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Abstract

This study examines the phenomenon of student resiliency as it relates to Nunez
Community College students who returned to attend school in the community of St. Bernard
Parish following Hurricane Katrina. Nunez Community College is located in Chalmette,
Louisiana, fifteen miles east of the City of New Orleans. The community is adjacent to the
Lower Ninth Ward. This study seeks to answer the questions of why the students returned to
a disaster-stricken area to continue their studies and how the students coped in the aftermath.
There is a significant gap in the literature on post-disaster resiliency and in particular, the role
of education in post-disaster recovery. Twelve students who returned to Nunez Community
College post-Katrina were interviewed using a Student Resilience Model as a conceptual
framework. The perceptions of the students’ post-disaster experiences resulted in five
themes which included Individual Resilience, Post-Disaster Academic Integration, Post-
Disaster Social Integration, Determination, and Anxiety About the Future. The study

concludes with implications for theory, policy, practice, and recommendations for further

study.

Key Words
Crisis Management Natural Disasters Resilience
Disaster Preparedness Nunez Community College St. Bernard Parish
Hurricane Katrina Post-Disaster Recovery Urban Resilience
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CHAPTER ONE: Introduction

My name is Jacqueline Jones and on August 29, 2005, | witnessed through the eyes of the
media and my own eyes, the human drama unfold both during and after Hurricane Katrina. |
reside in a city two-and-a-half hours west of New Orleans where the population doubled
virtually overnight in the days following the storm. As the evacuees struggled to obtain the
basic necessities such as food, water, clothing, and shelter, my thoughts turned to the college
and university students who found themselves suddenly without a home, without a campus, and
seemingly without the ability to continue their academic pursuits. Their social networks were
completely disrupted and their lives would never be the same. There were some students who
relocated to the campus where | was employed in Lafayette, Louisiana.

Although efforts were made to secure their physical comfort, | wondered if the students
would be able to experience psychological healing and if such healing had a relationship to
education. | was also curious about the students who returned to the New Orleans area and
their particular desire to finish an educational program which was started pre-Katrina. The
schools they returned to had little infrastructure and damaged buildings. This study explores
the reasons why students chose to return to a disaster-stricken area to persist and how they dealt
with the effects of the disaster. As there is no formal conceptual framework to address such an
inquiry, it is my hope that the framework designed for this study can be useful to researchers
who wish to study similar circumstances in the future. Most of the literature on post-disaster
recovery focuses on bureaucratic systems of leadership which do not seem to be effective on
the ground level. Perhaps the students themselves can reveal ways in which we as educators
can be enlightened innovators capable of navigating during predictable and unpredictable

times.



Hurricane Katrina

The aftermath of natural disasters similar to Hurricane Katrina has interrupted thousands of
lives. The United States has experienced seventy weather-related disasters during the 1980-
2006 period. The total damage and costs of these weather-related disasters met or exceeded $1
billion at the time of the event (United States Department of Commerce, 2007). The weather-
related disasters included the following: tropical storms/hurricanes; non-tropical floods, heat
waves/droughts; severe weather; fires; freezes; blizzards; ice storms; and noreasters. The
highest frequency event at 34.2% was attributed to tropical storms/hurricanes and between
1980-2006, there were twenty-four tropical storms/hurricanes in seven states creating $308
billion in damages. According to the United States Department of Commerce (2007), this
number reflects a summation of damages for each state affected and larger multi-billion dollar
events which caused over $1 billion in damages in one or more states.

As a result of Hurricane Katrina in August 2005, the entire Gulf Coast region of the United
States was devastated. The event resulted in hurricane conditions in southeastern Louisiana,
southern Mississippi, and southwestern Alabama. Tropical storm conditions happened along
the northern Gulf Coast as far east as the coast of the western Florida Panhandle in addition to
the Florida Keys. Hurricane Katrina was responsible for a storm surge along the coasts of
Mississippi and Louisiana causing widespread destruction. The storm surge overtopped and
breached levees in the New Orleans metropolitan area including the eastern suburbs (National
Hurricane Center, 2008). During and after Hurricane Katrina, more than 500,000 residents of
Louisiana and Mississippi were evacuated, and more than 100,000 people were housed in

temporary shelters throughout the country (Harvard Medical School, 2005).



In Louisiana, both Delgado and Nunez Community Colleges were closed following the
event as well as three technical college campuses in the metropolitan New Orleans area.
According to the Association of Jesuit Colleges and Universities, the physical damage to the
technical and community colleges in the New Orleans area exceeded $184,000,000 (Mangan,
2005). Four-year educational institutions in New Orleans impacted by Hurricane Katrina
include Dillard University, Louisiana State University Health Sciences Center, Loyola
University, Our Lady of Holy Cross College, Southern University at New Orleans, Tulane
University, University of New Orleans, and Xavier University of Louisiana. From an
educational perspective, it is significant to study how institutions can utilize lessons from this
experience to assist in disaster preparedness as well as to help students heal. Furthermore, the
examination of resiliency in an academic context after a natural disaster might reveal
information relating to why the students persist in a disaster-stricken environment.

In St. Bernard Parish, an area east of New Orleans, a community college chancellor
witnessed the raging water coming in with all the forces of nature behind it to obliterate the
Nunez Community College campus and the surrounding community near it. Dr. Thomas
Warner chose to remain at the campus during Hurricane Katrina and experienced the
destruction first-hand. He watched as the entire parish was ravaged by a gigantic tidal surge.
The Federal Emergency Management Agency’s (FEMA) estimate of the cost for debris
removal, emergency work, and the repair of public property in St. Bernard Parish is $929
million (Warren, 2007).

The return of students to St. Bernard Parish represents a particular set of circumstances
unique to the field of education. The physical campus of Nunez Community College reopened

five months after Hurricane Katrina which provided the opportunity to restore the academic



and social experiences normally provided by the college prior to the storm and subsequent
flooding. A mini-semester enrolled students in online classes, at Slidell High School, and in
other locations within weeks of the disaster (Nunez Community College, 2009). Before the
hurricane struck, student enrollment was 2,339 in the Fall 2004 semester at Nunez Community
College (Louisiana Community and Technical College System [LCTCS], 2007). In the Fall
2009 semester, 1,836 students were enrolled representing 78% of the college’s pre-Katrina
enrollment (Pope, 2009). Enrollment numbers for the Spring 2010 semester increased to 1,848
students (LCTCS, 2010).

The exploration of the post-Katrina academic and social environment could reveal
significant characteristics attributed to resilience. Resilience is defined as the process of
adapting well in the face of adversity, trauma, tragedy, threats, or even significant sources of
stress such as family and relationship problems, serious health problems, or workplace and
financial stressors. It means “bouncing back” from difficult experiences (Masten, 1994). The
examination of resiliency in an academic context after a natural disaster might reveal
information relating to how the students heal from such an event, why the students persist in a
disaster-stricken environment, the role of education in recovery, and how institutions can utilize
this information in their disaster preparedness.

Are the students seeking to identify with their own ““culture” which could in some way
psychologically help them heal from the trauma of the event? Are students seeking a safe
haven in chaos through college return or are they trying to recapture some part of their former
lives in a devastated community? In order to comprehend their reasons for returning, it is

necessary to understand the community itself.



Community Profile

The parish of St. Bernard was founded under the Spanish system of government in 1790.
The Counties of Orleans Territory were drawn by the Territorial Legislature on April 10, 1805.
Orleans County originally included the parishes of Orleans, St. Bernard, Plaguemines, and
Jefferson (Encyclopedia Louisiana, 1998). The community has maintained a unique identity
stemming from the Canary Islanders, known as Islenos, who settled in the lower portion of the
parish after they joined French pioneers in the 1720s.

The Spanish colonists from the Canary Islands survived over many generations and have
successfully preserved their heritage and language. The Islenos museum, a 30-acre site
dedicated to the history of the Islenos, was heavily damaged during Hurricane Katrina. The
site is being reconstructed with $1.7 million financing from FEMA (The Times-Picayune,
2009). The parish is also the site of the Battle of New Orleans where the U. S. fought against
the British in the last major battle in the War of 1812 (St. Bernard Parish, 2009). The early
settlers fought to preserve their heritage in the same way residents are now fighting to restore
their community post-Katrina.

St. Bernard Parish sits below sea level, is surrounded by water, and was one of the most
devastated areas struck by Hurricane Katrina. The four service areas of Nunez Community
College (St. Bernard, Plaguemines, Lower Ninth Ward, and New Orleans East) were the
hardest hit areas during Hurricane Katrina. In addition, 90% of the faculty and staff live in the
service area of the college (D. Clark, personal communication, March 22, 2008). Among the
educational institutions in the New Orleans metropolitan area, Nunez Community College is
the smallest and the only institution where 100% of the population was affected by Hurricane

Katrina (D. Clark, personal communication, March 22, 2008).



Prior to Hurricane Katrina, St. Bernard Parish’s population consisted of 67,000 residents
in 26,000 households with 92% of residential structures occupied (St. Bernard Parish, 2007).
According to the United States Census Bureau (2008), an estimate of the 2008 population of
St. Bernard Parish is 37,722. The 2009 population of St. Bernard Parish is approximately
40,000 with about 65% of residents returning to the parish post-Katrina (Ames, 2009). The
2007 population consisted of the following: White (85.8%), Black (10.2%), American Indian
and Alaska Natives (0.7%), Asian (1.6%), Native Hawaiian and Other Pacific Islanders (0.1%),
persons reporting two or more races (1.7%), and persons of Hispanic or Latino origin (7.5%)
(United States Census Bureau, 2007).

The fact that 100% of the population was affected is significant because the entire parish of
St. Bernard was effectively destroyed. A 30-foot tidal surge on August 29, 2005, destroyed
eight of the thirty miles of levees. All 26,000 homes in St. Bernard Parish were damaged or
destroyed according to parish officials. Over 92% of residential structures in the parish were
occupied pre-Katrina and many of the neighborhoods in St. Bernard served as home to multiple
generations of families; approximately 17,000 homes are in various stages of reconstruction
(St. Bernard Parish, 2008). Although all FEMA trailer group sites have been closed, FEMA
provided 9,206 temporary trailers to residents of St. Bernard post-Katrina (St. Bernard Parish,
2008). Schools, churches, retail stores, restaurants, homes, businesses, telecommunications,
electricity, government infrastructure, roads, water systems, sewer systems, bridges, and other
structures were all impacted by Hurricane Katrina. Furthermore, street signs and lighting were
also severely damaged. Law enforcement buildings and ten fire houses were totally flooded or

destroyed as well as more than 3,000 businesses (St. Bernard Parish, 2008).



Recovery efforts were further compounded by a second storm, Hurricane Rita, which
flooded parts of the parish once again. In addition, St. Bernard Parish experienced the largest
residential oil spill in the history of the United States when a Murphy Oil storage tank spilled
approximately one million barrels of oil into more than 2,000 houses and the surrounding area
(St. Bernard Parish, 2008). Individuals who are most likely to experience serious and lasting
psychological problems following a disaster include those living in disrupted or traumatized
communities (Norris, Byrne, and Diaz, 2006). With 100% of the population being affected and
damage to more than 3,000 businesses and 26,000 homes, St. Bernard Parish is a highly
traumatized community.

According to the U. S. Census Bureau, St. Bernard Parish was the nation’s fastest growing
community between July 2006 and July 2007 (Rioux, 2008). However, this explosion comes
one year after St. Bernard Parish was at the top of list of communities with the largest
population losses post-Katrina. Rioux found the 42.9% increase was one of the largest
population gains making it a statistical abnormality.

In spite of the Census Bureau’s findings, St. Bernard Parish continues to have a high
number of blighted and unoccupied residences. According to Liu and Plyer (2009) of the
Brookings Institution, there are 14,372 unoccupied residences in St. Bernard Parish. Although
there are still a large number of unoccupied residences, a survey in St. Bernard Parish by the
University of New Orleans, Department of Geography (2009) found 62% of commercial
enterprises are open for business. It is possible that businesses have returned to provide
services to support the individuals who work and attend schools in the region.

The forces of nature not only decimated a community, it also delayed the promise of a

hopeful future. The widespread devastation of Hurricane Katrina left citizens without homes,



health care, schools, places of worship, and employment (Warren, 2007). The death toll in
St. Bernard Parish as a result of Hurricane Katrina was 163 (St. Bernard Parish, 2008). The
students who returned to Nunez Community College when the college reopened in January
2006 were impacted by the loss of relatives and friends, loss of pets, loss of employment, loss
of housing, and homes that were inadequately insured. According to the Insurance Information
Institute (2006), 68.4% of residents in St. Bernard Parish had flood insurance policies prior to
Hurricane Katrina. However, the policies did not reflect the entire cost of rebuilding or
replacement of contents for residences or educational institutions. Residents without insurance
attempted to secure FEMA trailers for temporary housing. Additional background information
on the college and the surrounding community after Hurricane Katrina is included in the next
section.
Background

Nunez Community College was created in 1992 as a result of a legislative act which
merged Elaine P. Nunez Technical Institute and the St. Bernard Parish Community College
(Nunez Community College, 2007). Nunez Community College is located in St. Bernard
Parish which is considered part of the metropolitan New Orleans area. The comprehensive
community college was positioned to offer vocational and technical training as well as arts and
sciences programs. lronically, when the new college was scheduled to open, Hurricane
Andrew arrived in New Orleans on the same day registration was to begin for the upcoming
semester. The local community supported the college and Nunez opened its doors to students
three days after the arrival of Hurricane Andrew (Nunez Community College).

Geographically, Nunez Community College is located in Chalmette, Louisiana. Two-

thirds of the parish of St. Bernard is surrounded by water formed by the Mississippi River Delta



marshlands. The parish is bisected by the Mississippi River Gulf Outlet which is a shortcut for
ships traveling between the Port of New Orleans and the Gulf of Mexico (Encyclopedia
Louisiana, 1998). The waterway was blamed for much of the flooding in St. Bernard Parish as
well as parts of New Orleans. As a result of Hurricane Katrina, the Mississippi River Gulf
Outlet will be closed after forty-five years of operation. The Army Corps of Engineers will
construct a barrier which will block the waterway off from the Gulf of Mexico (Warren,
2009a).

As in the case of many areas in and around New Orleans, the campus suffered major
damage from flooding during Hurricane Katrina. Efforts to restore the campus were hampered
by Hurricane Rita which immediately followed Hurricane Katrina. Parts of St. Bernard Parish
were flooded once again as a result of the event. The college suffered water damage from
flooding with up to eight feet of water. The ground floor of each building was completely
submerged. More than $21 million has been appropriated to rebuild the campus (Cannizaro,
2007). Students chose to return to Nunez Community College under dire circumstances. The
twelve students in this study collectively relocated twenty-two times including far away
locations such as Florida, Texas, Arkansas, and North Carolina. Students who remained in the
region attended classes in Slidell, Louisiana, and commuted from across the New Orleans
Metropolitan area.

Some students at the college temporarily relocated to Baton Rouge and Mississippi.
Internet access was limited and for many students, online learning was not a viable option. The
students returned to find the campus had sustained substantial flooding and all of the
classrooms and buildings on the first floor were not accessible. Classes were held in temporary

trailers and FEMA trailers were located on the grounds for faculty, staff, and students to reside



in. Some classes and offices were moved to upper level floors. At the time of the students’
return, there were no restaurants, retail outlets, grocery stores, medical facilities, places of
worship, employers, or houses to reside in. Nolan (2007) states 43% of pre-Katrina church
congregations have not returned to St. Bernard Parish and as a result, major religious
denominations have been forced to cluster surviving congregations together until the outlook
for recovery improves.

In addition to the loss of church congregations, one private school and five Catholic
schools were also destroyed. St. Bernard Parish Public School System lost fifteen schools in
the district. However, one unified school was opened in portable classrooms on the football
field parking lot of Chalmette High School (CHS) and on the second floor of the school in
November, 2005, just eleven weeks after the storm (St. Bernard Parish School System, 2008).
With the assistance of the CHS principal, Wayne Warner, and school system faculty and staff,
School Superintendent Doris Voitier opened the school without the help of the state or federal
government.

The superintendent borrowed money to hire disaster clean-up crews, secured portable
classrooms, and rented trailers to house a small teaching staff. Initially, 334 students returned
to attend the K-12 Unified School (St. Bernard Parish School System, 2008). For her efforts,
Doris Voitier was awarded the John F. Kennedy Profile in Courage Award in 2007 for her
astounding leadership and resolve to bring the children back to the community of St. Bernard
(Carney, 2007). The ability of the St. Bernard Parish Public School System to rebound could

influence the return of college students with school-age children.
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The St. Bernard Parish public school enrollment went from 8,872 in October 2004 to 1,670
in February 2006 (St. Bernard Parish School System, 2008). In October 2006, the enrollment
grew to 3,536 students. According to Warren (2009b), 4,816 students have returned to
St. Bernard Parish Public Schools post-Katrina representing approximately 55% of the district’s
pre-Katrina enrollment. The area also suffered major losses in businesses. According to Liu
and Plyer (2007), 48% of pre-Katrina employers returned post-Katrina to the area although
seventy new employers moved in or began new businesses since the hurricane. Prior to
Hurricane Katrina, the unemployment rate in St. Bernard Parish was 3.4% which was lower
than the national rate of 3.7% (Greater New Orleans Community Data Center, 2009). In
December 2008, the unemployment rate in St. Bernard Parish was 6.8% (North Carolina
Department of Commerce, 2009). The unemployment rate for the parish increased to 9% in
December 2009 (CityBusiness, 2009). The effect of Hurricane Katrina, particularly in an
academic context, is a topic worthy of a resilience investigation.

Studying Resiliency at Nunez Community College

| chose to study resiliency at this site because Hurricane Katrina has been considered the
most destructive and most expensive natural disaster in the history of the United States
(Harvard Medical School, 2005). At no other time in U. S. history has there been a declared
disaster area approximately the same size as the land mass of the United Kingdom (Harvard
Medical School). As a result of Hurricane Katrina, the United States has experienced the
largest dispersal of Americans since the dust bowl in the 1930s.

The devastation was so widespread in St. Bernard Parish, it presented an opportunity to
understand resiliency in an academic context after a natural disaster. In particular, the study of

resilience at a two-year college has the potential to add to existing theory regarding how
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individuals deal with traumatic events. Hurricane Katrina was certainly a traumatic event and
although certain natural disasters have temporarily closed educational institutions, there has
never been such extensive long-term damage or displacement of thousands of residents.
Students were forced to give up their academic pursuits, transfer, or continue under dire
circumstances. A Brookings Institution study two years after Hurricane Katrina found only
36% of residents returning post-Katrina (Liu & Plyer, 2007). Barrow (2007) states St. Bernard
Parish is the single largest contributor to increased population in adjacent St. Tammany Parish.
As a result, between one-quarter and one-third of St. Bernard’s pre-storm residents moved to
this area.

Connor, Vaishnavi, Davidson, Sheehan, and Sheehan (2007) state there has been some
interest in resilience; however, this concept has been mostly overlooked. Physicians often
examine psychosocial stressors and possible treatment effects of perceptions of and reactions to
stress. According to Connor et al. (2007), these perceptions vary among individuals as well as
the severity and duration of the event. They contend that resilience is a factor in one’s ability
to handle stress but resilience is a “neglected aspect of psychiatric and medical therapeutics”
(p. 253). Perhaps this is because there are no periods in an individual’s life when they are
completely free of stress (Connor et al.). Resilience has been shown to be effective in
protecting against posttraumatic breakdown (Connor, 2006).

Neria, Nandi, and Galea (2007) suggest a review of the literature emphasizes many areas
are underexplored in the area of Posttraumatic Stress Disorder following disasters. They found
research over the past three decades has validated Posttraumatic Stress Disorder among persons
exposed to disasters. Consequently, research thus far has yet to completely discover what

psychological, cultural, and biological factors could determine vulnerability to traumatic events
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(Neria et al., 2007). Some of the most recognized predictors of posttraumatic stress are the
magnitude of the exposure to the event in terms of physical injury, immediate risk of life,
severity of property destruction, and frequency of fatalities. Neria et al. also stated progress is
needed in all areas of measurement to enable comparisons between studies and to develop
interventions which would identify the populations at risk.
Is it possible that resiliency can diminish the effects of post-disaster posttraumatic stress?
Did institutional and individual factors influence the students’ resiliency? Did college return
have a role in the students’ personal recovery? Were students seeking an education due to lost
jobs as a result of the hurricane? According to the United States Census Bureau (2005), the
percent of the population twenty-five years and older who possess a bachelor’s degree or higher
is 10.9% for the entire parish of St. Bernard. The percent of Louisiana residents twenty-five
years and older with a bachelor’s degree or higher is 20.6% and the percent of the nationwide
population twenty-five years and older with a bachelor’s degree or higher is 27.2% (United
States Census Bureau). The number of “first generation” students attending Nunez is 56% (D.
Clark, personal communication, February 10, 2009). The students who are experiencing
massive chaos in their personal and academic lives have the potential to reveal meaningful
resiliency data.
Problem Statement

Although some students returned to the area, there could have been non-academic reasons
for student return to classes. For example, the college provided an anchor or a safe haven in
chaos, the college represented some type of normalcy from the past, or there could have been a
desire to identify in some tangible way with their home community. In addition, social

integration could have contributed to the persistence of the students. For the purpose of this
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study, a persistence decision is used synonymously with a departure decision in reference to
Tinto’s (1993) Longitudinal Model of Institutional Departure. Tinto and other researchers have
developed theories regarding student behavior, however, the post-Katrina challenges
administrators had to contend with presented unique problems worthy of an inquiry.

Hurricane Katrina forced institutional closures longer than any previous record (Pope,
2005) and posed many challenges for postsecondary students in Louisiana. Students in the
Gulf Coast region faced difficulties due to the devastation of their communities and the
interruption in services. The displacement of students and interruption in services forced
students to make a decision whether to persist in their studies elsewhere or wait for the
reopening of institutions they previously attended. Students could have enrolled at other
institutions yet many students chose to continue their original course of study in places without
the necessary infrastructure such as roads, housing, hospitals, retail outlets, schools, electricity,
and telecommunications to accommodate them. Temporary classes resumed at Slidell High
School, in buildings leased to businesses, and online courses were made available to
community college students in St. Bernard Parish following the storm. A fall mini-semester
was operational within weeks of the disaster (Nunez Community College, 2009).

At Nunez Community College, students chose to continue their education in spite of the
obstacles posed by Hurricane Katrina. Forty-five percent of students returned to the campus
one year after the hurricane (Louisiana Board of Regents, 2006). Return rates one year after
Hurricane Katrina at other New Orleans educational institutions are as follows: Delgado
Community College 69%; Dillard University 46%; Louisiana State University Health Sciences
Center 99%; Loyola University 86%; Our Lady of Holy Cross College 84%; Southern

University at New Orleans 64%; Tulane University 77%; University of New Orleans 68%; and
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Xavier University of Louisiana 72% (Pope, 2009). It is possible that the students continued
their studies because of academic and social experiences provided by the college which enabled
them to finish what they started. Tinto (1993) proposed student departure decisions are based
in part on academic performance and faculty/staff interactions as well as peer group
interactions.

This study examined resilience which is defined as the process of adapting well in the face
of adversity, trauma, tragedy, threats, or other sources of stress such as family and relationship
problems, serious health problems, or workplace and financial stressors (Masten, 1994). 1 took
a qualitative phenomenological approach by interviewing twelve Nunez Community College
students who were enrolled, were displaced, and subsequently persisted in their studies post-
Katrina.

Research Questions

Displaced students who left and then returned to Nunez Community College as a result of
Hurricane Katrina were interviewed for the study. The study investigated the following
question: Why did students return to a disaster-stricken environment to continue their studies
at Nunez Community College? The secondary question was as follows: How did the students
deal with the effects of the disaster? The criteria for participant selection consisted of students
who were enrolled at least two semesters prior to Hurricane Katrina, who were displaced, and
who returned to college. The research methodology formed the basis for the research questions
as valuable data was obtained from the students regarding the influence of resilience
characteristics. The research questions served as a basis to identify the significance for post-

disaster practice in higher education.
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Significance of the Study

The significance of this study is to acquire more empirical data regarding what factors
influenced student resilience in post-disaster circumstances. The students’ post-disaster
experiences may inform disaster preparedness in the future by providing a model for post-
disaster policy to share and implement at other institutions. The National Academy of Sciences
(2006) found more is known about immediate post-disaster responses of groups, organizations,
and social networks than about mitigation or disaster recovery policies. Other colleges and
universities will likely be faced with natural disasters and the students’ experiences could
provide useful in the development of student recovery planning throughout higher education.

Research Methods

A qualitative methodology using phenomenology was utilized to discover the perceptions
of displaced community college students. Phenomenology was influenced by Edmund Husserl
(1859-1938). Phenomenology contributed to the early existentialism movement by developing
a philosophic method which did not include presuppositions (Smith, 2003). Husserl was
concerned with what is known as opposed to how it is known. Phenomenology acknowledges
the presence of an object and illuminates the meaning of the object through intuition (Smith).
This approach seeks to understand a participants’ perspective and their view of a social reality.

In this study, | attempted to understand the individual experiences of students returning to
college in post-disaster circumstances. | wanted to explore what the students felt in their post-
Katrina experiences by having them describe the concrete situation as it appears from the
people who are living it. | consider the students to be reliable sources of information because
they are self-interpreting their unique situations. In essence, my goal was to find out the

meaning of their lived experiences.
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The students were asked questions during an interview with reference to resilience
characteristics, desire to continue at Nunez, and coping strategies. The impact of Hurricane
Katrina on higher education students is a topic ripe for exploratory research because of the
potential to discover how academic and social integration occurs in a place where the normal
learning and social environments have been disrupted. Therefore, phenomenology was a
logical approach to examine the post-Katrina educational experiences of returning students.

Overview of the Research Project

This research project encompassed the quest to examine post-disaster resilience
characteristics of community college students following a natural disaster. With the use of
existing literature and a conceptual framework revolving around a Student Resilience Model, a
qualitative methodology was utilized to discover the phenomenon behind factors of post-
disaster resiliency. Chapter one is followed by a review of the current literature which begins
with natural disasters and their themes, post-disaster education studies, and students as
evacuees. The next section of the literature consists of organizational theory including
institutional cultures, disaster preparedness, and crisis management. The review of the
literature concludes with a section on urban, individual, and academic resilience as well as the
conceptual framework for the study. Chapter three describes the methodology utilized in this
study including the rationale for the choice of qualitative research as the method of inquiry. In
addition, each step in the methodology process is carefully detailed. Chapter four explains the
study’s findings using the participants’ own words as they depicted their post-disaster
experiences. Chapter five, the last chapter, is a discussion of the study conclusions as well as a
justification for a revised conceptual framework. Chapter five concludes with implications for

theory, policy, and practice as well as recommendations for further research.
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Conclusion
An estimated 100,000 higher education students were displaced from their original
institutions as a result of Hurricane Katrina (Fields, 2005). There is no doubt that students were
forced to deal with post-disaster circumstances which had an effect on college attendance. This
particular post-disaster environment provides a rare opportunity to identify resilience
characteristics in students as well as the chance to explore resiliency in an academic context

after a natural disaster. The next chapter consists of a review of the literature.
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CHAPTER TWO: Review of the Literature
Introduction

The study of natural disasters and their effect on human populations has captured the
attention of researchers (Ashenbrener, 2001). While most of the attention on the effect of post-
disaster circumstances focuses on leadership and crisis management perspectives, this research
project seeks to investigate resilience from the perspective of the student. The literature review
is categorized into the following three clusters: natural disasters, organizational theory, and
types of resilience. The first cluster consists of natural disasters. Natural disasters destroy
infrastructure such as large-scale public systems, services, facilities, power and water supplies,
transportation, roads, telecommunications, housing, and schools. Students in the Gulf Coast
region faced difficulties in persisting due to the devastation of their communities and the
interruption in services. A description of disaster themes, post-disaster education studies, and
students as evacuees is included in the cluster on natural disasters.

The second cluster, organizational theory, describes institutional cultures, disaster
preparedness, and crisis management. Institutional cultures such as clan, adhocracy, market, and
bureaucratic shape the decision-making capability in management approaches. Disaster
preparedness includes facing hazards and disasters, a personal behavior change model, and the
human factor in crisis mitigation. Crisis management deals with leadership challenges such as
public leadership, the nature of crisis, the ubiquity of crisis, leadership perspectives, and the
critical tasks of leadership in crisis. In addition, the crisis management section includes natural
disaster distinctions, bureaucratic and emergent norms, and the disaster victims’ panorama.

The third cluster, types of resilience, explores the possibility that students who continued

their studies exhibited characteristics of resilience. Urban resilience, individual resilience, and
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academic resilience are described in the last cluster. At Nunez Community College, many
students chose to continue their education in spite of the obstacles posed by Hurricane Katrina.
A literature map is provided in Figure 1.

Figure 1

Literature Map
Post-Katrina Student Resilience

N N N

Natural Disasters Organizational Theory Types of Resilience

Disaster Themes Institutional Cultures Urban Resilience

Post-Disaster Education Disaster Planning Individual Resilience
Studies Crisis Management Academic Resilience

Students as Evacuees

The literature map is organized to facilitate understanding of the many factors involved in
a study of this type. Numerous natural disasters in the past have propelled studies revealing the
actions taken to recapture former student populations. In previous natural disasters, educational
institutions have endured temporary closures and relocation. However, in the case of Hurricane
Katrina, students were forced to vacate their residences as they faced the loss of loved ones as
well as their houses, cars, and other possessions. The students became known as “evacuees”
and had to leave the area to seek shelter elsewhere. While some students were preparing for
their return, college administrators struggled to promote institutional effectiveness in a post-

disaster environment. The institutional culture, the level of disaster preparedness, and the
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ability to manage a crisis each had an organizational impact on post-storm recovery. Upon

their return, students became part of the “urban pioneer” movement which provided them with

the opportunity to demonstrate individual and academic resilience. A Student Resilience

Model was used as the conceptual framework for this study. The following section describes

Nunez Community College and its role in the structure of two-year colleges in the state.
Study Context

The context of this study is situated in a college operated by the Louisiana Community and
Technical College System (LCTCS). The LCTCS became operational on July 1, 1999, and
brought together a group of institutions to create the System. The colleges consist of the
Bossier Parish Community College, Delgado Community College, Elaine P. Nunez
Community College, River Parishes Community College, South Louisiana Community
College, Louisiana Delta Community College, and Baton Rouge Community College.

The System also oversees the L. E. Fletcher Technical Community College, Sowela
Technical Community College, and the Louisiana Technical College with thirty-eight
campuses throughout the state. According to LCTCS (2008), the mission of the organization is
to improve the quality of life of Louisiana’s citizens through educational programs offered in
the colleges. A major goal is to offer workforce training and to provide citizens with the
opportunity to learn continuously. The LCTCS is comprised of open-admissions institutions
offering degrees that assist people move directly into the workforce, provides job training and
retraining, and prepares students to transfer to four-year colleges and universities. The LCTCS
is dedicated to teaching courses in geographical areas based on market demand and available

resources. Resources (or the lack thereof) following Hurricane Katrina was a challenge for
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LCTCS administrators. Existing literature lacks a step-by-step plan for colleges and
universities following a disaster of the magnitude of Hurricane Katrina.
Literature Gaps

Hurricane Katrina was a traumatic event with life-changing consequences for students
enrolled in higher education. Resilience is significant to the exploration of mental health issues
including posttraumatic stress following a life-changing event. Resilience is measured in terms
of posttraumatic stress to examine neurochemical responses in drug treatment (Connor, 2006).
Connor also states the impact of posttraumatic symptoms on a person’s coping ability is
unknown and that an individual’s perception of stress could reflect their resiliency in the face
of hardship. Connor recommends longitudinal studies to evaluate the impact of characteristics
associated with resilience. Moreover, Connor suggests that in order to understand the
relationships between resilience and the impact of posttraumatic stress on coping, more study in
the field is needed. I concur with Connor’s recommendation that more investigation is needed
to explore characteristics associated with resilience, especially in a post-disaster environment.

Posttraumatic stress is defined as a mental disorder resulting from exposure to an extreme,
traumatic stressor (U. S. Department of Veterans Affairs, 2006) whereas one who is capable of
coping is dealing and attempting to overcome problems and difficulties. Kessler, Galea, Jones,
and Parker (2006) found a majority of Katrina post-storm survey respondents met the criteria
for trauma exposure and posttraumatic stress. Although posttraumatic stress has been studied
following catastrophic events, existing studies overlook student resiliency in the aftermath of
natural disasters. When individuals are capable of building their own levels of competence, it
makes stressful events less threatening therefore strengthening one’s resiliency (Brooks &

Goldstein, 2004).
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In a study of K-12 educators’ experiences post-Katrina in the Orleans Parish Public School
System, a study was launched to examine the phenomenology of disaster in educational
settings. According to Beabout (2008), post-Katrina reforms are complex due to the volatile
rebuilding environment which has significantly influenced reopening processes. Although the
study on K-12 experiences revealed post-disaster educators’ perceptions, little attention is given
in other literature regarding the circumstances community college students must overcome in a
post-disaster environment. The students who return persist academically while dealing with
extraordinary conditions. Tinto (1993) found classrooms can serve as an opening to more
involvement in other intellectual endeavors on the campus. Academic integration has the
potential to influence resilience in students.

Academic Integration

Integration in the academic sense results from sharing common information, perspectives,
and values with other members of a scholastic community (Tinto, 1993). Academic
integration (as well as social integration) may contribute to student persistence. Pascarella and
Terenzini (2005) used the term “interaction” to describe student contact with faculty members
outside the classroom environment. This contact results in student persistence, educational
attainment, and degree completion. According to Pascarella and Terenzini, a bond develops
between student and institution when students have positive interactions with faculty members.

In particular, resiliency in an academic context following a natural disaster might reveal
academic experiences the students feel influenced their resilience. Tinto (1993) studied the
impact of student-faculty contact and student withdrawal. Tinto concluded student-faculty
positive encounters (which go beyond the formal academic setting to more expansive

intellectual and social issues) are closely aligned with student persistence. For example, faculty
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behavior can influence academic performance as well as creating the opportunity for continued
contact outside of the classroom.

Tinto concentrated on the factors which lead to student departure. For the purpose of this
study, Tinto’s use of the longitudinal model is not to examine student departure, but to examine
students who return to the college post-disaster. This research project identifies some of
Tinto’s factors which ultimately may contribute to the students’ return to college. Tinto has
proposed reasons why students leave college, however, | desired to examine the post-disaster
influences of factors which contribute to why students remain in school. Consequently, I am
applying the work of Tinto in a way which considers persistence as the alternative to departure.
In particular, Tinto emphasized that in campuses in nonresidential settings, contact could come
from interactions within the classroom which is a primary catalyst for student-faculty
interaction. Tinto also stressed that the meaning students attach to community membership is
related to a particular institution’s culture and the value the institution places on student
persistence. Community membership also means the students are socially integrated.

Social Integration

In addition to academic integration, this study also investigates the potential influence of
social integration and the experiences students believe influenced their resilience. Integration
in the social sense occurs when an individual develops strong and effective social ties primarily
as a result of daily interactions with other members of a community (Tinto, 1993). Social
integration (as well as academic integration) may lead to student persistence. Astin (1993)
states interaction with peers has an impact on growth and matriculation during the
undergraduate years resulting in both psychological (individual) and sociological (group)

influences.
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Astin (1993) found the psychological impact deals with identification and affiliation with
those who share similar beliefs. The sociological impact refers to the peer influence to follow
the group’s power to include or deny membership based on conforming to the group’s beliefs
and behaviors. Goldstein (2006) suggests social connections provide psychological and
material resources which help to deal with stress. Brooks and Goldstein (2004) contend
connectedness is a “life force” and is associated with resilience. An individual who is
“connected” has a sense of security and feels safe. Hallowell (1999) expands the definition of
connection going past the association with interpersonal relationships. Hallowell notes
connectivity is beyond one’s own self and involves being a part of a larger phenomenon. This
larger ph