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NEW ORLEANS — Benjamin Banneker Elementary closed on Wednesday as New Orleans’ 
Recovery School District permanently shuttered its last five traditional public schools. 

With the start of the next school year, the district will be the first in the country made up completely of 
public charter schools, a grand experiment in urban education. 

It has been two decades since the first public charter school opened in Minnesota, conceived as a 
laboratory where innovations could be tested before their introduction into public schools. Now, 42 
states, including Ohio, encourage charters as an alternative to conventional schools, and enrollment 
has been growing, particularly in cities. 

In the District of Columbia, for example, 44 percent of the city’s students attend charter schools. 

But in New Orleans, under the Recovery School District, the Louisiana state agency that seized 
control of almost all public schools after Hurricane Katrina ravaged the city in 2005, the traditional 
system has been swept away. 

The creation of the country’s first all-charter school system has improved education for many children 
in New Orleans, but it also has severed ties to a community institution, the neighborhood school, and 
amplified concerns about racial equality and loss of parental control. 

An all-charter district signals the dismantling of the central school bureaucracy and a shift of power to 
dozens of independent school operators, who will assume all the corresponding functions: the 
authority to hire and fire teachers and administrators, maintain buildings, run buses and provide 
services to special-needs students. 

Of the Recovery School District’s 600 employees, 510 will be out of a job by week’s end. All 33,000 
students in the district must apply for a seat at one of the 58 public charter schools, relying on a 
computerized lottery to determine placement. 

Critics of the all-charter New Orleans model say it is undemocratic, because leaders of charter 
schools are not accountable to voters. They also say the system is challenging for parents, who have 
to figure out logistics that were not an issue when their children walked to neighborhood schools. 

“They don’t answer to anyone,” said Sean Johnson, the dean of students at Banneker, whose father 
attended the school while growing up in the Black Pearl neighborhood. “The charters have money and 
want to make more money. They have their own boards, make their own rules, accept who they want 
and put out who they want to put out.” 

Advocates say the all-charter model empowers parents. 

When Katrina struck in 2005, the public schools in New Orleans were considered among the worst in 
the country. Just before the storm, the elected Orleans Parish School District was bankrupt and 
couldn’t account for about $71 million in federal money. There were just a few charter schools. 



In the tumult after the hurricane, the state seized control of 102 of the city’s 117 schools — the worst 
performers — and created the appointed Recovery School District to oversee them, while letting the 
Orleans Parish School Board run the relatively few remaining. 

The Recovery School District closed failing traditional schools or turned them over to charter 
operators, never intending to reconstruct a traditional school system, said Patrick Dobard, the 
superintendent. 

“We’ve had a clear plan in place,” Dobard said. “We’re going to create a new legacy, a new memory. 
We don’t have to hold onto some of the things in the past that didn’t work.” 

The recovery district is spending about $2 billion — much of it federal hurricane-recovery money — to 
refurbish and build schools across the city, which then are leased to charter operators at no cost. 

“The difference between now and pre-Katrina is that we’re replacing schools that are not performing 
well,” Dobard said. “We don’t let children languish in chronically poor-performing neighborhood 
schools. It was a system of haves and have nots. We passed those times in New Orleans, and I’m 
glad we left those behind us.” 

After Katrina, the recovery district fired more than 7,000 employees, nearly all of them African-
American, while the charter schools hired scores of young teachers, many of them white recruits from 
Teach for America. The fired teachers sued for wrongful termination and won a judgment that could 
total more than $1 billion. 

White students disproportionately attend the best charter schools, while the worst are almost 
exclusively populated by African-American students. Activists in New Orleans joined with others in 
Detroit and Newark last month to file a federal civil-rights complaint, alleging that the city’s best-
performing schools have admissions policies that exclude African-American children. Those schools 
are overseen by the separate Orleans Parish School Board, and they don’t participate in OneApp, the 
city’s centralized school-enrollment lottery. 

John White, the state’s superintendent of education, agreed that access to the best schools is not 
equal in New Orleans, but he said the state is prevented by law from interfering with the Orleans 
Parish School Board’s operations. ■ 
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