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Abstract 
There are times when New Orleans feels like the epicenter of America. Maybe only proud residents 

and natives feel this way, but in the last ten years it has surely become the epicenter of educational 

debate. The same catalyst of such debates, Hurricane Katrina, has also ushered in a new world of 

urban development in the city. This work is centered at these two buzz topics—education and urban 

development—and seeks to draw connections between them, while positioning uncovered public 

histories as the primary tool through which New Orleans’ Black community may be self-determinate 

in these two fields. I present two tools, an adaptable timeline and a corresponding curriculum, and 

employ design to widen public discourse around education and urban planning. These tools are 

intended to support action and activism towards the righting of historic and presently persistent 

wrongs.  
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INTRODUCTION 

 

A Note from the Author 
 

Born in New Orleans, raised in New Orleans  
I will forever remain faithful New Orleans 

 -Lil Wayne, “La La La”1 
 
It cannot be overstated how personal this work is for me. I want to start here because 

though the subject’s closeness to me is one reason I chose to study it, I cannot overlook that my 
proximity to the work has also been a source of struggle. Throughout the project and still, I wrestle 
with trying to understand my place in this research, particularly as a person of privilege and someone 
who did not participate in the work’s main actor: public school. Yet, throughout this research 
journey, I have realized that my parents’ decision to send me to private school was in response to 
the condition of public schools in New Orleans, and therefore, directly related to the overall 
problem I intend to expand upon in the pages to come. In this notion of forced choice and loaded 
decision making, inaction or reaction is still action and therefore must be contended with and 
understand as part of the system. Many of the problems afflicting cities are perpetuated by this idea 
that only the chosen few can comment, participate, have voice, and be actionable in the landscape of 
change. Whether this system of power is reinforced by industry standards, the notion of professional 
expertise, or silos it only serves to continue suppressing the multitude of voices that construct the 
city. “Staying in our respective lanes”—whether voluntarily or forcibly—stifles imagination and fuels 
the status quo. In this process, it’s difficult for new realities founded in radical love to break in and 
disrupt the system. This project seeks to explore one way tools forged in love and the power of the 
Black imaginary may start to rattle this status quo. Ultimately, I love my city, feel blessed to call it 
home, and am invested in supporting its future growth. I hope these feelings shine through as they 
are the guiding force of this work.  
 

Starting with Myself 
 

When DJ Jubilee came on at the middle school dance, everyone knew what time it was. The 
lyrics of “Get Ready, Ready” 2 bounced off the walls as folded up cafeteria tables were pushed to the 
side to allow a makeshift dancefloor. As Jubilee egged us on and shouted dance after dance for us to 
attempt to replicate, I grew more and more excited for the end. After 5 minutes of sweating and 
trying to do The Cabbage Patch, DJ Jubilee would ask, “What’s the name of your school?” Though I 
knew my school—a predominately white private school located in a New Orleans Metro Area 
suburb—wasn’t his intended audience, I still yelled, “ST. MARTIN’S!!!” This portion of the song 
was meant to be played at parties with kids from all different schools duking it out for who could 
yell and rep their school the loudest. Being counted as a member of one of New Orleans’ recognized 
schools encouraged more than youthful bravado; it was an important ritual that established your 
social standing as part of the culture of the city. Anywhere you went, anyone new you met they 
always asked the same question, “Where did you go to high school?” And now Jubilee asked us the 

                                                 
1 Carter, D. (2007). La La La. On Drought is Over 1 (Carter 3 Sessions). [Mixtape] 
2 Jubilee, D. (1998). Get Ready, Ready. On Take It To The St. Thomas. Take Fo Records. 
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same thing, “Is it Live Oak? What about Bell?...Is it John Mac?...What is it?” I desperately wanted 
my school to be called out in this song. However, as I got older and the song, never losing its 
relevancy, still played at parties throughout my teenage and beginning adult years, I realized more 
than wanting my school to be included I wished I had attended one of the schools whose names 
enlivened everything from cafeteria dancefloors to Mardi Gras parades.  

 
The impetus of this work began with me confronting this thought and the reasons why I 

would or would not want to return home to New Orleans after years away. I thought, “What ties me 
to the city? Do I feel connected to anything there?” Though complex, wavering, and at times 
unclear, I eventually came to the answers of “very little” and “not really.” These answers prompted 
me to recall my childhood: on the whole it was great, but something seemed to be missing. 
Ultimately, I came to the realization that a large part my disconnection lay in my lack of connection 
to city’s Black population, its culture, and the schools3 that nurtured the community into existence.  

 
Thrust back to that dimly lit cafeteria, the idea of schools as essential for providing more 

than education seemed extremely relevant. By providing a physical space of community gathering, 
schools have the power to reinforce community cohesion and foster the development of important 
social ties. This social connection through school is what I envied all those years. Not only did I 
want to feel part of the city, I also desired an educational community that reflected and celebrated 
my Black identity. Though there was more to this than just attending a McDonogh school. If all 
over the city Black children were receiving a quality education that also affirmed their identity, then 
why was I going to a white private school? In reality, due to years of systemic disinvestment4, by the 
90s the public education landscape could only be described by most as “failing.” Though for 
decades New Orleans’ school produced many of the city’s incredibly influential Black leaders, 
lawyers, musicians, and artists, this reputation was either little known or overshadowed by present 
damming realities leading people like my parents simply stated, “Public school was not an option.”  

 
Throughout New Orleans’ 300 year history, schools have been a tool wielded by dominant 

white culture to create an educational landscape in its own image and values. Just as before the 
emancipation of the slaves when white slavers wealth enough to send their children to private 
schools saw little need for a comprehensive public school system, the level of white disinvestment 
seen in 1980s-2000s New Orleans where again the majority of the white population does not attend 
public school mimic the antebellum era.5 Often these values prioritized white education at the 
expensive of the Black education, schools, and communities. These practices were not only 
exercised in an attempt to limit black community cohesion and prosperity, but also sought to 
propagate the white supremacist agenda that has shaped the city we see now. During the city’s early 
expansion and as de jure residential segregation is declared illegal6, schools become the primary 
mechanism through which city officials could reinforce de facto segregation. As the schools were 
segregated until the Supreme Court decision in Brown v. Board of Education of Topeka, Kansas, the racial 

                                                 
3 Throughout this work, “schools” will be used as the generic to reference K-12 public schools. Though the 
definition of public is flexible in New Orleans, in historic context it refers to traditional neighborhood schools. In 
the contemporary context, it will be used to refer to public charter schools. All other schools—private, parochial, 
and post-secondary—will be called out as such. 
4 (DeVore, 1991; Stern, 2018) 
5 (Du Bois, 1935) 
6 (Buchanan v. Warley,1917) 
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designation of a school dictated the racial designation of the neighborhood.7 Subsequently, these 
designations as white or black neighborhoods dictated the level of investment and development—
residential, commercial, and infrastructural—that a neighborhood received. Fast forward to the 
present—May 17, 2019 will be the 65th anniversary of the Brown v. Board decision—and New 
Orleans, a majority Black city8, has yet to correct the historic uneven investment in the city’s Black 
communities and schools.9  

 
Additionally, a privatized public education system seeks to further threaten Black community 

development in the city.10 By 2020, New Orleans will be the only city in the country with a public 
education system entirely comprised of privately run, charter schools.11 At the same time, New 
Orleans boasts one of the largest Black populations12 in the country. 60% of the city’s population is 
African American (making it a majority minority city), though roughly over 80% of its public school 
system is represented by Black students.13 These statistics led me to ask: What happened in the past 
to create this present? What forced my parents in the 1990s to feel that public education was not a 
viable option for ensuring my future prosperity? What has led to and paved the way for the current 
charter school landscape? This work combines a case study method with archival work and design to 
begin revealing some of these answers. Simultaneously, it also seeks support those working directly 
to eradicate the educational disparities befalling Black New Orleanians by providing tools to aid in 
systemic change. Along with positive change for and by Black communities, this work also seeks to 
invite those previously silence a venue through which to express themselves and embed their 
memories into the landscape. With all this in mind, this work is anchored by the following question:  
 
What tools are needed for the Black community in New Orleans to be self-determinate in 
the instructional, social, and physical public school environments? 
 

                                                 
7 (Stern, 2018) 
8 U.S. Census Bureau (2017). Race, 2012-2017 American Community Survey 5-year estimates. Retrieved from 
https://www-socialexplorer-com.libproxy.mit.edu/tables/ACS2017_5yr/R12156733. 
9 (Stern, 2018) 
10 (Buras, 2015) 
11 (Hasselle, 2018) 
12 U.S. Census Bureau (2010). 
13 Louisiana Department of Education (2018). Multiple Statistics by School System for Total Public Students. 
October 1,2018.  
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ASKING & ANSWERING QUESTIONS 
 

“We realize that the only people who care enough about us to work consistently 
for our liberation is us. Our politics evolve from a healthy love for ourselves, our 
sisters and our community which allows us to continue in this struggle and work.” 

-Combahee River Collective, “A Black Feminist Statement”14 
 

Self-determination is the process by which a person or a collective of people controls their own 
life.15 While I draw on the definition for of this idea from many sources such as Black scholars, 
WEB DuBois and Robin Kelley, I also want to highlight the definition above. Founded in Black, 
feminist, and queer theory, The Combahee River Collective was a group of Black feminists (many of 
them queer) that formed in response to the exclusionary nature of the mainstream white feminist 
movement. The words above, taken from the group’s mission statement, display the need for 
oppressed groups to collective fight for their liberation. As dominant society, and the ways it 
manifests even within minority groups, does not prioritize Black, feminist, and/or queer community 
ideals, we are implored to represent ourselves whenever possible. Our identity is inseparable from 
our political motivations. This doesn’t mean allies or other outside supports are not important or do 
not have a place in the struggle, but Black communities being self-determinate prioritizes Black 
community desires as the primary goal.  

 
Therefore, the theory of change driving this work, where a self-determinate Black 

community is the goal, hinges on the notion that at each historic touchpoint of New Orleans’ school 
and urban development economic trends, national events, and legal precedent have all contributed 
to the Black population’s inability to imbue its values on the landscape, which drives the present 
conditions—the neoliberal educational framework and extractive urban development practices—
befalling that same population in New Orleans today. The current system reinforces isolation, 
segregation, and community disinvestment as dollars flow away from neighborhood development 
that supports community schools and favors private equity investment that reinforces privately 
funded public charter schools.16 The present system will only continue to bore out those without 
resources to seek other options or who are unable to equip themselves with the necessary 
information to begin challenging the system. Therefore, the goal of this project is to develop tools to 
support communal ideation of a Black educational ideal, more closely tight the interlocking nature of 
education and urban planning, put history to work to reinforce present realities and bolster policy 
change, and hopefully, through all of that, still find ways to improve the everyday realities of children 
in classrooms across the Crescent City.  

 
Answering the above question went beyond my personal experiences. I sought out 

individuals whom I trusted and organizations working on issues of educational equity in the city to 
ascertain whether my feelings were individual or in fact similarly manifested in others across the city. 
Naturally, the first person I spoke with was my mother. Not only was I interested in the 90s and 
early 2000s environment in New Orleans that influenced her decision to send me to private school, 
but I was also deeply interested in her experience growing up in the Midwest at the height of 
integration. My mother spoke of her experiences being one of three young people (the only one in 

                                                 
14 (Moraga & Anzaldúa, 2015) 
15 (Kelley, 2002) 
16 (Buras, 2015; Sanders, 2017) 
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her grade level) to desegregate her Wichita, Kansas junior high school. Relying on the other two 
Black students’ parents to ferry her several miles away from their neighborhood to the white junior 
high school and neighborhood across town, my mother felt out of place. Though the integration 
years in Kansas was not met with the same level of uproar exercised by white parents in The South, 
she did feel that no one went out of her way to understand or support her through the process. 
When asked why she thought her parents made the decision to enroll her in the integration program, 
she responded, “And of course probably back then going to a white school was affording you 
a better opportunity. Parents probably thought like that—Black parents. It’s got to be 
better.” In spite of knowing that Curtis Junior High would be a drastic change from the Black 
junior high school in their neighborhood, I believe my grandparents thought this a worthy struggle 
for a better education for their children. I have to imagine that in their hearts they knew that those 
my mother’ might have feelings of isolation while at schools, these feeling might be assuaged when 
she returned home to the community that reflected and reinforced her identity. The notion that “the 
white school must be better” is still relevant today. Remnants of this idea resurfaced in my mother’s 
subconscious in the 90s as she contemplated where to send me to school in New Orleans. 
Ultimately, this notion shouldn’t be the only option the Black community sees, thus I continued 
speaking with those working on the frontlines to change this reality.  

 
In this vein, one thing I heard from family members, career educational professionals, and 

activists in this space is that though school integration is great in theory, in practice it was more 
complicated for Black communities. Education historian, Donald DeVore notes that in New 
Orleans as local NAACP lawyer A.P. Tureaud filed suit against the Orleans Parish School Board for 
the deplorable conditions in Black schools, the Black community was forced to make a decision. 
“But for the city's black community the commitment to desegregation created a dilemma. They had 
to decide what actions to take in the interim between the filing of the suit and a court ruling. Should 
they press for improvements under the segregated system? To do so might undermine their position 
on desegregation.”17 Still today there are echoes of the same tension Black communities felt in the 
1950s. The reality of New Orleans’ public school system is that it serves majority Black students. 
Therefore public school grow in the city means uplifting spaces that support Blackness and Black 
culture regardless of the prevalence of white participation. As urban studies scholar, Mary Pattillo, 
speaks of the ways integration “stigmatizes Black people and Black spaces and valorizes Whiteness 
as both the symbol of opportunity and the measuring stick for equality,”18 I wanted to find examples 
of this in action, so I spoke with my play-uncle Wendell Dupuy, a career Black public school teacher 
and principal. He felt that all integration did for his community was provide a more comprehensive 
way for the best and most talented Black students to flee their neighborhood schools. This exodus 
wasn’t exclusive to public schools. Long established Black private Catholic schools such as St. 
Augustine, an all-boys school in the Historic 7th Ward, also saw declines in their student population. 
Today, the school still struggles with maintaining enrollment numbers. On the public side, once 
schools such as Alcee Fortier, a top white boys high school located in New Orleans’ wealthy 
Uptown neighborhood, were forcibly integrated students from nearby and grossly overcrowded 
Booker T. Washington bused from the Central City neighborhood to Uptown.19  

 
I want to be clear that this work isn’t intent upon choosing a side: pro-integration or pro-

Black separatism. Instead, I want to provide explanations as why regardless of which side Black 

                                                 
17 (DeVore, 1991) 
18 (Pattillo, 2011) 
19 (Stern, 2018) 
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children, parents, or teachers fall one, whether engaging with public or private schools, their 
identities, desires, and humanity must be made a priority in the New Orleans educational landscape. 
Fighting for deeper educational advancement and opportunities for Black children should not 
undermine the desire to continue nurturing the Black institutions (public and private) that allowed 
the populations of Black New Orleanians to remain in place for over 300 years. We should not have 
to feel that leaving our communities is the only chance we have of attending the city’s best schools, 
as our neighborhood schools should too be amongst the city’s best. In 2019 it’s deplorable that a 
case still needs to be made reinforcing the humanity of an entire race of people. But clearly it must 
be stated and restated until our schools, our cities truly reflect those upon whose backs they were 
built. With these notions in mind, I continued speaking with local activists who have and continue to 
fight tirelessly to correct education inequality and the years of damage it’s done to their 
communities.  
 

Whitney Henderson & EdNavigator 
 

Though known nationally for its deeply troubled economic and educational landscape20, 
Whitney Henderson felt growing up in East St. Louis, Illinois that she was surrounded by 
community but that it deserved better. This coupled with her rich experiences from summers spent 
with family in Louisiana reinforced for her the power of education and community towards better 
collective outcomes. “I remember loving that so much and wanting that to be the typical 
person’s experience to really live together, grow together, and learn together as a collective. 
That’s really what drew me to education, because I really do believe that education is a 
conduit to better circumstances. It’s all about what a person is exposed to and the level of 
quality in which they are exposed to it.” Henderson fervently pursued education and though 
there were bumps along the way (Hurricane Katrina hit the Mississippi Gulf Coast during her senior 
year at Jackson State University; she lived on a Carnival Cruise ship immediately following the storm 
to assist New Orleans first-responder relatives; being let go from teaching at an elementary school in 
New Orleans after several years of above and beyond services), ultimately they all led to 
EdNavigator. After completing graduate school in Boston, Henderson knew creating EdNavigator 
was her next step. “The missing link from years of experience in school was I did not engage 
families the way that I wanted to...There were so many missed opportunities, and I needed 
to find a way to do better at that. EdNavigator was my attempt at learning how families 
want to engage with the schools. How do they even define engagement themselves? 
Because I find that we're not always on the same page.” EdNavigator is a non-profit 
organization that operates in New Orleans and Boston and provides families with personal 
advocates, Navigators, to assist them with daily educational issues. Whether providing in the 
moment homework help (they have an app that lets families connect with Navigators immediately) 
to allow parents to be better prepared to assist their children on assignments or accompanying 
parents to school and teaching them how to advocate for themselves and their children, 
EdNavigator fills a gap long troubling low-income communities and communities of color.  

 
This organization’s creativity doesn’t stop with their identification of a huge gap in education 

systems, but continues to the innovative way they’ve gone about addressing this problem. Instead of 
partnering with schools or reaching out directly to families in need, EdNavigator’s services are 
offered as an occupational benefit by parents’ employers. While developing the organization, 

                                                 
20 (Kozol, 2012) 
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Henderson realized that large New Orleans employers, such as hotels, hospitals, and universities, 
stood to gain as much from EdNavigator’s services as the parents did. “People always ask, ‘how 
do you find your parent population?’ We do that through the workforce. We pitch to 
employers because one, we have to be sustainable…We realize we don’t want families to 
have to pay for this because this should actually be something the school does period. [And 
two], because we had a hunch that our parents were calling off from work because they have 
children, who the school has told to leave.” Business owners confirmed Henderson’s hunch and 
were eager to work with EdNavigator as it provided ways for their employees to address their school 
issues without leaving work. New Orleans is fueled by its tourism industry which supplies 
innumerable minimum wage jobs21 to many Black and brown public school parents. EdNavigator 
was able to step in and provide a service that calmed volatility in this critical job market. Instability 
in the employee pool means businesses spend more money constantly hiring and firing, which 
results in higher levels of instability in the life circumstances of many Black parents and children. 
While EdNavigator has proven itself to the business world, more importantly, the organization has 
found ways to prioritize Black and brown families without further burdening them or schools 
already strapped for resources. Whitney Henderson’s EdNavigator is not the only entity working for 
educational equity in New Orleans. Black Education for New Orleans (BENOLA) seeks to move 
other levers to improve the educational, and by extension, the overall lives of Black community 
members in the city. 
 

Adrinda Kelly & BENOLA 
 

BENOLA was founded with the mission to “support Black educators and schools to ensure 
an education that creates better outcomes and opportunities for Black children in New Orleans.”22 
For Executive Director, Adrinda “Drin” Kelly, this mission cannot be accomplished without Black 
leadership at the helm. During our conversations, Kelly spoke at length about the ways in which it is 
imperative to center Black voices and communities in urban and educational policy. If charter 
schools, the primary vehicle through with public education is presently delivered in New Orleans are 
here to stay, then centering Black leadership means developing pathways for them to begin 
controlling their own charters. Enter BENOLA. BENOLA looks for creative ways to foster the 
development of more Black led schools in the education landscape. However, while some laud 
charter schools for their ability to provide school autonomy, this perceived benefit hampers Black 
leaders from getting into the market. Decentralization means schools are individually burden to 
cover expenses that may otherwise be covered by the school board, such as daily operating and 
maintenance costs. For some, this financial burden is alleviated by philanthropic cushions, but 
garnering the dollars from national foundations such as The Kellogg Foundation, The Walton 
Family Foundation, or Bloomberg Foundation isn’t easy. Large charter school networks such as 
KIPP and InspireNOLA are huge machines equipped with in-house financial planners and grant 
writers. This isn’t often the case in smaller Black led schools. The few that exist, the Dr. Martin 
Luther King Charter School as one example, are single site schools and therefore scaling up to the 
network level is either not of interest to the leaders or not feasible. Again Black communities are 
forced to make a choice: bind to fit the neoliberal capitalist mold the favors scale and attracts 
investment, or continuing piecing together local resources and build an intentional community (even 
if this is only limited to one school at a time). This is one conundrum BENOLA is attempting to 

                                                 
21 The minimum wage in Louisiana is $7.25. Source: National Conference of State Legislature, 2019. 
22 Black Education New Orleans. Website: https://blackedunola.org/about-be-nola 

https://blackedunola.org/about-be-nola
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upend and create future pathways that lead to Black leaders being able create intentional 
communities while also attracting private investment to do so. Yet, school leadership is not the only 
venue through which BENOLA imagines a brighter educational future.  

 
Three months after Hurricane Katrina devastated the Gulf Coast, while people were still 

determining family member whereabouts and next steps toward rebuilding their lives, 7,500 public 
school teachers and support staff were fired in New Orleans. Following an executive order by 
Governor Kathleen Blanco and the passage of Act 3523, the state operated Recovery School District 
(RSD) seized control of 107 of 128 Orleans Parish public schools, handed its teachers their pink 
slips, and begin instituting programs such as Teach for America as the main providers of the new 
teaching pool. This mass firing eviscerated a dominate profession in the Black middle class as 71% 
of the teachers fired were Black teachers, many with more than 15 years of experience. By 2013, only 
22% of the original fired had be rehired by Orleans parish. Overall, when comparing the 2004-2005 
school year (the school year before Hurricane Katrina) and the 2013-2014 school year, the 
population of Black public school teacher dropped from 71% to 49%.24 Enter BENOLA! 
BENOLA understand that ensure a Black teacher workforce is vital to achieving their mission. This 
means employing creative programming to reinforce teachers unions, establish realistic pay and 
wages, and installing teacher supports that are culturally supportive. Additionally, developing a Black 
teacher workforce for the future, one that allows our children to themselves in and in front of the 
classroom, also means having stronger local teacher development programming, recruitment, and 
employee pipelines. Fueled by her love for the McDonogh #35 community that nurtured her, Kelly 
believes that as much as leaders, teachers also need deep supports to remain instilled in Black 
schools.  

 
Echoed by many and reflected in my own experiences, Black teachers, particularly Black 

female teachers are instrumental to shaping students’ lives. Whether in New Orleans at St. Mary’s 
Lafon or in Kansas City, Kansas at Kiddie Kollege, Black women gave me so much more than 
academic fundamentals. They gave their love and encouragement, often above and beyond the call 
of duty, to make sure that the value of my life and future were instilled in me from an early age. Yet 
so often the historic sacrifices made by these women and many others to build a strong Black 
community are forgotten or never told. Now many years removed from plaid dress uniforms and 
terrifying trips to Mrs. Williams’ office (she didn’t play!) I find myself asking: 

 
How can history and design be put to work to develop tools to 1. Allow a larger public entry 
into the vast history of Black triumph and struggle for schools, and 2. Support those at the 
frontlines of change achieve their goals for new educational futures—whether activists, 
teachers, educational leaders, or students?  
 

                                                 
23 (Buras, 2015) 
24 (Barrett & Harris, 2015)  
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TANGIBLE TOOLS 
“…the issues affecting cities cannot be separated from urban history, just as the 
issues affecting cities cannot be separated from the history of their 
schools...Divorcing public education from the history of metropolitan change also 
encourages people to both expect too much from, and ask too little of, urban 
schools.” 

-Walter C. Stern, Race and Education in New Orleans25 
 

For me the answer was found in a timeline, a curriculum, and a deep dive into the history of 
educational and urban development in New Orleans. The goal of the timeline is two-fold. The first 
is to present a timeline that breaks down the notion of archives and museums as the only ways to 
receive history. At best these traditional venues are holders of history; places where a person 
endowed with investigatory skills and time may uncover new truths. At their worst, these venues are 
heavily curated and demonstrate a particular perspective of history. The question of who gets to set 
this perspective is often a mystery, but typically does not sway towards the side of those the history 
is representing. This tool by contrast seeks to provide a foundation upon which the Black public 
may see itself in historic events and enrich them by adding their own individual stories or personal 
touchpoints. By using design to present history though a new medium and allowing the viewer to 
customize the representation of history, this tool seeks to provide a new venue for public 
engagement in contemporary educational conversations.  

 
The second goal is to develop tools for action. Achieving justice in part requires an 

understanding in where we’ve come from, but it also requires putting that history to work towards 
imagining and realizing where we what to go. Thus the timeline and its accompanying curriculum are 
in service to the Black activists, parents, school administrators, policy-writers, planners, developers, 
and all others who feel they must be armed with history to achieve the change they want to see. 
Though this timeline uses New Orleans as its primary case study, the intent is for it to be adaptable 
to other cities or contexts. New Orleans is not the only city where Black communities and education 
is under assault. Thus achieving systemic change in this field cannot be limited to one city or state. It 
is imperative that the mission of improving education for Black communities and children is not 
isolated to New Orleans, but is reflected throughout The South and the country. Excellence and 
equity in education, and subsequently equity at large in urban space, cannot exist in America if it is 
not provided for and in the image of the Black population.  

 

Process and Methodology 
 

Born out of conversations I described in the previous chapter, the timeline and its 
corresponding curriculum were reinforced by a body of literature about the historic and 
contemporary landscape of education in New Orleans.26 Moreover, these works, particularly Walter 
Stern’s Race and Education in New Orleans: Creating the Segregated City, 1764-1960, situate school 
development as inseparable from the city’s overall urban development. Beginning in the 1800s at the 
onset of New Orleans’ birth, the timeline extends into the present and begins representing today’s 
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city. The process of constructing this detailed timeline began by reading and cataloguing the events 
of several secondary sources, many of which pull from original primary sources such as city and 
private archives, oral histories, interviews, and city public documents. MS Excel was used to create 
the initial skeleton of the timeline (the color coding is explain in the following section). During this 
first draft, detailed events (displayed in red, yellow, and grey below the year band) were simply 
recorded based on their relevance in shaping urban development and education in New Orleans. 
Essentially, if the event happened, related to New Orleans, and was in one of the many sources I 
consulted, it made it to this version of the timeline. While some events, such as the Emancipation 
Proclamation or the court cases highlighted in grey, are not just isolated to New Orleans but playing 
out on the national stage, they still represent isolated events (occurring or decided on a particular 
day) and are therefore located below the year band (white).  

  

Caption: Screenshot of Excel timeline table 
 
In the second round of the timeline, I wanted to consider the role of design towards 

representing complex ideas and histories in a format that is more widely accessible to the Black 
community. I realized that though I consulted many sources, my cataloguing was by no means 
exhaustive. There are immense resources located in the archives (located in several places across the 
city, extending beyond the city, and held by a variety of public and private entities) of my 300 year 
old city. And still more resources residing within everyday New Orleanians as embedded memory—
often never written down or existing outside of the mind. I’ve set out to at least begin a process of 
documenting these histories, stories, and memories, in a way that many others may engage with it 
and add to it. Furthermore, this timeline engages with design as more than a mechanism of 
presentation, but the framework through which this history is made available in the commons. As I 
translated the Excel data to a design layout (designed in Illustrator), I carefully considered the 
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category colors (intended to be playful and distinctive). The overall layout is based on an 8.5’’ x 66’’ 
page print out (this would be accordion folded to a single sheet of printer paper) and ultimately as I 
began placing the events and their descriptions onto the page, the limitations of paper space became 
a reality. These limitations forced me to make decisions about which events ended up on the page as 
it was not possible through my established constraints to fit all I had cataloged in Excel. Thus the 
selection rationale became: which events have the most power to evoke memory in the viewers? 
This notion is not just about those who may have been present for an event now considered 
historic, but is also relevant for those whom historic touchpoint can evoke remembering of relevant 
experiences not long passed. As I read about Ruby Bridges, Leona Tate, Gail Etienne, and Tessie 
Prevost, the four Black girls who integrated public schools in New Orleans in 1960, it forces me to 
consider what it meant for me in 2010 to be one of four Black high school girls throughout my time 
at my New Orleans school, or now, as one of the four Black women attending my graduate program 
at MIT. Though, again, the events presently highlighted in the timeline are a reflection of the 
limitations of my own perspective, I hope this timeline provides at least a stepping stone for others 
to expand upon.  
 

Timeline Breakdown 
National Events, Periods, and Eras (displayed above the timeline in ORANGE bands): These events 
display the overarching national context in which the events located on and below the timeline are 
occurring. It’s important to understand the additional timeline categories described below in relation 
to what is happening outside of New Orleans and in the national (and international in some cases) 
public realm. Thus, these events are displayed in bands above the time to show their expansion 
across time. Some of the events highlighted in this section include wars, natural disasters, and urban 
planning trends. Others may be described as prolonged periods of national crises or assaults on the 
Black population (i.e. Jim Crow Era). Lastly, there are moments that though specific isolated events 
instead of prolonged periods are nationally relevant or experienced on the global stage (i.e. 
Hurricane Katrina and Rita). All of these events must be understood as integral to shaping the laws 
that are passing, the economic trends that follow, the population shifts that are occurring, and the 
specific events that galvanize education and urban planning in New Orleans today.  
 
Economic Trends (displayed on the timeline in SHADES OF BLUE bands): This timeline also reveals 
ongoing economic shifts in philosophy and their subsequent ramifications for the specific events in 
New Orleans. Recognizing and understanding the relationship of these economic trends is integral 
to understanding the codependent nature of urban development and educational policy. 
 

1. 1800s-1900s: Slavery & The Free Labor Economy – Throughout The South and in New 
Orleans specifically, city development was funded on the backs of Black slaves through a 
free labor economy. In general, through the 1800s there is a stagnation in the development 
of public education, primarily due to the fact that working class white populations saw it as 
reserved for the wealthy and not wholly necessary towards their future prosperity (wealth 
could be gained through land and slave ownership or other trades labor). However as slaves 
are emancipated near the turn of the century, freed slaves and populations of free people of 
color begin demanding public education paid for by the city. These demands ultimately shift 
the investment in public education statewide and throughout The South.  
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"The first great mass movement for public education at the expense of the state, in the South, came from the 
Negroes...States had elaborate plans, but they were not arrived out. Public education for all at public expense, 
was, in the South, a Negro idea."27 
 

2. 1900s-1940s: Private Taxes = Public Goods – As the economic realities of Emancipation 
are realized in the U.S., cities become more developed and residents begin securing land and 
permanently settling throughout the country. The levy of property taxes becomes the 
primary funding source to support public infrastructure. School were one such public 
infrastructure. This time period established property taxes as the primary source of school 
funding still in effect today. In New Orleans, though property tax was collected from black 
and free black land owners, the schools designated to serve the Black population did not 
receive the same level of public investment as white institutions. This uneven investment 
was exaggerated by the fact that until desegregation in 1954, New Orleans essentially 
operated two separate school systems: one white and one black. Often the Black community 
funded their own school development by providing buildings or land. In many ways, these 
donations for public works functioned as a “double taxation,”28 where Black residents paid 
property taxes on their land and provided it for the development of their own schools. 
 

3. 1940s-1980s: New Deal Economy – New Deal policies such as The Housing Acts of 1937 
& 1949 usher in a new legacy of federal dollars delivered to states for the purpose of 
building public infrastructure. The end of WWII also led to population increases in cities as 
veterans returned home. Legislation, such as the G.I. Bill, is established to encourage and 
provide funding for homeownership (and wealth creation) amongst these veterans. Public 
housing is seen as a temporary solution for white veterans until they are able to buy homes. 
As the G.I. Bill was not extended to Black veterans, public housing became the only form of 
permanent housing for them and others Black urban residents. In New Orleans, as Black 
residents become forcibly concentrated in neighborhoods where public housing was 
provided (largely Central City and the Lower 9th Ward), the city’s already inadequate and 
scarcely available public schools balked at increasing student populations.  
 
As Brown v. Board strikes down the “separate but equal” doctrine upheld by the Plessy v. 
Ferguson decision, schools are mandated to desegregate and integration plans established. 
Instead of following through with such plans, school desegregation leads to a white 
population mass exodus29 from the city proper to “whites only,” restricted covenant suburbs. 
This exodus is complemented by massive federal and local disinvestment in urban public 
infrastructure. In New Orleans, the tourism industry is seen as new the economic driver of 
the city as manufacturing and industrial work begins to dry up. This shift leads to increased 
investment in the Central Business District downtown for white collar businesses at the 
expensive of the area’s long established Black communities.30 
 

4. 1980s-2000s: Reaganomics & The Criminalization of Blackness – Due to decades of 
disinvestment in what are now cities occupied almost entirely by low-income, Black renters 
and other minorities, a legacy of presidents criminalize blackness as the culprit of this urban 
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28 (Stern, 2018) 
29 (DeVore, 1991) 
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decay. As a result there is increased investment in policing, jails, and the prison system 
without the reciprocal investment in schools, education generally, housing, and rehabilitation 
facilities. Though the city’s tourism economy is booming, there is little subsequent 
investment in public facilities, such as housing and schools. These investment practices (or 
the lack there of) begin to beg the following questions regarding the city’s motives: What 
was the educational agenda in New Orleans at this time? What kind of citizens was 
the public school system intending to develop? What has been born out in the city as a 
result of political and economic will is that through this time period and now, the primary 
goal of the school system was to produce an inferior class of Black and brown citizens. 
Against these odds, critical and highly performing educational institutes still sustained 
themselves in the Black community. Namely through a Black teacher force—experienced, 
invested, and passionate—even during these deeply troubled years some Black students are 
still about to find success, mimicking Black leaders of past produced by those same schools. 
Unfortunately, as the years progressed and Black schools continued to fall apart, fewer and 
fewer Black residents found this form of success. Instead, many were left with few pathways 
toward educational prosperity, upward mobility, or garnering professions beyond those 
available in the minimum wage service and hospitality industries. 
 

5. 2000s-present: Neoliberal Capitalism – Fueled by tech boom and globalization, there is a 
reinvigoration of private capital and public goods privatization in United States. Through 
this neoliberal framework consumer choice is prioritized over public delivery of one product 
for all. The perceived benefits of this system are the following: 

 
a. Consumer Choice - Consumers can choose the product that best suits their needs from 

a wide range of options. 
b. Better Product Matching - Since there are multiple producers, one service provider is not 

tasked with creating a product that suits the needs of the commons. Instead, 
consumers can create better products targeted at specific sectors or audiences within 
the overall population. In a perfectly competitive market, supply meets demand, with 
all producers reaching all consumers.  

c. Inferior Product Elimination – As a result of consumer choice, product matching, and 
increased producer competition, all inferior products, producers, and service 
providers are naturally eliminated or forced to improve.  

 
For this system to play out in the way it’s been described above the following conditions 
must be true: 
 

a. Equal Information – Information about all products and services must be equally 
accessible to all consumers. Without information on all products and services, 
consumers’ choices are truncated. 

b. Consumers’ Ability to Choose and Participate – In additional to consumers having all 
information about all products and services, all consumers must be able to choose 
their desired product and actually obtain said product or participate in said service. 

c. Producers’ Ability to Compete – There must exist an open production market where all 
who intend to produce or provide a service can. There must be few (if any) barriers 
to entry into the market.  

d. All Products/Services Are Equal – All similar products and services must be equal in 
quality, price, and accessible to consumers. 
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On August 29th, 2005 Hurricane Katrina made landfall and began devastating the Gulf 
Coast. While those who able to get out watched newsreels from foreign cities, uncertain of 
New Orleans’ fate or of our own their futures in the city, local government and Board of 
Education leaders saw the disaster as an opportunity. The storm, through all its chaos, 
presented the chance to test a new educational model, public charter schools, as the primary 
form of public education in the city, replacing almost all neighborhood schools. Though 
there are major disadvantages to this system—mass Black teacher firing31, erosion of 
community schools, and decentralization of local school governance—many wealthy city 
developers and statehouse reps believed fervently that the benefits of this new service model 
outweigh the disadvantages serving to further marginalized Black communities.  
 
Considering the potential benefits and testing this new model against the above mentioned 
free and open capitalist market rules, New Orleans’ charter school system fails at each step.  
In reality, charter school providers, general information on the schools, and how to apply is 
not available to all those seeking public education in the city. Instead of satisfying the rules 
of an “equitable” free market (if such a thing exists), charters schools and their participants 
operate under the following conditions: 
 

a. Unequal Information – Massive investments of time, money, and other resources of 
privilege are needed to secure all the information necessary for public school families 
to make informed decisions about their children’s education.  

b. Consumers’ Inability to Choose (Selection Bias) – Due to this information gap, these service 
consumers, many of them low-income Black families already strapped for these 
resources of privilege, are forced to make decisions without the full ability to 
consider their ramifications. This problem creates a form of selection bias where 
one’s inability to know all options, in effect, nullifies one’s full agency of choice.  

c. Producers’ Inability to Compete – Creating a charter school requires huge investments of 
financial capital as well as general resources of privilege. Not only is capital needed to 
buy land, building a school, or renovate an existing building, but it’s also needed to 
pay lawyers and accountants to get new school operators through the chartering 
process, hire administrative staff, and recruit teachers and students. Naturally, this 
capital requirement reinforces a high barrier to entry for those interested in started a 
school. In many cases, this condition means only the wealthiest individuals—typically 
white entrepreneurs—are able to enter this market and provide products in their 
image. 

d. All Products/Services Are Not Created Equal – As charter schools are constructed in 
their creator’s imagine, no two schools are alike. Each school’s behavioral policies, 
curriculum structure, instructional team, admissions protocol, physical space, 
location, overall guiding philosophy, etc. are different. Thus, consumers are forced to 
weigh the pros and cons of their “choices,” almost the possibility of the wrong 
choice having devastating blow-back on Black families and students.   

e. Inferior Products Persist – Lastly, neoliberal economics fails in the production of 
services previously provided in the commons (the public) as inferior products are not 
naturally eliminated. As the charter school system decentralizes school regulation and 
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reduces direct control by local school boards32 and state departments, low-
performing or otherwise unsatisfactory schools often go unchecked. Moreover, as 
education is a public necessity and families are required by law to enroll school-aged 
children, families who are unable to secure their first choice school are relegated to 
“last resort” schools, which move beyond inferior to deplorable.  

 
With all of these economic and political realities in mind, the present reality of New Orleans’ 
school system no longer exists as a discreet event catalyzed by a “natural” disaster. These 
realities have resulted from disproportionate urban and educational development meant to 
serve majority Black communities.  

 
Law Passages, Executive Orders, and Landmark Court Decisions (displayed below the timeline in 
GREY boxes): The physical design of a schools, where it is located, what is allowed to be located 
around it, or who is able to attend the school, are notions that, at times, may seem to be arbitrarily 
decided. In reality, these decisions are intentionally regulated. Many of these decisions are legally 
governed by the state and execute by professionals such as urban planners through the 
constitutional law called “police power.33” In the same way the Constitution allows police officers 
the authority to make decisions on behave of the general public in the interest of its public health 
and safety, so too is this power bestowed upon urban planners and other state agents. Thus 
important legal tenants, court decisions, and executive orders related to urban planning and/or 
educational policy in New Orleans and nationally are highlighted on the timeline. All of this cases 
are relevant for understanding the legal precedent that has led to the present condition of education 
and development in New Orleans. Similar to the overarching national events (above the timeline), 
but reinforced with more specific descriptions detailing court decisions and their political impacts, 
these events are pulled out to allow the audience to glean specific knowledge about the legal 
environment shaping educational policy and it’s evolution over time.  
 
New Orleans Specific Events (displayed below the timeline in RED boxes): Inherent in New Orleans’ 
development is the intersecting relationship between neighborhood growth—community character, 
business growth, housing development—and schools. The most suitable land along the Mississippi 
River bank was developed first. Due to constraints in the availability of this suitable land—
particularly before the invention of technology that made land reclamation easier—New Orleans 
was naturally integrated. The French, Spanish, European immigrants, free people of color, and 
enslaved Black populations all lived together. As these populations grew and began solidifying 
themselves in the landscape and perfunctory education became the norm, schools were used to 
support and identify distinct neighborhoods. School development justified necessary urban 
infrastructural improvements such as roads, sewer systems, and utilities. Often a new school, 
particularly one designated as white, was the only way these services reached a neighborhood.  
 

As this development progressed, the connection between schools and urban planning grew 
tighter. By the 1920s, after the Buchanan v. Warley decision declared de jure residential segregation 
illegal, the only way to achieve the development of all white suburbs such as Broadmoor was to 
ensure first a white high school would be opened in the same area. The linked nature of school and 
neighborhood growth not only allowed the development of white neighborhood enclaves in the city 
proper, but eventually paved the way for white flight from the city through the 70s and 80s to 
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exclusively white suburbs in Jefferson and St. Bernard Parishes. The white flight from city 
neighborhoods was underscored by the white flight from the city’s public schools. As white families 
fled, their money and private tax payments to the state, which support public infrastructure, 
followed them. The timeline is a way to see this connection flourish as event clustering, patterns, 
and frequency can be clearly highlighted in relation to larger urban themes and politics playing out in 
the city and nationally.  

 
Therefore, the events in this section are the moments when the timeline is able to specifically 

reference New Orleans’ unique context. Whether taking advantage of the city’s age or calling into 
question other entities’ role in the making of the city’s public school system, these events serve to 
highlight the specific landscape of education in New Orleans. At times these New Orleans events 
spill above the timeline. Namely, Bayou Road is such an example where the temporal nature of the 
fight for a neighborhood school is important to call out. Additionally, it is important to note here 
that though these events and this overall project are New Orleans specific, it is one hope that other 
people, cities, and relevant experiences can be reflected in these tools. In doing so, it’s interesting to 
consider which events—whether national or city specific—would change. Which would remain? 
What would be added? Perhaps a similar timeline for Boston would include the Roberts v. The City of 
Boston34 as a legal standing for educational policy in Boston or include other important touchstones 
about the METCO busing program. Tackling educational inequity doesn’t hinge on the success of 
one city alone. Ultimately, Boston, Philadelphia, New York and other American cities need to place 
themselves in this work and develop an educational timeline that reflects their own realities. 
 
 
 

                                                 
34 (Roberts v. Boston, 1850)  



 
 

21 
 

LOOKING FORWARD 
 

“But unless we have the space to imagine and a vision of what it means fully to 
realize our humanity, all the protests and demonstrations in the world won’t bring 
about our liberation.” 

-Robin D. G. Kelley, Freedom Dreams35   
 
Thus the tools present here and this project as a whole seeks explicitly to combat the legacy 

of disinvestment they present. In doing so, this tool seeks to directly correct one of neoliberalism’s 
damming symptoms: Black populations lack of information and accessible to truly understand 
and engage in the market of privatized education. Thus this project seeks to fill this information 
gap and allow those for whom the system is supposed to serve the ability to be collectively self-
determinate in the educational landscape. The last component of this timeline is its accompanying 
curriculum. Short instructional sheets are provided to consider the way the timeline may be adapted 
as a teaching tool. Histories and stories are highlighted on the sheet, there are opportunities to use 
the timeline to answer “check your understanding questions,” or the sheets may be used to inform 
the timeline where event descriptions have be left partially or fully blank for the reader to fill in. The 
hope for further developing this curriculum is to work with teachers and artists to adapt both the 
timeline and the lessons to engage audiences from elementary to high school to general adult 
populations. Recently, I discussed the possibility of a curriculum like this with a Massachusetts 
teachers. She was apprehensive if students in grade levels lower the 10th would be able to truly 
engage with the material. She felt that younger students just weren’t mature enough. While I agreed 
that a curriculum for history of education or urban develop would look different for a 2nd grade class 
compared to a 10th grade one, I pushed back against the notion that only 10th graders and older 
could comprehend and benefit from such curriculums. If in this country we have decided that Black 
7 year olds are mature enough to take a bus for over an hour each way to get to and from school, 
then why are they not old or mature enough to begin talking about why they’re taking that bus? Part 
of inviting a Black public to engage with its history is a realization that everyone from young people 
to elders are comprised in that public. We must embrace this fact and equip ourselves with this 
historic knowledge (through which every mediums are most affective) because as we know “the 
master’s tools will not destroy his house,”36 we are implored to create our own tools of 
deconstructing oppression and rebuilding through love.  
 

Learning from the Process 
 

Reflecting on this topic, speaking with people gracious enough to share their experiences, 
and constructing this timeline have led me to my own conclusions as to what Black self-
determination may look like in education and urban development. Though the following may be 
thought of as recommendations, truly the ideas that follow are the result of personal thoughts 
informed by research and the constant desire to envision what change could look like. I invite and 
encourage others to add to this list and create ways to be actionable towards their vision of a 
brighter educational and urban development future for Black communities. 
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1. Controlling New Orleans’ Urban Planning Agenda: Development that is run from 

outside the community or does not prioritize existing community desires leads to 
displacement. As new developments seek to reimagine existing spaces for occupation by new 
residents, original residents, often Black and many low-income, are pushed out. These are 
the people whose contributions have enliven New Orleans neighborhoods for decades and 
have made the city attractive for development in the first place. One hope of this work is 
that it opens up a conversation about the interwoven nature of urban development and 
specific urban issues such as educational inequity. Being self-determinate in the educational 
landscape in New Orleans is largely dependent upon Black self-determination through urban 
development. Black communities must no longer be at the whim of development, but 
instead be equipped with tools that allow them to understand, anticipate, and respond to 
urban change. More than being reactionary, tapping into the ways Black communities may 
systematically control land, property, and development provides a pathway toward proactive 
urban planning. This form of self-determination allows communities to ensure they are 
respected as neighborhood residents and culture bearers, are not viewed as transient, and 
instead are reflected in and can benefit from new development. 
 
One project that reflects these principles is the proposed redevelopment of the McDonogh 
#19 school building. Located in the Lower 9th Ward, the building has remained closed and 
boarded since Hurricane Katrina. Presently, few know its importance as one of the first 
schools to be integrated in the city. Now with Alembic Community Developers, Leona Tate, 
one of the three young girls who integrate the school, is looking to restore the building as a 
community asset. Partly serving as an exhibit space to display the building’s significant 
history, #19 will also serve as the new headquarters for the New Orleans founded, People’s 
Institute for Survival and Beyond, and provide affordable elder housing on the upper 
floors.37 #19 isn’t the only such building standing shuttered since the storm. According to 
the Orleans Parish School Board Master Plan (prepared by Concordia, LLC), “There are 122 
public school campuses in Orleans Parish, though not all are in operation following 
Hurricane Katrina. As of April 2008, 63 schools were in operation and 54 were vacant. Five 
school sites were under renovation.”38 Though the numbers may have changed slightly since 
2008, vacant school buildings present an opportunity for Black communities to control what 
happens next with their shuttered institutions, while also providing a chance for OPSB to 
think creatively about how it supports community development through the adaptive reuse 
of its vacant real estate portfolio.  
 
Educational inequity is not only a product of the everyday happenings inside the classroom; 
it also stems from the physical environments in which learning occurs, the level of consistent 
investment the surrounding neighborhood receives, as well as the larger urban ecosystem 
encompassing all of a district’s schools. Controlling land, whether through traditional 
property ownership or through collective means such as community land trusts (CLT), is 
vital for envisioning new economic realities in the education landscape.  

 

                                                 
37 Alembic Community Developers News Brief. January 16, 2019: 
http://alembiccommunity.com/2019/01/mcdonogh-19-civil-rights-center-moves-forward/ 
38 Orleans Parish School Board. School Facilities Master Plan. August 2008. 
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2. Afro-centric Schools and Curriculum: While in general my experience attending a 
predominately white institution my whole life was a good one, I still wonder how my 
education and general social development would have been enriched by having teachers and 
learning curriculums that more closely reflected my Black identity. As I mentioned 
previously, I was lucky in my very early education to have Black teachers in my life, but this 
was not my reality throughout the 10 years I attended St. Martin’s Episcopal School (3rd-12th 
grade). Besides having a Black basketball coach, I can count on one hand the number of 
times I engaged with Black faculty or staff, or was presented with material about Black 
history and culture that did not revolve around slavery. Reading Their Eyes Were Watching 
God and “A Raisin in the Sun” in high school may be the only exceptions, but nevertheless 
there were still no Black English teachers or African American Literature curriculums to 
support this lone works. This realization is particularly crushing when considering the fact 
that the suburb I attended school in was minutes from the heart of New Orleans. Yet, my 
school community only seemed to recognize the Black population and its contributions 
during the football or Mardi Gras seasons. Leaving New Orleans and experiencing the 
indescribable feeling I got from attending a women’s college in Western Massachusetts, I 
came to realize the importance of affinity spaces towards positive development of the 
multiple selves that make up our identities. Designing for Black cultural expression does not 
mean rejecting other ethnicities, cultures, or the stories of other marginalized groups. Rather 
it’s an acknowledgement of our love for ourselves. There must be a deep commitment to 
curriculum that accurately depicts the history of Black people and their contributions to the 
development of city at-large. In crafting such an educational space, Black children, the 
largest student demographic in New Orleans public schools, may be allowed to see 
themselves reflected more clearly in the lessons they learn, the buildings they occupy, and in 
the instructors who are teaching them.  
 
Moreover, Black people and other people of color should have the ability to create schools 
in their own image and values. There are examples of successful, Black led charter schools in 
New Orleans, namely King Elementary in the Lower 9th Ward, but these examples are few 
and far between. Even in this neoliberal system, when are who are able to compete in the 
market can, there are still barriers to developing charter school. These barriers must be 
removed with the intention of creating clear and accessible pathways for Black people to 
operate schools. This means collaborating with organizations like BENOLA to structure 
ways of providing deeper financial and organizational literacy amongst citizens. It also 
requires deeper philanthropic participation (The Walton Family, Bloomberg, Kellogg 
Foundations, etc.) in Black-led school ventures. Finally, if working within the current 
economic and/or policy system is not producing more equitable outcomes, then collective 
activism must be engaged in redesigning these systems where principles such as collective 
bargaining, resource pooling, and collective ownership are leveraged against the 
individualism and competitiveness encouraged by capitalism.  

 

Possible Implementation 
 

The version of the timeline and curriculum presented with this thesis could be considered a 
“beta-version” of the ideal product. Ultimately, the hope of a more developed version is for it be 
made available digitally as well as in analog form. In general, a digital platform would allow users to 
zoom into specific events and glean more detailed information, as well as be able to more easily 
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include and exclude events according to their desires. Even if the curriculum sheets remain in analog 
form, they are intended to be worksheets that ask the learner to participate in what they’ve just read 
by putting their ideas, identities, and stories on the pages. Additionally, the sheets’ corresponding 
timeline may be seen as a worksheet in itself with space made available for timeline additional to 
allow thought as to what should fill it or consideration of what should occupy temporal space. 
Events that I’ve decided to highlight may be left out or spaces left open to invite users to fill the 
timeline through the learner’s own vision. In digital form, this could mean designing input functions 
that allow users to add, subtract, or rearrange the display of events as they saw fit, as well as the 
possibility of enlivening the timeline with media forms beyond writing. These other forms could be 
digital recordings of personal stories and oral histories, audio from historic events or speeches, links 
to other primary source documents, or video recordings related to the material. Digital platforms 
can allow the timeline to evolve and adapt more easily than analog, however, this project is not 
limited to digital nor paper space. The methodology of this work can also be translated to the 
evolution of traditional museum and archival spaces. Consider the upcoming renovation of the 
McDonogh #19 school building. The building may begin to be a living archive and exhibit space 
with its history displayed on a wall in a timeline similar to the one I’ve presented. Instead of stop at 
this static intervention, there could be built in opportunities to engage viewers by asking them to 
participant in the creation of the exhibit itself. For example, viewers could have the option to record 
their own stories, reflection, and/or reactions to the history presented right there on the spot and 
immediately be incorporated into the work. Or there could be an option to record and submit an 
audio or video segment about the material remotely. These are just a couple examples of how this 
work may become dynamic while activating archival material and physical space. Additionally, 
though my primary interest is to connect education to urban development, a user could also choose 
to input data and historic touchpoints of a different field, health for example, and connect them to 
educational outcomes.  It’s also imperative to state that the timeline has the potential to allow users 
to become designers and historians in a way they may otherwise not thought possible. In all of the 
ways discussed and more, these tools are intended to become a sort of living archive in themselves 
as they evolves the more individuals interact with them and the more collective memory is attached 
to them.  

 
The timeline and curriculum are just two possible products that came from my process of 

discovering the isolated occurrences and systemic ideologies that have lend to New Orleans’ uneven 
urban and educational development. Ultimately, this process of discovery is the most important 
aspect of this work. One of my visions for implementation is for school districts, planners, teachers, 
and students (ideally all working together at various levels to collaborate on this project) to embark 
on this journey of discovery themselves, and to together create products that reflect the uncovered 
histories and directly informs the educational changes they all want to see. There are many different 
forms this work, these tools can take, but I’d like to offer a couple of intended users and schemes 
for operationalizing the driving ideologies embedded within the tools I’ve produced in this work.  

 
1. For Students and Educators: When you’re young, it’s so easy to feel lost in the shuffle or 

that your voice does not matter towards the overall creation of the spaces you inhabit—

educational, urban, or otherwise. Often this feeling isn’t isolated to young students, but may 

be similarly felt by teachers stuck in a cycle of repetition or residents attempting to find their 

identity within society. However, this doesn’t need to remain the norm. My work is intended 

to be a blueprint that is adaptable to various age groups, users, and audiences. For students, 

these products can provide an entry into both urban and educational history, while also 
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allowing them to situation themselves within urban issues, debates, and notions of spatial 

(in)justice. For educators, an excited teacher could adapt this work to suit state requirements 

for a history unit (for instance) and begin to expand upon an otherwise standard curriculum. 

While individually excited teachers are no doubt necessary in the meaningful execution of 

such a curriculum, the larger intend of this work is to present tangible ways the lessons 

presented may be shared across districts, embedded into teacher training programs (possibly 

offered through professional development or provided by a separate entity dedicated to 

training teachers on how they can go beyond standard curriculum), spread to curriculum 

development teams, and land in school board offices. As many of us know from educational 

work, wide spread instructional change often does not happen without new initiatives being 

championed by dynamic superintendents, districts or charter school leaders.  

 

2. For Local Activists, Change-makers, & Everyday Residents: For this audience, the 

main purpose of this work is to provide accessibility. These tools are meant to quickly put 

knowledge in the hands of those so desperately in need of it and validate the change 

initiatives they promote. Too few people have the resources (time, ability, and/or interest) to 

undertake a research project of this magnitude, yet the process undergirding this work and 

the products that come from it are invaluable towards informing real change. In essence, the 

hope here is that engaging with history allows us to recognize patterns, isolate pivotal 

moments, and understand overlapping occurrences to better construct the campaigns, shape 

the policies, form the demands, and imagine alternatives that are in direct response the 

history we see. Only then can we attempt to move towards new realities instead of allowing 

history to continue repeating itself.  

 

For residents, this work is intended to be used by neighborhood associations, community 

groups, libraries, or other community gathering institutions to provide a source of constant 

learn for the residents they serve. One doesn’t need to be an activist or student to develop a 

deeper knowledge of the spaces she inhabits. Just as students can learn and engage with this 

curriculum in school, residents may use it to equip themselves with knowledge about the 

communities they may otherwise not have or provide a venue through which to seek out 

additional information.  

 

3. For Systemic Change: Lastly, little will change if all the work and learning happening on 

the ground is not reflected in the larger systems controlling urban and educational outcomes. 

This level of systemic change not only begs an ideological shift about which populations are 

deemed valuable and worthy of quality planning, but also necessitates a professional practice 

shift—one that encourages collaboration, interdisciplinary dialoging, and removing the silo 

walls urban planning and education currently operate within. Consider the few times now 

when urban planning enters the education space: district real estate management and issues 

of school siting. These are not the only moments we should be activated to consider the 

ways each of these disciplines are dependent upon one another. Then consider an 

educational reality such as New York City’s present crisis: New York City’s is one of the 
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most racially segregated public school systems in the country.39 This issue isn’t isolated to 

one portion of the system, relegated to a single public school typology, limited to one 

borough, or even only affecting one racial or ethnic group. It stretches across the entire 

landscape of the city; thus, this issue cannot be thought of as only an educational problem, 

but must be evaluated as an urban planning problem as well. Moreover, this problem isn’t 

new, but instead has defined the educational and urban planning landscape in New York 

throughout the city’s history. Thus, what does it mean to delve into the archives (of which 

there are copious amounts), uncover seldom spoken of stories, and chart out the lineage of 

segregation in this city? In any city? And then, with this historic evidence in hand, what does 

it mean for urban planners, designers, and educational professionals to together position 

Black self-determination as the framework through which to achieve a new system? This 

reckoning with history is the work this thesis demands must happen to achieve systemic 

change that benefits Black and brown communities in urban educational space. I truly 

believe using the tools I’ve created as a blueprint can allow these parties to not only open up 

conversation about the humanity and right of all residents to a quality public education and 

urban space (because this is the conversation not being had), but also to be able to move 

from talk to action.  

                                                 
39 (Shapiro, 2019) 
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REFLECTIONS 
 

Many marginalized communities depend upon education to ensure future generational 
prosperity. The near proverb “Education is the one thing they can’t take from you” is still 
handed down from generation to generation amongst minority and marginalized groups. This 
proverb was drilled into me by my family, whether directly spoken or indirectly felt through their 
actions, choices, and sacrifices. Consequently, I’m not the only Black kid in New Orleans whose 
mother against all obstacles sent her to private school. Now years later, I’m one of many who left 
home for school, and who are now leaving school possibly never to return home. When I think 
about why I’m hesitant to return to New Orleans, must of it is rooted in my disconnection to the 
city’s Black population, in my inability to see myself in the city, in The City’s inability to show that I 
and others like me are wanted and valued residents. In New Orleans, as in cities across the South 
and America, their future success hinges on its residents—who will continue to be Blacker, browner, 
queerer and demand more from city government—ability to see themselves reflected and supported 
in the city. Education and schools are an irrefutable component of that success. My hope for this 
work is to make clear the notion that no one should be forced to choose between a quality education 
and a sustained connection to their communities, neighborhoods, cultures, identities, or cities.  

 
In New Orleans, schools are much more than a place to learn ABCs. In many ways, our 

schools are what make the city. They spill out into the streets and second line down the road. They 
allow us to place ourselves, our identity, and our culture into the large context of the city. 
Reevaluating the role schools have on the future of urban development in New Orleanians has the 
potential to be a powerful tool towards ensuring that its vibrant Black community can remain, grow, 
and thrive. And that people, including myself, are able to see themselves reflected in their city. These 
tools allow people on the ground the ability to tangibly reinforce the issues they’re seeing in their city 
every day, while also deeply connecting history to the present. This notion verifies particularly for 
those directly affected by injustice that the oppressive circumstances befalling Black New Orleanians 
are not illusions, ephemeral, made up or myths. The oppression and inability to effect sustained 
positive progress in and for the Black community is by design; New Orleans’ founders, planners, 
and school board members built white supremacy and systemic Black disinvestment into the city’s 
blueprints. Now this tool seeks to use design differently as a tool to support Black communities. 
Dismantling this legacy and embedded a new blueprint onto the landscape—one founded in love, 
Black cultural celebration, and the fact that all that is revered in New Orleans by the outside is 
because of Black folks—reinforces the importance of this work. This isn’t necessarily a call to 
dismantle neoliberalism, just as I’m not advocating for integration nor separatism. It is however a 
call to acknowledge that the present conditions we find ourselves in as a country—whether 
economically, spatially, or socially—are the direct products of our history and the ideologies (largely 
white supremacist) that have guided out. Thus, with the realization that we are experience a 
neoliberal, capitalist economy predicated on the notion that any idea can be brought to the market, 
this project presents a self-determinate Black urban and educational planning ideology to replace the 
white supremacist one. Herein lies the opportunity to lean-in to the reality that our urban public 
education landscape predominately serves Black and other people of color. Therefore, there’s no 
better time, utilizing the perceived benefits of neoliberalism, to develop systems that position these 
populations in the driver’s seat and allows them to embed their desires, values, and rich cultures into 
the public school and built environments.  
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APPENDIX 1: THE TIMELINE 
 

Economic Trends: 

National Events, Periods, & Eras: 

Law Passages, Executive Orders, & Landmark Court Decisions: 

 

New Orleans Specific Events: 

 

Bringing it All Together: 
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APPENDIX 2: THE CURRICULUM 

 

 

 

 


