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Superintendent’s Message 

Dear Staff,

For all that you’ve done to make our first month a 
success, I extend a heartfelt thank you. We had a 
smooth opening of school thanks, in no small part, to 
the hard work of every one of you.

I thought I’d take this opportunity to update you on 
where we are today, on some of the challenges we’ve 
faced, on some issues we’re still dealing with, and on 
what you can expect in the coming weeks.

When I became superintendent of the Recovery 
School District, I made a commitment to create a 
learning environment that is on par with the kind 
of learning environment you’d see in the more 
affluent communities. That’s why we’ve revamped 
our curriculum to make absolutely sure that all of our 
children are being taught to grade-level standards 
and hired more than enough teachers to keep class 
sizes small. That’s why all our classrooms are freshly 
painted. That’s why READ 180, our reading intervention 
program, has been expanded to include 4th through 
10th grades. That’s why we’ve installed nearly 500 
Promethean boards in our classrooms. That’s why we’re 
providing all of our high school students with laptops 
with the Epic curriculum and will allow our students to 
take their laptops home with them. 

Our work is just beginning. Some of the challenges 
we’ve had could be expected at the start of any school 
year in any school district. Of course, this is not any 
school year and we’re not just any school district. We’ve 
opened nearly two dozen new schools since last year 
and enrolled thousands of new students returning 
for the first time since the devastation of Hurricane 
Katrina two years ago. That would be a challenge in 
and of itself, but the complications are compounded 
by the fact that most of the student data was either 
absent or inaccurate – as many of you, particularly in 
our high schools, have experienced. 
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We know that the returning student population is a 
positive sign of the city’s recovery, but the constant 
stream of new students presents us with challenges 
as we strive to maintain small class sizes and school 
stability. While our numbers of new registrants are 
not as great as last year, new students will continue to 
move into our schools. We’ve made it a priority to keep 
our class sizes small, so rather than add new students 
to existing classrooms throughout the year, we will be 
opening more classrooms. This is why we’ve hired more 
teachers than we currently need. Having teachers in 
reserve will allow us to add classrooms with teachers 
who are already familiar with our schools, with our 
curriculum and instructional models, and with our 
children. We’ll be able to give these teachers their 
own classrooms when the student population at that 
school reaches a certain threshold. 

As you’re certainly aware, in our opening days we 
heard from numerous parents who felt that the schools 
that they requested were not the schools they were 
assigned. Placement issues were dictated by a couple 
of things. In a district where 40 percent of the phone 
numbers given in pre-registration had been changed, 
and 50 percent of the addresses were no longer valid, 
we found that it was difficult to notify all parents of 
the schools where their children had been assigned 
– and inevitably as we began the school year, some 
students arrived at the door of the wrong school. We 
have worked with hundreds of parents to address their 
placement concerns and help them understand that 
placement decisions were driven by our desire not to 
allow any classrooms to become overcrowded. We’ve 
worked to put enrollment caps in our school because 
stability is critically important – and while that has led 
to some complications, it ultimately is the right thing 
to do. 

We’ve invested a considerable amount of money in 
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classroom technology.  We’ve had some challenges, but 
we hope in short order to have all of the technology 
in place and fully operational. At the high school level, 
this week we started distributing the Epic laptops to 
students. This marks the final step in implementation 
of the Epic system, which we will use as a curriculum 
supplement this year, but which ultimately could 
become the core curriculum.  We knew it would 
be week four or five before full implementation of 
the Epic system because of the initial need for our 
teachers to familiarize themselves with the learning 
system and for the students to become familiar with 
using the laptops. As I’ve said before, we are allowing 
the students to take the laptops home. Investing in 
the classrooms, purchasing modern textbooks and 
modern furniture, keeping class sizes small, putting 
Promethean boards in the schools and giving laptops 
to students is all about raising expectations. We have 
to teach our children responsibility. If we give them 
something of value, they will take care of it.

We’ve worked very hard in Human Resources to address 
payroll issues and other concerns. Be patient with us 
as we transition from a state-run budget, payroll and 
human resources system to one that is more localized. 
We think that this will help us improve efficiency over 
the long run and help us expedite issues. Ensuring 
that our Human Resources department is responsive 
is always a top priority of mine, and I welcome your 
constructive criticism and suggestions. If there are 
legitimate problems and concerns, don’t hesitate to let 
us know. Human Resources has worked diligently to 
hire enough teachers to enable us to reduce class sizes. 
Now the much harder work of ensuring that we have 
a modern, streamlined Human Resources department 
is beginning.

Maintaining the proper school climate obviously 
remains a priority. We think that the physical 
improvements we’ve made to the classrooms, the 
resources we’ve brought in and the small class sizes 
will go a long way toward helping us improve the 
learning environment and hopefully improve student 
behavior. But we will not shy away from enforcing a 

very tough zero tolerance policy. I brought in Eddie 
Compass as our Executive Director of School Safety and 
Security, not only because of his successful tenure as 
Superintendent of the New Orleans Police Department 
– crime went down three years under his watch – but 
because Eddie is smart, charismatic, and knows the 
community. He’s a stern disciplinarian, but also he’s 
very compassionate, and he knows how to run security. 
Under his leadership, we are going to improve both 
the professionalism and the capability of our security 
department. In the coming months, we are going to be 
moving toward putting in teams of five elite safety and 
security officers in all of our high school and a team 
of at least two elite officers in all of our elementary 
schools as an addition to the security details. These are 
officers who are highly trained, accredited, and who 
have expertise in diffusing volatile situations. We feel 
they will be a great addition to our safety and security 
program.

We’re finalizing our contracts for the community and 
faith-based organizations which we will be bringing 
in to supplement our school climate and safety 
personnel. In the coming weeks, we will be hiring 
parent and community members to serve as truant 
officers, crossing guards, lunchroom attendants and 
hallway monitors in an effort to enhance and improve 
our school safety and security program.

On the issue of school attendance, we kicked off a 
very aggressive truancy initiative with the opening of 
our truancy center in cooperation with Sheriff Marlin 
Gusman, who provided us with a space, and Police 
Superintendent Warren Riley, whose officers are doing 
sweeps to pick up students who are not in school. It’s 
no coincidence that you don’t see many students on 
the street these days during school hours – they’re 
reporting to school as they should be or they have 
gone underground. The bottom line is that we will 
continue to be vigilant about getting kids into school.  
If that means taking parents or guardians to court, 
then that is what we will do.

On October 22, we will begin our extended day 
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program, and this will give teachers and support staff an 
opportunity to earn additional money for participating 
in the after school and extended day program, if they 
so choose. Increased instructional time on task will 
improve student achievement, and we hope to run 
our extended day program until the week before the 
LEAP exam. Our goal is to provide over 120 additional 
hours of instructional time on task for those students 
who are struggling academically and are in need of 
additional help.

We have opened the first of what will be a number 
of transitional and alternative schools, not only to 
address the needs of students who violate the zero 
tolerance policy and need to be placed in an alternative 
program, but also to open programs for students who 
are over-age and underachieving and need to be 
placed in a more appropriate learning environment. 
These transitional schools are not GED prep schools 
or throwaway schools, but schools designed to help 
accelerate learning so that these students can earn a 
high school diploma. These schools will be brought 
online gradually in the coming months.  We’re also 
looking to develop a school-based transition classroom 
model because we realize there is a percentage of our 
student population who would be better served in 
alternative placement. This will not only benefit those 
students, but the schools as well.

This is not an easy assignment for you, but it will be a 
character-building one. As I’ve said to you collectively 
as well as many of you individually, this is not work for 
the meek. Our district is incredibly challenged, and the 
student population has great needs; but if we don’t do 
it, who will? Creating a quality education system is a 
defining moment for our generation. 

Again, I do want to thank you and tell you how much I 
appreciate your efforts. I will be updating you at least 
biweekly on what is going on in the district, and I look 
forward to visiting all of your schools and, hopefully, 
most of your classrooms over the course of the year.  
If I have not yet  met you personally, I hope I will have 
an opportunity to do so. 

As always, I welcome your comments and feedback. 

God bless you, and keep up the good work.

Best regards,

Paul G. Vallas
Superintendent

Design Drafts  For New  and Renovated Schools 
in New Orleans  

Design teams have started the first phase of the Quick 
Start Program that will result in the construction and 
renovation of 5 schools in New Orleans by the end 
of the year. Three schools will undergo brand new 
construction, and two will be renovated to first-class 
status. “This is the beginning of a very aggressive effort 
to rebuild the New Orleans Public School System,” said 
State Superintendent of Education Paul Pastorek. 
 

Last month, Superintendent Pastorek announced the 
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schools that were selected to be part of the Quick 
Start Program, Langston Hughes Elementary, Andrew 
Wilson Elementary, L.B. Landry High School, Fannie 
C. Williams Elementary, and Lake Area, which was 
previously a middle school but will be re-opened as a 
high school.
 
Because of the compressed design time necessary 
to meet the quick-start schedule, the Department of 
Education agreed to compress the schematic design 
time by utilizing an intensive design process known 
as a charrette. The design charrette was facilitated by 
CSRS, Inc., a Baton Rouge-based program management 
firm hired by the Department of Education to manage 
the Quick Start Program. “The charrette process 
gives the community the ability to have direct input 
into the designs, and allows the architects to work 
through the tedious schematic design process in a 
very concentrated timeframe,” said Chris Pellegrin of 
CSRS. The result of the meeting included conceptual 
schematic site plans and floor plans for each of the five 
sites. The design teams will finalize the designs and 
present them to the RSD and DOE later this month. 
 

The five design teams are all led by local architectural 

firms, and three have teamed with national firms that 
specialize in K-12 school construction. They include 
Eskew Dumez Ripple, which is teamed with the Dallas-
based firm of SHW for L.B. Landry High School; Verges 
Rome, which is teamed with the Indianapolis-based 
firm of Fanning Howe for Lake Area High School; Lachin 
Oubre, which is teamed with the Houston-based firm 
of PBK for Langston Hughes Elementary School; HMS 
Architects, based in New Orleans, providing designs 
for Andrew Wilson Elementary School; and Yeates 
& Yeates, also based in New Orleans, for Fannie C. 
Williams Elementary School. This will ensure that these 
five schools will be designed to the highest standards, 
with a national perspective. 
 

Also participating in the design charrette are a 
variety of stakeholders with specific interests in the 
success of these designs. Several school principals 
and community groups are involved in the design of 
their schools as a follow-up to proposals received as 
part of the site selection process. Teams from FEMA 
and the Governor’s Office of Homeland Security 
and Emergency Preparedness (GOHSEP) have been 
instrumental in assisting the design firms with 
identifying opportunities to maximize possible funding 
through the mitigation process.  This will provide these 

Design teams get community input on Quick Start schools

Design teams create plans for Quick Start schools
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new schools with additional design features aimed at 
mitigating the future loss of federally funded facilities 
in case of another natural disaster. The Department of 
Energy is continuing to participate with the Recovery 
School District to ensure that these facilities are 
designed to the highest standards. The team from the 
National Renewable Energy Laboratory conducted a 
detailed presentation with the architects on valuable, 
energy-efficient design principles focusing on natural 
day lighting in the classrooms, which has been shown 
to improve student performance, as well as utilizing 
technology to lower the operating costs of the new 
schools so that more operating money may be directed 
to the classrooms instead of energy consumption. 
 
Global Green, one of the country’s leading 
environmental organizations, plans to donate 
$1 million toward the Quick Start Program. Global Green 
is dedicated to developing ecological and energy-
efficient schools and is also involved in evaluating 
the various design projects to determine where best 
to apply the funds. The current plan is to contribute 
equally to one new school and one renovated school. 
 
“We are on track to meeting our goals of creating first-
class schools in New Orleans, and this design meeting 
is an integral part of making our plans become a 
reality,” said RSD Superintendent Paul Vallas. 
 

Harry Potter Author Comes to Town 

Sixteen hundred lucky children from public schools in 
New Orleans will meet the author of the Harry Potter 
series this month.  The students will be from both RSD 
and OPSB operated schools as well as charter schools. 
Best-selling author J.K.Rowling is hosting an open book 
tour in New Orleans as the Ernest N. Morial Convention 
Center Auditorium on Thursday, October 18th at 10:00 
a.m. Rowling will read from the seventh and final Harry 
Potter book, Harry Potter and the Deathly Hallows, 
answer questions posed by the students and sign 
books for those students in  attendance.  The event is 
not open to the public.  This is part of the Open Book 

Tour, sponsored by Scholastic, which Rowling will 
launch in Los Angeles at the Kodak Theatre on October 
15th.  After New Orleans, she will travel to New York 
City’s Carnegie Hall for two events on October 19th 
– one for schoolchildren and one for winners of 
Scholastic’s sweepstakes.   

Scholastic released Harry Potter and the Deathly 
Hallows at 12:01 a.m. on July 21, 2007.  The book broke 
all industry records, selling 8.3 million copies in the 
first 24 hours and 11.5 million copies in the first 10 
days.  There are currently 140 million copies of the 
Harry Potter books in print in the U.S. alone.

Football Scores Big at RSD High Schools  

Football has always been a favorite sport among high 
school students and RSD Athletic Director Allen Woods 
says this year it’s turning out to be more popular than 

Author, J.K. Rowling
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anyone anticipated.  “We are averaging 40 kids for 
each of the four teams currently playing,” said Woods. 
That’s considerable when you factor in each schools 
enrollment.  “We are really giving the children of New 
Orleans an opportunity to participate in sports, and 
it’s turning out to be a positive experience for them,” 
said Woods. 

RSD Football schedule for October 11-20, 2007:
 
10/11 -Douglass v. Clark at  Tad Gormley, 7:30
10/12 -Reed v. McMain at Tad Gormley, 7:30
             John McDonogh v. Easton at Tad Gormley, 3:30
             Cohen v. West St. Mary at  West St. Mary, 7:00
10/13 -Rabouin JV v. John Ehret JV at Ehret, 9:00 a.m.
10/18 -Reed v. Ben Franklin at  Tad Gormley, 7:30
10/19 -Douglass v. DeLaSalle at  Muss Bertolino, 3:30
             John McDonogh v. John Curtis at Bertolino,                                                           
             7:00                       
10/20 -Rabouin JV v. Karr JV  at Karr, 10:00 a.m.
             Cohen v. Hannan at  Muss Bertolino, 3:30
  
Clark Student Puts His Own Spin on Morning 
Announcements

The first time he heard the morning announcements 
at Joseph S. Clark High School, Joemain Dominick, 

a junior, was unimpressed.  “It was just kind of dry,” 
said Dominick. “The students weren’t really paying 
attention. I wasn’t paying attention.”

That changed when Dominick approached Principal 
Nobert “Novelt” Estrella and asked if he could give the 
morning announcements.

Dominick, a DJ in his spare time, uses his gift for gab 
to make the morning announcements about club 
meetings and test dates, more like conversations with 
friends, often reminding his classmates about uniform 
guidelines and school rules.

“I feel like I can be a good example. I do all my work, 
get the job done, and I get positive rewards,” he said.

Estrella said Dominick’s announcements are not only 
very popular with students, but have yielded some 
good results.

 “I think he is having a very positive influence over our 
students,” said Estrella. “He’s modeling appropriate 
behavior,
showing that you can be cool and at the same time do 
the right thing. I really appreciate that.” 

On a recent morning, Dominick wrapped up the 
announcements with an invitation to an afternoon 
volleyball game against the Frederick Douglass 
Bobcats.

 “So if ya’ll want to come see the Bulldogs mash the 
Bobcats, ya’ll come do that, because I’ve got faith in 
our team,” he said. “And that concludes our morning 
announcements. I’m going to holler at y’all again this 
evening Mighty, Mighty Bulldogs!”

Upcoming Events

Superintendent Paul Vallas will meet with several 
New Orleans ministers of various denominations on 
October 11th at 8 a.m. at New Hope Baptist Church.       

Joemain Dominick gives morning announcements at Clark HS
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Bring your favorite mug and join the RSD Family-
Community Advisory Council (FCAC) on Saturday, 
Oct. 13, for the Coffee Talk Family Forum, from 9:30 
a.m. until noon at Charles Drew Elementary, 3819 St. 
Claude Avenue.
 
The forum will feature expert advice on communication 
between parents, students and teachers and fun ways 
for parents to learn with their children at home. This 
is one in a series of Coffee Talk forums hosted by 
the advisory council.  FCAC’s purpose is to connect 
and support the needs of schools, families and the 
community to increase student achievement and 
success. The 11 member council consists of family and 
community members.

 

The FCAC’s goal is to establish Family-Community 
Resource Centers at each RSD elementary and high 
school and to have each fully operational by mid-
school year. The first resource center will open in 
November at John McDonogh High School.

RSD Spotlight

RSD Volunteer/Donations Coordinator Troy Peloquin is 
featured in the latest edition of Louisiana Life Magazine.  
Congratulations Troy!

Troy Peloquin 
Louisiana Life Magazine - Autumn 2007
By: John Buchanan JEFFERY JOHNSTON 
PHOTOGRAPH
 

Like so many other residents of New Orleans, Troy 
Peloquin lost everything in the fury of Hurricane 
Katrina. The only possessions he salvaged from his 
flooded home were his college diploma, passport, 
his father’s dog tags, a set of cufflinks his mother had 
given him as a birthday present and his collection of 
more than 300 rubber ducks. His vivid memory of the 
ducks floating to the door when he opened it days 
later is the only dose of genuine levity he has enjoyed 
in two years.

Months after the storm, fate dealt him another, even 
more severe blow. During his first year as a ninth grade 
science teacher at John McDonogh High School, 
after several years as a public instructor at Audubon 
Aquarium of the Americas, he suffered a savage attack 

New playground ribbon cutting at Murray Henderson

RSD Volunteer/Donation Coordinator Troy Peloquin

RSD Family Community Advisory Council
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in his classroom from a student he describes simply as 
“too old to be a freshman.” After a stint in the hospital, 
he began a long process of restorative dental work 
that continues today.

Then last October, Peloquin, who still hasn’t moved 
back into his home, found his true calling – as local 
volunteer and donations coordinator for the Recovery 
School District of Louisiana, the state agency charged 
with administering many of New Orleans’ troubled 
public schools. Every day, Peloquin, a 34-year-old native 
of  New Orleans with roots as deep as any cypress tree 
– his mother is related to Huey Long – rallies a small 
army of corporate volunteers, community service 
organizations, students and church groups from 
across the country and around Louisiana to remodel 
classrooms, paint gymnasiums and build playgrounds. 
The challenge is a daunting one.

Yet, one day, one project and one volunteer group 
at a time with as many as a dozen projects going on 
at any given time, Peloquin transcends the lingering 
devastation and inspires those whose paths he 
crosses.

“His attitude sets him apart from anyone I’ve ever 
met or worked with,” says Sarah Pinsky, who has 
labored alongside Peloquin since last fall as director 
of Operation Playground, a Gulf Coast-focused Katrina 
recovery effort created by KaBOOM!, the 11-year-old, 
Washington-based nonprofit whose mission is to 
build community play spaces across North America. 
“He is so enthusiastic and resilient. Nothing gets him 
down. He has boundless energy and yet you know 
that underneath it all he faces the same stress and 
probably the same low moments that other people in 
New Orleans do. But you’d never know it. I think we’d 
be better off if the world had a lot more people like 
Troy in it.”

Adam Petermann, a 25-year-old program assistant 
at the Council of Chief State School Officers (CCSSO) 
in Washington, DC, joined Peloquin for two days at 
McDonogh 42 and Booker T. Washington High School 

in February, along with 40 other attendees from a 
CCSSO conference. “Troy embodies the people of 
New Orleans, overtly kind and jovial but with an inner 
sense of sadness and confusion brought about by 
the devastation of Katrina,” Petermann posted on the 
Internet after meeting Peloquin, who readily admits 
that the situation in New Orleans still overwhelms him. 
“It happens every day, until I get to where a group is 
working,” Peloquin says. “Then, once I get there, I feel 
pretty optimistic.” More importantly, he adds, his work 
gives him a focus that helps him to survive. “If I didn’t 
have that, I don’t know that I’d be here,” he says with 
emotion.

Among those whose partnership his extraordinary 
perseverance has inspired are Gil Zanchi, area general 
manager for Marriott Hotels in New Orleans and 
Etienne Tardy, director of corporate sales at the New 
Orleans Marriott on Canal Street.

“When you talk to Troy, you see that he’s genuine,” says 
Zanchi. “You see that he’s passionate about the city, 
about education, about rebuilding education in New 
Orleans.”  

Zanchi and Tardy experienced that passion firsthand 
last March when they joined a group of corporate 
meeting planners, hosted by Marriott and HelmsBriscoe, 
the world’s largest site selection company, for a day 
of gymnasium painting at Frederick Douglass High 
School.

“Every person there worked harder and longer because 
a guy like Troy had asked them to from the bottom 
of his heart,” says Tardy. “Simply put, he’s a beacon of 
hope that people are drawn to.”

In fact, the one-day project at Douglass High had 
enormous impact at HelmsBriscoe.  “Working with 
Troy literally transformed the culture of our company,” 
says Executive Vice President Gary White, who wielded 
a paintbrush that day, too. “After the experience, a 
majority of our associates told us they wanted to 
include community service projects in all of our 
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of our meetings across the country, and we’re starting 
to do that now.”  

Peloquin rarely does interviews because he wants the 
focus to stay on the cause and not on himself. “I’ve 
come to realize,” he says, “that it’s not the volunteer 
work that’s being done here. It’s about the volunteers 
getting a meaningful something out of it.”






