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CAPSTONE PROJECT

Examining the Wave of Reform: Community 
Involvement in the Post-Katrina New Orleans Public 
Education System

Faculty Advisor: Dr. Elaine Simon, School of Arts and Sciences, Urban Studies 
Program

Community involvement is fundamental to the sustainability of any 
major reform efforts involving public education systems. This capstone 
project examines the nature of community involvement in a city at the 
forefront of national education reform: New Orleans. The post-Katrina 
efforts of the Recovery School District to solicit community input offer 
a unique opportunity to examine three elements of community input 
in the New Orleans urban education system. These three elements are: 
divides in approaches to reform among the actors in the city’s urban 
education system; the undemocratic design of the city’s state-operated 
school district; and, the local historical, socioeconomic, and institutional 
factors unique to New Orleans. Understanding the interactions between 
these three elements of the city’s urban education system will better 
prepare leaders to develop and facilitate more democratic and sustainable 
methods of community involvement at the federal, state, district, and 
school levels.

My analysis of the relationships among these three elements resulted 
in four important findings. First, I have concluded that after Hurricane 
Katrina, a divide formed in New Orleans public education between the 
supporters of community-based education reforms and market-based 
reforms. The second is that the post-Katrina public education system of 
New Orleans, largely under the control of the Recovery School District, 
provides limited, implementation-focused opportunities for community 
involvement in the public education system. Third, divisions in the 
New Orleans urban education community and lack of democracy within 
its education governance system has resulted in a disproportionate 
amplification of the voices of upper class, politically connected 
individuals, and high-capacity organizations in the New Orleans public 
school system. Yet, simultaneously, several factors have converged to 
create an environment in which new, democratic methods of district- and 
school-level community involvement in the New Orleans public school 
system can be further developed and institutionalized.


