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Hurricane Katrina and the subsequent flooding created the tipping point to changing the 
landscape of public education in New Orleans in ways no one could imagine. A decade 
later, the “ground zero” of education reform caused by the floods elicits robust dialogue 
among advocates and critics of reform. No matter the strategy or argument, the issues are in 
fact not unique to New Orleans.

Sara Massey, president of Communities In Schools of Greater New Orleans Inc., is a veteran 
of leading ELCA Youth Gathering and synod assembly attendees through a multi-faceted 
journey of the evolution of education post-Katrina, weaving together the social-justice 
questions that the church faces when it navigates the consequences of an uneducated 
community. She will facilitate a discussion, which will include two panelists from New Orleans 
who are working to improve public education. Ashley Aleman is the K-12 liaison for GNO 
Inc., a public/private group fostering economic development in a 10-parish region, and Erin 
Sims, PLPC and the site coordinator for Communities In Schools of Greater New Orleans at 
the largest public school in New Orleans. The focus of the discussion will be the intersection of 
public education, poverty and economic development, using the post-Katrina lens and the 
Every Student Succeeds law passed in December 2015.

Participants will travel by bus to the area known as New Orleans East, with commentary from 
Sara along to the way to help set the stage for the afternoon. We will meet up with Ashley 
and Erin for conversation at Schaumburg Elementary School, the largest public charter 
school in New Orleans. 

And of course, where two or more Lutherans gather, God’s work will get done. In that vein, 
the Education Team is pleased to offer the third installment of the Backpack Project, begun 
at the 2009 ELCA Youth Gathering in New Orleans when 13,500 school kits were made by 
the youth. At the 2012 gathering, more than 15,500 school kits were made for distribution to 
public school students. Our God’s Grace in Action participants will create a few hundred 
more kits, leaving them for the children of Schaumburg Elementary in thanksgiving for the 
sharing of their space. As we CONNECT with each other as the people of Christ and with the 
New Orleans East community, we will REFLECT on the opportunities and challenges posed 
by poverty, policy and public education, and challenge participants to DISCOVER how they 
can tie their study of the Reformation’s history and relevance to actionable engagement in 
public education in their local community.


