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PLAQUEMINE — The Iberville Parish school system is seeing increasing interest of private 

school students and students who attend school outside the parish for enrollment in its two Math, 

Science and Arts academies in Plaquemine and St. Gabriel. 

Last school year, 32 such students applied to the academies in a parish with about 4,000 school-

age children. At the Jan. 15 application deadline, 273 parish students who attend school outside 

the parish and private school students in the parish were in a pool of 1,000 seeking entry into the 

academies for next school year, school system officials said. 

One of those former private school students is Kristin Ellis, a Plaquemine resident who attended 

school in Ascension Parish her entire life. She was admitted this year into the west side Math, 

Science and Arts Academy at the E.J. Gay campus in Plaquemine. 

Ellis, 16, is an achiever with a 4.2 grade-point average on a 4.0 scale due to her enrollment in 

honors courses. 



Leaving her Ascension Parish private school for the arts-intensive, technology-rich academy 

program in Iberville Parish made sense to Ellis, she said, because the academies push students to 

achieve. 

High school students are equipped with school-provided laptop computers, and they must keep 

track of the time when moving between classes because there is no bell. 

“To whom much is given, much is expected,” Ellis said Thursday. 

Among the courses Ellis takes are Algebra II, geometry, and biology, where she is one of two 

“lead surgeons” identifying and dissecting the six parts of pig tongues donated by a local 

slaughterhouse. 

Ellis is also one of eight students picked to take part in an advanced honors course where the 

students move quickly from proving theorems to learning calculus and trigonometry. She said it 

is these types of college-level classes the academies provide that will help her enter a university 

as a sophomore when she graduates from high school in 2012. 

Her teacher, Kevin Zito, has a doctorate in mathematics. The lessons Zito teaches his 10th-grade 

students are the same lessons Zito did not master until he was 25 years old, he said. 

Students in Bonny McDonald’s theater class are rehearsing their parts for a play they will 

perform on the school’s outdoor stage. Students put on large-scale productions with dinner 

intermissions and accompaniment from the school’s 100-member orchestra, which plays original 

compositions written by Ted Berthelot, one several academy instructors with an advanced 

degree. 

Chandler Smith, who teaches Ellis and other students a course in civics/free enterprise, also 

oversees the student-produced “Knightly News” television broadcast named for the school’s 

mascot. 

Academy students who excel in their courses are treated with trips to places like Disney World in 

Orlando, Fla., where last school year students participated in a nature safari and learned the 

physics behind rollercoaster rides. 

Class sizes are limited to 20 students. There are no requirements to get into the classes, but once 

enrolled, students must maintain a 2.5 grade-point average on a 4.0 scale. 

The academies were founded in the fall 2008 after parish voters approved a 31-mill special 

property tax in March 2008 expected to generate $10.5 million per year for 20 years. 

Next  school year, the academy in Plaquemine will include kindergarten through the 11th grade. 

The academy in St. Gabriel will include students in grades five through 11. 



Elvis Cavalier, projects director for the school system, said the academies are reversing a trend in 

public education where now, a public school can outpace the level of education parents used to 

have to pay for. 

“We’re bringing our kids home,” Cavalier said. “There’s no longer any reason to get in your car 

and leave the parish to get a quality education. We have it right here.” 

 

 


