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Forest Park center opens after long wait

Children taught to live healthy lives 
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By Amy Hubbell

Obviously, helping kids live happy and healthy lives is a good idea. But it's often easier said than done, so it's great to see something that actually seems to be working. 

A couple of weeks ago I was invited to the grand opening of the Forest Park community center. The place was buzzing when I arrived, and got more crowded by the minute. I don't know who was more excited, the staff or the residents. 

The Forest Park Apartments are owned and operated by the NHP Foundation (NHPF), which works to increase affordable housing for families across the United States. In addition to housing units, NHPF provides -- through Operation Pathways -- free educational programming for preschoolers and school-aged children, plus health and wellness sessions for all ages, open to residents of the apartments and the surrounding communities. 

Christopher Bentivegna, who supervises NHPF programs across the Gulf Coast, said it was a "very exciting night, three years in the making." Work on Forest Park's community center started just before Katrina, which completely destroyed two of NHPF's three New Orleans properties, and heavily damaged Forest Park. 

After a long delay, the devoted staff has finally launched the center. And it is gorgeous. It's built around a New Orleans theme, realized largely through the murals of Michael Dixon. Katie Gelfand, director of the Brighten Up program -- which includes programming for grades one through nine, described how one little idea became something truly beautiful and inspiring. 

The team was discussing how to design a plays pace for younger children. "Someone said 'Let's make a streetcar.' After that, the whole New Orleans thing evolved." 

They decided they should have murals all over the walls, and found Dixon. "Michael was perfect. He made our vision a reality. Which is really incredible." 

It's a great space, with murals depicting bright and colorful French Quarter scenes and picnic tables painted with various New Orleans elements -- crabs and crawfish, fleurs de lis and trumpets. The streetcar provides storage space for toys, with a cozy space underneath for kids to cuddle up and read. On opening night, several children gathered in it, reading with neighbors and staff members. 

There's a "Teen Lounge" that's set up and decorated like a jazz club. The reception from the community's teens was enthusiastic. They quickly filled up the barstools and cocktail tables, and politely but firmly reminded the younger kids that they were only allowed in the lounge that night because it was the grand opening. 

Emilie Whelan, who started the Brighten Up program at Tanglewood Apartments in Westwego, left NHPF in July to become a teacher at Lusher Charter School. She was thrilled to see what had happened in the months since. "It's so cool to see it go into another space like this. It's amazing." 

Whelan talked about the value of creating such a place for the children and adults of the community, saying that the small NHPF team could touch more lives because "youth can come to us." While parental involvement is encouraged, children can come to the center without their parents. There they will find "a total cultural and educational experience within their living community, which is what everyone should have." 

The approach is holistic. Many of the staff members have backgrounds in the arts, and they bring in guest artists for workshops. There is much cultural programming, and a "Mindfulness" program that helps teach kids to focus. 

Melanie Lawrence, director of health and wellness, said that the team has seen the mindfulness effort decrease stress, anxiety and the symptoms of ADHD. "It helps kids excel." The NHPF program for teens includes a focus on vocational and college goals. Across age groups, there's an emphasis on creating opportunities for parents and children to be active together. 

Lawrence said, the "Wellness for Every Parent and Kid" program emphasizes healthy eating, reducing consumption of processed foods and introducing "simple, fresh, healthy dishes." Forest Park has a community garden. Residents are encouraged to participate in 'garden builds," led by resident and "Garden Captain" Josephine Pierre. 

Pierre grew up on a farm near St. Francisville. "We raised everything -- cotton, corn, sugar cane, sweet peas, pumpkin, peanuts, snap beans. I picked the corn, picked the cotton. We did it the hard way. We had a mule, a wagon. We couldn't afford a tractor." She's having a blast working with the kids at Forest Park. 

Talking about a recent garden build, she said, "I couldn't believe how much they worked. The kids did more work than the grown-ups did. The girls and the boys." 

Many of the children at the grand opening spoke excitedly about their times in the garden, and looked forward to the next one. Soon, they'll be planting trees. Lawrence said, "The community will have its own food, especially important when oranges are $4 a bag." 

It feels good at Forest Park. It's hard to imagine that these kids don't feel that someone cares about them, believes in them and wants them to have a brighter future. This center, and its staff, are delivering hope. 
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