their distinct

needs are met in every aspect of their academic lives.

MNP



Part I — Understanding Racial Differentiation and Achievement Gap Theories

America is often described as a melting pot, a place where, for hundreds of years
immigrants have come in hopes of obtaining a better life. The only people who can be truly
described as indigenous to North America are those whom Anglo-immigrants deemed “Indians.”
The rest of the modern American population can trace their roots back to immigrants from a
foreign land, with the exception of African Americans who trace back their lineages to people
who did not choose migration. Rather, African Americans descend from those brought over to
America to work as slaves from as early as the seventeenth century until the official end of the
American slave trade in 1808.! How significant is the factor of voluntary versus forced
migration to the United States? What effect did slavery have upon the condition and quality of
the lives of African Americans? When slavery ended, how was white supremacy maintained? -
These questions can be more fully explored through an in-depth analysis of the history of racial
differentiation and intelligence achievement gap theories advanced by social scientists over the
years. It is clear when looking back at the history of the United States that the enslavement, and
subsequent subjugation of African Americans under Jim Crow laws, were artificially justified
with theories of inherent differences between whites and “others.” During slavery and up until -
the Civil Rights movement, these methods of social control were staunchly defended as fulfilling
the way nature intended the order of things.

Historically, African Americans have performed at lower levels academically than whites

and other immigrant groups. This phenomenon is not a recent development but rather a pattern

observed since Reconstruction. Since achievement levels were not carefully measured and

! Roark, James L., Ed. The American Promise: A History of the United States. Forth ed. Boston:
Bedford/St. Martin's, 2009, 45, 382.



studied in the early days of American public education, one must look at how these types of
comparisons eventually came to exist. In essence, to understand how an achievement gap
emerged in the first place, an understanding of the prevailing social theory that enabled the
enslavement of African Americans and their further subjugation must be clarified. Although the
term “eugenics” was not coined until the early 1900s, theories of the biological inferiority of
certain races and classes have been utilized to justify practices such as enslavement, denial of
civil rights and segregation.

With what logic did whites defend the enslavement and later subjugation of African
Americans? Why was this theory able to gain initial support and then endure in social
institutions? The answer lies in the study of the history of the eugenics movement, which
emerged during an era of scientific inquiry into almost every possible field, including social
phenomena. The term eugenics refers to “the science, which deals with all influences that
improve the inborn qualities of a race; also with those that develop them to the utmost
advantage.” This definition was put forth by one of Eugenics leading “scientists” and

advocates, Sir Francis Galton.?

Racial Differentiation and Theories on the Cause of the Achievement Gap

Some historians link the emergence of the eugenics movement to the American
Progressive Era, a time when an influx of immigrants and rural blacks to urban centers created a
climate of chaos and change. Middle-class reformers believed that they could improve the

circumstances of the lower classes, often from a “we know best” position. However, displays of

2 Winfield, Ann Gibson. Eugenics and Education in America: Institutionalized Racism and the
Implications of History, Ideology, and Memory (Complicated Conversation: a Book Series of
Curriculum Studies). Grand Rapids: Peter Lang, 2007, 5.

3 Winfield, Eugenics and Education in America, 57.



eugenic theory emerged much earlier. Historian Ann Winfield traces the origins of eugenics
back to religious thought, especially to Puritan beliefs and practices. The notion of a chosen or
superior people, as put forth by the Puritan assertion of “a city upon a hill” is clearly echoed in
the theory of eugenics, in that certain people are naturally inferior to others.* Further providing
support for eugenics were the creative interpretations of Charles Darwin’s findings published in
1858 in The Origin of Species.” At the extreme end of the spectrum, eugenics theory defended
gruesome practices such as forced sterilization of “inferior peoples,” however it also manifested
itself in other aspects of life, such as education.®

In the South, “a continued desire to justify slavery prompted a proliferation of
‘pseudoscientific’ writers who attempted to prove African inferiority and incapability of
advancement.”’ Even with the end of the Civil War and American slavery, ideas of racial
inferiority continued to have support and political influence. Public schools in the
Reconstruction South were administered and shaped by racial order ideology. Despite New
Orleans’ unique and brief experiment with integrated public schools after the Civil War, the rest
of the South and eventually New Orleans defended the complete segregation of African
Americans based on the notion that they were naturally inferior. In the modern era, new theories
regarding the reason behind the achievement gap have emerged due to the majority of the
academic community discounting eugenics reasoning. However, its persistence can be seen

through the publication of such works as The Bell Curve by Richard J. Herrnstein and Charles

4 Winfield, 47-9.
5 Winfield, 50-1.
¢ Winfield, 86-8.
" Winfield, 71.




Murray in which they try to explain intelligence variations in races through statistical evidence.®
Even the notion of standardized testing can trace its roots back to the eugenics movement, as
social scientists perpetuated the theory that there needed to be an “objective” means of
quantifying intelligence.’

Thus far, no modern research I have read has outwardly denied the continued existence of
an academic achievement gap between certain groups within American society. However, not all
of these voices agree between which groups there is a gap. Some argue that the achievement gap
is a racially defined and others want to classify it more as a socioeconomic phenomenon.
However, in the context of Hurricane Katrina, looking at the achievement gap from both
perspectives is imperative. Nearly two-thirds of New Orleans residents are African American
and sixty-nine percent of their children live in poverty.'® New Orleans had one of the lowest
ranked public education systems in the country. The children of New Orleans were not
performing well on standardized tests. New Orleans is not unique in that it had a failing urban
school system. Schools in poor urban communities all over the country are typically performing
at low levels."

Achievement gap theorist, Cheryl Holcomb-McCoy defines the achievement gap as
something that “denotes when groups of students with relatively equal ability don’t achieve in
school at the same levels.” Usually this is measured by looking at comparative accomplishments
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® Herrnstein, Richard J. Bell Curve: Intelligence and Class Structure in American Life. New
York: Simon & Schuster, 1996.

° Winfield, 11.
10 R obinson, Sharon P., and M. Christopher Brown 11, eds. The Children Hurricane Katrina Left

Behind: Schooling Context, Professional Preparation, and Community Politics. Grand Rapids:

Peter Lang, Incorporated, 2007, pg. 41.
' Robinson, The Children Hurricane Katrina Left Behind, 44-45.




literacy rates, as well as other arenas of academic assessment.'> Many research organizations and
scholars have attempted to give different explanations for why this gap exists.

In her essay on the history of what education has meant for African Americans and on the
racial achievement gap, Teresa Perry discusses two different possible explanations. First she
discusses the theory of “cultural difference” which states that Africa Americans do not achieve at
the same level as Whites because “the culture of the school is the dominant culture, the culture of
White mainstream America.”’® One example she gives to illustrate this is the difference in
language of African Americans versus the English of White people. Many other educational
researchers echo Perry’s sentiment. M. Christopher Brown 11, T. Elon Dancy and James Earl
Davis further the cultural explanation for the achievement gap. They discuss the history of
public education, the fact that it was established by White protestants, and through the years has
held on to “WASP” (White-Anglo-Saxon-Protestant) values as normative and the standard to
which one should aspire."*

The theory of “social mobility” offers another explanation for the achievement gap
popularized by John Ogbu in the 1980s."® In his research, Ogbu discovered that cultural
difference was less important than “the terms of the group’s incorporation into the host society
and the group’s social position in that socit:ty.”I6 Ogbu described African Americans as a

“castelike minority” whose social status was ascribed at birth and social mobility was opposed

12 Holcomb-McCoy, Cheryl C. Schoo! Counseling to Close the Achievement Gap: A Social
Justice Framework for Success, New York: Corwin P, 2007, 5-6.
'3 Perry, Teresa. Young, Gifted, and Black: Promoting High Achievement Among African
American Students, New York: Beacon P, 2004, pg. 53.
14 -
Robinson, pg. 57.
15 Robinson, 58.
16 Robinson, 59.
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