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Over the years opponents of charter schools and voucher programs have cited numerous 
concerns and the adverse consequences of such programs in offering a quality education for all 
children.  One of the most feared concerns is that charter schools and voucher programs can be 
used to limit student access to particular schools based on race, class or ethnic group.  Almost 60 
years ago the U.S. Supreme Court ruled in the Brown vs Board of Education that Separate but 
Equal was unconstitutional and ordered the integration of all public schools.  Given the 
autonomy and lack of oversight of charter schools in New Orleans it appears that it is quite easy 
to ignore the ruling in the Brown Case.  Have we gone back in time?  
 
In December 2011 the Louisiana Board of Elementary and Secondary Education (BESE) 
approved the charter for a new French Immersion School intended to serve the greater New 
Orleans area.   French immersion is a form of bilingual education in which a child who does not 
speak French as his or her first language receives instruction in school in French. In most 
French-immersion schools, children will learn to speak French and learn subjects such as history, 
geography and science in French. French Immersion Schools generally cater to a relative small 
population of families, there were two such schools in New Orleans.  In most cities there is only 
one French Immersion School due to the limited interest of the population.  The Lycee Francais 
de la Nouvelle Orleans (Lycee Francais) has now been open for almost an entire school year. In 
its infancy it has managed to give a black eye to the already tenuous charter school movement 
governed by the BESE Board and sponsored by the state of Louisiana.  
 
Lycee Francais entered the charter school “scene” under the radar using word of mouth, 
Facebook and other social networking methods to recruit children for their inaugural school year.   



It is not surprising, given the under the radar application process, that the racial make-up of this 
very special Uptown French charter school is only 16.98 % minority and 7.55% African 
American. It is even more alarming to note that this school has absolutely no children who 
qualify for free or reduced lunch.  Additionally, this was unusual given the marketing practices 
of other charter schools that utilize billboards, bus stop boards, radio and TV to solicit students.   
 
Based on Lycee Francais’ original charter application, BESE promised the school $600,000 
($200,000 for a 3 year period) in federal “start-up” funding which is intended for open 
enrollment schools that do not have selective admissions.  However, Lycee Francais’ original 
charter specifically included a tuition only pre-kindergarten that would “feed” the non-tuition 
paying kindergartens.  The charter also required French proficiency for any child to enter first 
grade. Lycee Francais was allowed to open, recruit and promote pre-kindergarten and 
kindergarten age children (and later children entering first grade) based on these two original 
requirements that almost guaranteed that the Lycee Francais would remain predominately white 
and wealthy. 
 
Lets fast forward to October of 2011, when lip service was given to the idea of a new lottery for 
kindergarten that would eliminate the issue of tuition paying students automatically receiving a 
space in the “public” kindergarten.  The tuition paying pre-k students were told additional 
kindergarten classes would be opened to accommodate all of them if necessary.  The “open 
lottery” never happened.  Lycee Francais merely moved their application period to January 2012 
and then back to December 2011 (a short school month) with very little notice.  This was a 
clever move that again promised an applicant pool small enough to avoid a lottery thus 
guaranteeing the predominately white and affluent tuition-paying students a place in the 
program.  
 
In keeping with natural matriculation, current kindergarteners would feed into the newly opened 
first grade and new applications for first grade were accepted with the French proficiency 
requirement still firmly in place in the school’s charter.  Posed with the threat of losing (or not 
receiving) the federal start-up funding, Lycee Francais requested that BESE allow them to 
remove the French proficiency requirement from their charter.  But, by removing this 
requirement the school in essence is not by definition a French Immersion School.  It is 
noteworthy that this request was made to BESE and subsequently approved only a couple of 
weeks after Lycee Francais’ shell game of an application period closed.  A move, yet again, 
impeccably timed to keep Lycee Francais' current racial and socio economic make up safe.  
 
After initiating a coup with the Archdiocese of New Orleans to displace Milestone Sabis 
Academy (a charter school with 98.99% minority children, 94.68% black children, and 97.2% 
“At-Risk children”), Lycee Francais is now occupying one of the few viable school buildings in 
Uptown New Orleans with BESE’s blessing.  Habitable school buildings in New Orleans are in 
high demand.  The Milestone Sabis Academy will have to struggle to find a new place for their 
student body. 
 
So, now we have a new charter school receiving federal start-up funding, because they have 
revised their charter to indicate they are “open enrollment."  However, in practice it will only be 
possible for Lycee Francais to be an “open enrollment” school if it revises its current French 



immersion curriculum to include an English-speaking component.  Furthermore, revising the 
current curriculum and then re-opening its application period so the school can legitimately be 
“open enrollment” is the only way the school will be able to cure its pressing diversity issues.   
 
Next year this exclusive new school will take up residence in a prime school building in Uptown 
New Orleans.  The charter of Lycee Francais states that outreach to the Haitian community will 
serve as a vehicle to attract an “at-risk” population, but where are the “at-risk” Haitian children?  
The charter further commits to pay for a French Teacher for McMillan's First Steps, an effort that 
would have presumably assisted with racial diversity. But, where are the black children?  Where 
are the poor children? 
 
 
Latest Census results indicate that New Orleans’ population is approximately 60% black.  42% 
of New Orleans’ children live in poverty. If the goal of the charter school movement is to serve 
the communities in which the schools are located, why are there so few black children at Lycee 
Francais?  Why are there no poor children at Lycee Francais? Where is the outrage? 
 
It is clearly obvious the Lycee Francais has manipulated its enrollment practices with BESE 
approval to basically insure a white student population, which is not representative of New 
Orleans.  In 2012 we have a public school using public funds that operates an enrollment system 
that eliminates equal access for all children. This school has more or less secretly solicited 
students, established a tuition paid feeder pre-K program that guarantees enrollment into 
kindergarten each year.  This can only happen in an unaccountable school system with no 
oversight by BESE and the Recovery School District.  
 
In this charter school craze it is apparent that we have overlooked some critical issues around the 
relationship of charter schools and government.  First we must realize when a charter school 
opens it has a contractual agreement with the government it is just like any other public service 
that government contracts out to private vendors.  The contracting of a public service is done for 
two reasons; cost savings and efficiency.  In establishing such contracts the government 
establishes the ground rules for the execution of the contract and monitors the work of the 
contractors once the contract is executed.  With that, charter schools are contractors just like any 
other contractor hired by government to perform a government service.  Ironically in the 
establishment of charter schools we have not established the necessary ground rules or monitored 
the execution of the contract.  Lycee Francais charter school is the perfect example.  This is 
evident by the following: 
 

• Why would BESE approve a French Immersion School when two schools already 
existed in New Orleans? Just a little research would have told them that two schools 
was more than adequate to serve the population.  Additionally, there are many other 
educational needs dying to be served in New Orleans. 

• Why would BESE allow this school to have a tuition paid pre- kindergarten program 
with “guaranteed” admission into an open enrollment school. To have such a practice 
is clearly allowing schools using public funds to openly practice class discrimination. 
 



• Given the large number of charter schools in New Orleans and the unquestionable 
autonomy awarded to them, it is extremely important that we have a robust 
monitoring system.  With just a little monitoring state officials would have noticed 
the smoke and mirror illusion of the advertising strategy and enrollment practices at 
Lycee Francias.  This really makes you wonder what kind of enrollment practices are 
going on at the other charter schools in New Orleans. 

 
 

The purpose of reforming the public school district post Hurricane Katrina was to improve the 
learning environment for the thousands of students suffering in “failing schools”.  In its recent 
assessment, the Louisiana State Department of Education ranked the Recovery School District 
(charter and non charter schools) academically 69th out of 70 school districts in Louisiana. 
Despite the billions of dollars, despite all of the media spin, and despite claims from state 
education officials, the education reforms in New Orleans have failed.  

As state and local proponents of the privatization of public education proudly claim success, the 
realities are that in addition to the reforms failing our children academically we have gone back 
in time to system that produced some scary consequences.  The privatization of public education 
in New Orleans has created an environment where a charter school, managed by a private board 
and using public funds, can circumvent federal, state and local policy and admit students based 
on race and class.  This situation raises a pressing question that in many ways explains the 
unfounded success being touted by state education officials. 

Are the enrollment practices of charter schools that admit students based on race and class an 
intended or unintended consequence of the education reforms? 

 

Dr. Raynard Sanders is an education consultant and host of The New Orleans Imperative, a 
weekly radio show that focuses on public education for more info please visit 
www.theneworleansimperative.org. 
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