Worse Than Those Six Days in the Dome

Maria Hernandez

When Katrina hit New Orleans, I was two weeks into my senior year at Frederick
Douglass Senior High School. My friends and I were frantically trying to keep the school
from closing. Our school was one of the lowest ranking schools in the district, so the
state, using its accountability plan, was trying to shut it down or take it over. We were
running a campaign called Quality Education as a Civil Right, doing our part in this one-
year-old national campaign by continuing the work we had been doing at Douglass:
involving more parents and students and community members in working together to
improve the school and to demand all the resources we needed to do that.

A lot of people were finally looking at our school as more than just a place where
criminals are reared, which is the impression you’d get if all you knew were news
reports. They always ran to the school to report a fight, but no one said anything when
my classmates placed first in a competition against professional journalists for a series
they wrote on public education at the 50" Anniversary of Brown vs. Board Education.
But for folks who knew what we were doing and spent time with us, you could see them
actually smiling when Douglass was mentioned.

In the midst of all this, I was extremely bummed out. I was bored of walking the
same old halls and knowing everybody that walked by. I was ready for a change. I got
more than [ bargained for when Katrina hit.

So far I’ve had to start my senior year three times at three different schools in
three different cities. All of these changes happened within one month’s time. From

Douglass in New Orleans to Telequa outside of Muscogee, and from Telequa to Union in



Tulsa. Now after everything is said and done, I miss the high school that was supposed
to be my alma mater. I’'m afraid to get my class ring, because we might just move again,
and I’d be stuck.

Looking back on the last few days of August, I still can’t believe we spent six
days in the Superdome, the stadium that housed thousands of hurricane victims, without
knowing if my dad was dead or alive. We had to sneak out of the Superdome and swim
past corpses and bayou animals to find him. I sliced my leg in the process of avoiding a
dead woman floating.

We found my dad, and my uncle, who was with him in the old neighborhood.
They had survived by swimming from roof to roof. It was a relief to find all of them
okay, but there’s nothing worse than walking into your ‘hood and not recognizing it:
Water waist deep, the stores all looted, or in the process of being looted. I couldn’t help
but let tears fall. It just cut deep to know that my home was the new Atlantis.

As they say home is where the heart is. So I guess my heart is 20,000 leagues
under the sea. That would be a good explanation for the emptiness that comes through my
chest and expands to my body and words. It’s hard to keep going and pushing when you
don’t even know if what you’re looking for is still there.

Everything feels uncertain, including my education. Nobody knows the
procedures and regulations of what to do with my grades and my units. They’re not sure
which credits will transfer and whether I can graduate on time, even though in New
Orleans, I only needed were three courses.

This uncertainty that’s strangling me is also undermining Douglass, the school my

friends were fighting to make better. When we gathered for a weekend reunion on



October 8™ and 9th, we learned that all the New Orleans Public Schools would become
charter schools this year. We had been fighting to improve from within neighborhood
schools that don’t have selective admissions. Now, with all schools being charters, no
one will have the choice of truly public, neighborhood-based education.

And worse than that, the only public high schools open on the east bank of the
city, where the hurricane hit the hardest and where probably over 80% of the population,
my family and all of my friends live, have selective admission criteria. How can these
decision makers open two high schools on the east bank, but none for common folk like
me, who either can’t get into or don’t want to get into selective admission high schools?

I’ve lost my home, my friends, and my school. I’'m always on the verge of tears.
But the worst part of it all is that the public officials—both elected and hired—who are
supposed to be looking out for my education have failed me even worse than the ones
who abandoned me in the Superdome. My family and friends have food and water and
the kindness of strangers. But we still don’t have control of our lives, and we’re still
being abandoned by local, state, and federal officials.

It’s the middle of October, and I’m in the same situation I was before Katrina:
but now I’m fighting to reopen Douglass and other neighborhood high schools in New

Orleans open and to provide quality education for people like me.



