Five sites for N.O. schools are chosen
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They zipped e-mails back and forth when word broke in July of a state plan to renovate or build five new schools by December. 

After a meeting at a pizza joint, and a few more meetings, the education committee of the Gentilly Civic Improvement Association -- one of 17 community groups who responded to a call for proposals for new schools -- devised a plan in less than a month to lobby for a new school at the site of Lake Area Middle. 

On Wednesday, they and three other community groups celebrated as state Superintendent Paul Pastorek announced that Lake Area Middle in Gentilly will be razed and rebuilt as a high school. Two other schools -- Langston Hughes Elementary and L.B. Landry High in Algiers -- also will be rebuilt with new construction starting by December. Andrew H. Wilson Elementary in the Broadmoor neighborhood and Fannie C. Williams Elementary in eastern New Orleans will be completely renovated. 

Community groups, nonprofits and others submitted 18 proposals for 17 sites. Almost 50 Recovery District sites were eligible, according to the district. Officials chose four of the 17 proposed sites and selected one that wasn't proposed, Fannie C. Williams. 

Pastorek said each site filled a specific gap in the school system. Lake Area, for instance, will be the only open-admissions high school in that neighborhood. Landry allowed officials to place a new school on the West Bank, another underserved area. Wilson's supporters, Pastorek said, had a "tremendous vision" for that community's redevelopment, with the school as an integral part. Hughes also had strong community support and, because it had already been demolished, allowed the district to save money, Pastorek said. And Williams will fill a need in eastern New Orleans, where residents continue to resettle and need more schools. 

New wave of construction 

The five-school plan aims to spark the first wave of new construction before the completion of a larger master plan in 2008 that will govern the rebuilding of the city's public school system. The five schools chosen Wednesday should be ready for the 2009-10 school year. New construction or renovations under the master plan would wrap up in 2010. 

However, at least two of 17 proposed sites that were not chosen should be in the next wave of construction, Pastorek said. 

The Federal Emergency Management Agency is expected to cover the cost of the rebuilding and renovations, expected to be about $15 million to replace an elementary school and between $20 and $25 million for a high school. Renovation costs aren't yet known. 

Fannie C. Williams, which will be renovated, is now operating in modular buildings on its campus. 

Langston Hughes was demolished this summer, and temporary modular buildings will be built on the campus. Langston Hughes Academy, a charter school, is temporarily sharing space at Thurgood Marshall Elementary with another charter school. 

Landry alumni step up 

Landry, which is New Orleans' second-oldest black high school and has a proud alumni base, will be rebuilt. The Friends of Landry booster group has lobbied for its reopening. The school is now operating a ninth-grade academy in a wing of Murray Henderson Elementary, 1912 L.B. Landry Ave. 

Lake Area Middle will be rebuilt and turned into a high school: Lake Area High School. The Gentilly Civic Association's education committee proposed making it a high school because many children in the area are bused to other high schools outside Gentilly. The vision is for the high school to focus on technology. 

"It's going to be such a boost to help rebuild this area of Gentilly," said Karran Harper Royal, the education committee's leader. "We felt that we had a good shot because we're filling a need." 

The civic association's education committee is hoping to get the support to form a relationship with the University of New Orleans. 

Community input sought 

Pastorek said officials will reach out to the communities to form design teams to give input on the projects. 

Renovating Wilson is part of a vision in a redevelopment plan created by residents of Broadmoor, a historic neighborhood that was devastated after the storm. The school is part of an education corridor that includes the renovation of the Rosa F. Keller Library, the building of a YMCA branch at the renovated Wilson and more. 

LaToya Cantrell, president of the Broadmoor Improvement Association, said the association will form public-private partnerships to raise money for the school's renovation and that the Clinton Global Initiative has pledged its support for Wilson, now a charter school housed at a temporary location. 

"We've shown in every possible way that we're a viable community, that we are focused on restoring Broadmoor to be better than before," Cantrell said. "Public education is central to our success and our ability to eradicate poverty and the social ills that plagued us pre-Katrina." 
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